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NOTE

The present wr�ter publ�shed a study on Burke some twenty years
ago. It was almost ent�rely cr�t�cal, and �n no sense a narrat�ve. The
volume that �s now subm�tted to my readers f�rst appeared �n the
ser�es of Engl�sh Men of Letters. It �s b�ograph�cal rather than cr�t�cal,
and not more than about a score of pages have been reproduced �n
�t from the earl�er book. Three pages have been �nserted from an
art�cle on Burke contr�buted by me to the new ed�t�on of the
Encyclopoed�a Br�tann�ca; and I have to thank Messrs. Black for the
great courtesy w�th wh�ch they have allowed me to transcr�be the
passage here. These borrow�ngs from my former self, the reader w�ll
perhaps be w�ll�ng to excuse, on the old Greek pr�nc�ple that a man
may once say a th�ng as he would have �t sa�d, [Greek: d�s de ouk
endecheta�]—he can hardly say �t tw�ce.

J.M.

1888.
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CHAPTER I
EARLY LIFE, AND FIRST WRITINGS

It w�ll soon be a hundred and twenty years s�nce Burke f�rst took h�s
seat, �n the House of Commons, and �t �s e�ghty-f�ve years s�nce h�s
vo�ce ceased to be heard there. S�nce h�s death, as dur�ng h�s l�fe,
op�n�on as to the place to wh�ch he �s ent�tled among the em�nent
men of h�s country has touched every extreme. Tor�es have extolled
h�m as the sav�our of Europe. Wh�gs have detested h�m as the
destroyer of h�s party. One und�scr�m�nat�ng panegyr�st calls h�m the
most profound and comprehens�ve of pol�t�cal ph�losophers that has
yet ex�sted �n the world. Another and more d�st�ngu�shed wr�ter
�ns�sts that he �s a resplendent and far-see�ng rhetor�c�an, rather than
a deep and subtle th�nker. A th�rd tells us that h�s works cannot be
too much our study, �f we mean e�ther to understand or to ma�nta�n
aga�nst �ts var�ous enem�es, open and concealed, des�gn�ng and
m�staken, the s�ngular const�tut�on of th�s fortunate �sland. A fourth,
on the contrary, declares that �t would be hard to f�nd a s�ngle lead�ng
pr�nc�ple or preva�l�ng sent�ment �n one half of these works, to wh�ch
someth�ng extremely adverse cannot be found �n the other half. A
f�fth calls h�m one of the greatest men, and, Bacon alone excepted,
the greatest th�nker, who ever devoted h�mself to the pract�ce of
Engl�sh pol�t�cs. Yet, oddly enough, the author of the f�fth verd�ct w�ll
have �t that th�s great man and great th�nker was actually out of h�s
m�nd when he composed the p�eces for wh�ch he has been most
w�dely adm�red and revered.



A suff�c�ent �nterval has now passed to allow all the sed�ment of party
fanat�c�sm to fall to the bottom. The c�rcumstances of the world have
s�nce Burke's t�me undergone var�at�on enough to enable us to
judge, from many po�nts of v�ew, how far he was the splend�d
pamphleteer of a fact�on, and how far he was a contr�butor to the
un�versal stock of endur�ng w�sdom. Op�n�on �s slowly, but w�thout
react�on, settl�ng down to the verd�ct that Burke �s one of the ab�d�ng
names �n our h�story, not because he e�ther saved Europe or
destroyed the Wh�g party; but because he added to the permanent
cons�derat�ons of w�se pol�t�cal thought, and to the max�ms of w�se
pract�ce �n great affa�rs, and because he �mpr�nts h�mself upon us
w�th a magn�f�cence and elevat�on of express�on that places h�m
among the h�ghest masters of l�terature, �n one of �ts h�ghest and
most command�ng senses. Those who have acqu�red a love for
abstract pol�t�cs am�d the almost mathemat�cal closeness and
prec�s�on of Hobbes, the ph�losoph�c calm of Locke or M�ll, or even
the majest�c and solemn fervour of M�lton, are revolted by the
unrestra�ned pass�on and the decorated style of Burke. H�s pass�on
appears hopelessly fatal to success �n the pursu�t of Truth, who does
not usually reveal herself to followers thus �nflamed. H�s ornate style
appears fatal to the caut�ous and prec�se method of statement,
su�table to matter wh�ch �s not known at all unless �t �s known
d�st�nctly. Yet the natural ardour wh�ch �mpelled Burke to clothe h�s
judgments �n glow�ng and exaggerated phrases, �s one secret of h�s
power over us, because �t k�ndles �n those who are capable of that
generous �nfect�on a respondent �nterest and sympathy. But more
than th�s, the reader �s speed�ly consc�ous of the precedence �n
Burke of the facts of moral�ty and conduct, of the many �nterwoven
aff�n�t�es of human affect�on and h�stor�cal relat�on, over the unreal
necess�t�es of mere abstract log�c. Burke's m�nd was full of the
matter of great truths, cop�ously enr�ched from the founta�ns of
generous and many-coloured feel�ng. He thought about l�fe as a
whole, w�th all �ts �nf�rm�t�es and all �ts pomps. W�th none of the
mental exclus�veness of the moral�st by profess�on, he f�lls every
page w�th solemn reference and mean�ng; w�th none of the
mechan�cal bustle of the common pol�t�c�an, he �s everywhere
consc�ous of the mastery of laws, �nst�tut�ons, and government over



the character and happ�ness of men. Bes�des thus d�ffus�ng a strong
l�ght over the awful t�des of human c�rcumstance, Burke has the
sacred g�ft of �nsp�r�ng men to use a grave d�l�gence �n car�ng for h�gh
th�ngs, and �n mak�ng the�r l�ves at once r�ch and austere. Such a
part �n l�terature �s �ndeed h�gh. We feel no emot�on of revolt when
Mack�ntosh speaks of Shakespeare and Burke �n the same breath as
be�ng both of them above mere talent. And we do not d�ssent when
Macaulay, after read�ng Burke's works over, aga�n, excla�ms, "How
adm�rable! The greatest man s�nce M�lton."

The prec�se date of Burke's b�rth cannot be stated w�th certa�nty. All
that we can say �s that �t took place e�ther �n 1728 or 1729, and �t �s
poss�ble that we may set �t down �n one or the other year, as we
choose to reckon by the old or the new style. The best op�n�on �s that
he was born at Dubl�n on the 12th of January 1729 (N.S.) H�s father
was a sol�c�tor �n good pract�ce, and �s bel�eved to have been
descended from some Bourkes of county L�mer�ck, who held a
respectable local pos�t�on �n the t�me of the c�v�l wars. Burke's mother
belonged to the Nagle fam�ly, wh�ch had a strong connect�on �n the
county of Cork; they had been among the last adherents of James
II., and they rema�ned f�rm Cathol�cs. Mrs. Burke rema�ned true to
the Church of her ancestors, and her only daughter was brought up
�n the same fa�th. Edmund Burke and h�s two brothers, Garret and
R�chard, were bred �n the rel�g�on of the�r father; but Burke never, �n
after t�mes, lost a large and generous way of th�nk�ng about the more
anc�ent creed of h�s mother and h�s uncles.

In 1741 he was sent to school at Ball�tore, a v�llage some th�rty m�les
away from Dubl�n, where Abraham Shackleton, a Quaker from
Yorksh�re, had establ�shed h�mself f�fteen years before, and had
earned a w�de reputat�on as a successful teacher and a good man.
Accord�ng to Burke, he r�chly deserved th�s h�gh character. It was to
Abraham Shackleton that he always professed to owe whatever ga�n
had come to h�m from educat�on. If I am anyth�ng, he sa�d many
years afterwards, �t �s the educat�on I had there that has made me
so. H�s master's sk�ll as a teacher d�d not �mpress h�m more than the
example wh�ch was every day set before h�m, of upr�ghtness and



s�mpl�c�ty of heart. Th�rty years later, when Burke had the news of
Shackleton's death (1771), "I had a true honour and affect�on," he
wrote, "for that excellent man. I feel someth�ng l�ke a sat�sfact�on �n
the m�dst of my concern, that I was fortunate enough to have h�m
once under my roof before h�s departure." No man has ever had a
deeper or more tender reverence than Burke for homely goodness,
s�mple pur�ty, and all the p�et�es of l�fe; �t may well be that th�s natural
pred�spos�t�on of all characters, at once so gen�al and so ser�ous as
h�s, was f�nally stamped �n h�m by h�s f�rst schoolmaster. It �s true that
he was only two years at Ball�tore, but two years at that plast�c t�me
often bu�ld up hab�ts �n the m�nd that all the rest of a l�fe �s unable to
pull down.

In 1743 Burke became a student of Tr�n�ty College, Dubl�n, and he
rema�ned there unt�l 1748, when he took h�s Bachelor's degree.
These f�ve years do not appear to have been spent �n strenuous
�ndustry �n the beaten paths of academ�c rout�ne. L�ke so many other
men of great g�fts, Burke �n h�s youth was desultory and excurs�ve.
He roamed at large over the var�ed he�ghts that tempt our cur�os�ty,
as the dawn of �ntell�gence f�rst l�ghts them up one after another w�th
bew�tch�ng v�s�ons and �llus�ve mag�c. "All my stud�es," Burke wrote
�n 1746, when he was �n the m�dst of them, "have rather proceeded
from sall�es of pass�on, than from the preference of sound reason;
and, l�ke all other natural appet�tes, have been very v�olent for a
season, and very soon cooled, and qu�te absorbed �n the
succeed�ng. I have often thought �t a humorous cons�derat�on to
observe and sum up all the madness of th�s k�nd I have fallen �nto,
th�s two years past. F�rst, I was greatly taken w�th natural ph�losophy;
wh�ch, wh�le I should have g�ven my m�nd to log�c, employed me
�ncessantly. Th�s I call my furor mathemat�cus. But th�s worked off as
soon as I began to read �t �n the college, as men by replet�on cast off
the�r stomachs all they have eaten. Then I turned back to log�c and
metaphys�cs. Here I rema�ned a good wh�le, and w�th much
pleasure, and th�s was my furor log�cus, a d�sease very common �n
the days of �gnorance, and very uncommon �n these enl�ghtened
t�mes. Next succeeded the furor h�stor�cus, wh�ch also had �ts day,
but �s now no more, be�ng ent�rely absorbed �n the furor poet�cus."



Th�s �s from one of Burke's letters to R�chard Shackleton, the son of
h�s schoolmaster, w�th whom he had formed one of those close
fr�endsh�ps that f�ll the l�fe of generous youth, as amb�t�on f�lls an
energet�c manhood. Many tears were shed when the two boys
parted at Ball�tore, and they kept up the�r �nt�macy by a steady
correspondence. They d�scuss the everlast�ng d�spute as to the
ult�mate fate of those who never heard the sav�ng name of Chr�st.
They send one another cop�es of verses, and Burke prays for
Shackleton's judgment on an �nvocat�on of h�s new poem, to
beauteous nymphs who haunt the dusky wood, wh�ch hangs
recumbent o'er the crystal flood. Burke �s warned by Shackleton to
endeavour to l�ve accord�ng to the rules of the Gospel, and he
humbly accepts the good adv�ce, w�th the deprecatory plea that �n a
town �t �s d�ff�cult to s�t down to th�nk ser�ously. It �s eas�er, he says, to
follow the rules of the Gospel �n the country than at Tr�n�ty College,
Dubl�n. In the reg�on of profaner th�ngs the two fr�ends canvass the
comparat�ve worth of Sallust and of Tully's Ep�stles. Burke holds for
the h�stor�an, who has, he th�nks, a f�ne, easy, d�vers�f�ed narrat�ve,
m�xed w�th reflect�on, moral and pol�t�cal, ne�ther very tr�te nor
obv�ous, nor out of the way and abstract; and th�s �s the true beauty
of h�stor�cal observat�on.

Some pages of verse descr�be to Shackleton how h�s fr�end passes
the day, but the reader w�ll perhaps be content to learn �n humbler
prose that Burke rose w�th the dawn, and strode forth �nto the
country through fragrant gardens and the pr�de of May, unt�l want of
breakfast drove h�m back unw�ll�ngly to the town, where am�d
lectures and books h�s heart �ncessantly turned to the r�ver and the
f�r-woods of Ball�tore. In the even�ng he aga�n turned h�s back on the
c�ty, tak�ng h�s way "where L�ffey rolls her dead dogs to the sea,"
along to the wall on the shore, whence be del�ghted to see the sun
s�nk �nto the waters, g�ld�ng ocean, sh�ps, and c�ty as �t van�shed.
Alas, �t was beneath the d�gn�ty of verse to tell us what we should
most gladly have known. For,

  "The muse nor can, nor w�ll declare,
  What �s my work, and what my stud�es there."



What ser�ous nour�shment Burke was lay�ng �n for h�s understand�ng
we cannot learn from any other source. He descr�bes h�mself as
spend�ng three hours almost every day �n the publ�c l�brary; "the best
way �n the world," he adds oddly enough, "of k�ll�ng thought." I have
read some h�story, he says, and among other p�eces of h�story, "I am
endeavour�ng to get a l�ttle �nto the accounts of th�s, our own poor
country,"—a pathet�c express�on, wh�ch represents Burke's perpetual
mood, as long as he l�ved, of affect�onate p�ty for h�s nat�ve land. Of
the em�nent Ir�shmen whose names adorn the annals of Tr�n�ty
College �n the e�ghteenth century, Burke was only contemporary at
the Un�vers�ty w�th one, the luckless s�zar who �n the fulness of t�me
wrote the V�car of Wakef�eld. There �s no ev�dence that at th�s t�me
he and Goldsm�th were acqua�nted w�th one another. Flood had
gone to Oxford some t�me before. The one or two compan�ons whom
Burke ment�ons �n h�s letters are only shadows of names. The m�ghty
Sw�ft d�ed �n 1745, but there �s noth�ng of Burke's upon the event. In
the same year came the Pretender's �nvas�on, and Burke spoke of
those who had taken part �n �t �n the same generous sp�r�t that he
always showed to the part�sans of lost h�stor�c causes.

Of h�s own fam�ly Burke says l�ttle, save that �n 1746 h�s mother had
a dangerous �llness. In all my l�fe, he wr�tes to h�s fr�end, I never
found so heavy a gr�ef, nor really d�d I well know what �t was before.
Burke's father �s sa�d to have been a man of angry and �rr�table
temper, and the�r d�sagreements were frequent. Th�s unhappy
c�rcumstance made the t�me for part�ng not unwelcome. In 1747
Burke's name had been entered at the M�ddle Temple, and after
tak�ng h�s degree, he prepared to go to England to pursue the
ord�nary course of a lawyer's stud�es. He arr�ved �n London �n the
early part of 1750.

A per�od of n�ne years followed, �n wh�ch the c�rcumstances of
Burke's l�fe are enveloped �n nearly complete obscur�ty. He seems to
have kept h�s terms �n the regular way at the Temple, and from the
mastery of legal pr�nc�ples and methods wh�ch he afterwards showed
�n some �mportant transact�ons, we m�ght �nfer that he d�d more to
qual�fy h�mself for pract�ce than merely d�ne �n the hall of h�s �nn. For



law, al�ke as a profess�on and an �nstrument of mental d�sc�pl�ne, he
had always the profound respect that �t so amply deserves, though
he saw that �t was not w�thout drawbacks of �ts own. The law, he
sa�d, �n h�s f�ne descr�pt�on of George Grenv�lle, �n words that all who
th�nk about schemes of educat�on ought to ponder, "�s, �n my op�n�on,
one of the f�rst and noblest of human sc�ences; a sc�ence wh�ch does
more to qu�cken and �nv�gorate the understand�ng than all the other
k�nds of learn�ng put together; but �t �s not apt, except �n persons very
happ�ly born, to open and to l�beral�se the m�nd exactly �n the same
proport�on."[1] Burke was never called to the bar, and the
c�rcumstance that, about the t�me when he ought to have been
look�ng for h�s f�rst gu�nea, he publ�shed a couple of books wh�ch had
as l�ttle as poss�ble to do w�th e�ther law or equ�ty, �s a tolerably sure
s�gn that he had followed the same desultory courses at the Temple
as he had followed at Tr�n�ty College. We have only to tell over aga�n
a very old story. The vague attract�ons of l�terature preva�led over the
duty of tak�ng up a ser�ous profess�on. H�s father, who had set h�s
heart on hav�ng a son �n the rank of a barr�ster, was f�rst susp�c�ous,
then extremely �nd�gnant, and at last he w�thdrew h�s son's
allowance, or else reduced �t so low that the rec�p�ent could not
poss�bly l�ve upon �t. Th�s catastrophe took place some t�me �n 1755,
—a year of note �n the h�story of l�terature, as the date of the
publ�cat�on of Johnson's D�ct�onary. It was upon l�terature, the most
seduct�ve, the most dece�v�ng, the most dangerous of profess�ons,
that Burke, l�ke so many hundreds of smaller men before and s�nce,
now threw h�mself for a l�vel�hood.

[Footnote 1: Amer�can Taxat�on.]

Of the deta�ls of the struggle we know very l�ttle. Burke was not fond
�n after l�fe of talk�ng about h�s earl�er days, not because he had any
false shame about the stra�ts and hard sh�fts of youthful need�ness,
but because he was endowed w�th a certa�n �nborn statel�ness of
nature, wh�ch made h�m unw�ll�ng to waste thoughts on the less
d�gn�f�ed parts of l�fe. Th�s �s no unqual�f�ed v�rtue, and Burke m�ght
have escaped some wear�some frets and embarrassments �n h�s
ex�stence, �f he had been capable of lett�ng the deta�l of the day l�e



more heav�ly upon h�m. So far as �t goes, however, �t �s a s�gn of
mental health that a man should be able to cast beh�nd h�m the
barren memor�es of bygone squalor. We may be sure that whatever
were the external ordeals of h�s apprent�cesh�p �n the sl�ppery craft of
the l�terary adventurer, Burke never fa�led �n keep�ng for h�s constant
compan�ons generous amb�t�ons and h�gh thoughts. He appears to
have frequented the debat�ng clubs �n Fleet Street and the P�azza of
Covent Garden, and he showed the common taste of h�s t�me for the
theatre. He was much of a wanderer, partly from the natural des�re of
restless youth to see the world, and partly because h�s health was
weak. In after l�fe he was a man of great strength, capable not only
of bear�ng the stra�n of prolonged appl�cat�on to books and papers �n
the sol�tude of h�s l�brary, but of bear�ng �t at the same t�me w�th the
d�stract�ng comb�nat�on of act�ve bus�ness among men. At the date of
wh�ch we are speak�ng, he used to seek a m�lder a�r at Br�stol, or �n
Monmouthsh�re, or W�ltsh�re. He passed the summer �n ret�red
country v�llages, read�ng and wr�t�ng w�th desultory �ndustry, �n
company w�th W�ll�am Burke, a namesake but perhaps no k�nsman.
It would be �nterest�ng to know the plan and scope of h�s stud�es. We
are pract�cally reduced to conjecture. In a letter of counsel to h�s son
�n after years, he gave h�m a we�ghty p�ece of adv�ce, wh�ch, �s pretty
pla�nly the key to the real�ty and fru�tfulness of h�s own knowledge.
"Read�ng," he sa�d, "and much read�ng, �s good. But the power of
d�vers�fy�ng the matter �nf�n�tely �n your own m�nd, and of apply�ng �t
to every occas�on that ar�ses, �s far better; so don't suppress the
v�v�da v�s." We have no more of Burke's do�ngs than obscure and
tantal�s�ng gl�mpses, tantal�s�ng, because he was then at the age
when character usually e�ther fr�tters �tself away, or grows strong on
the �nward sustenance of sol�d and resolute asp�rat�ons. Wr�t�ng from
Battersea to h�s old comrade, Shackleton, �n 1757, he beg�ns w�th an
apology for a long s�lence wh�ch seems to have cont�nued from
months to years. "I have broken all rules; I have neglected all
decorums; everyth�ng except that I have never forgot a fr�end, whose
good head and heart have made me esteem and love h�m. What
appearance there may have been of neglect, ar�ses from my manner
of l�fe; chequered w�th var�ous des�gns; somet�mes �n London,



somet�mes �n remote parts of the country; somet�mes �n France, and
shortly, please God, to be �n Amer�ca."

One of the hundred �nscrutable rumours that hovered about Burke's
name was, that he at one t�me actually d�d v�s�t Amer�ca. Th�s was
just as untrue as that he became a convert to the Cathol�c fa�th; or
that he was the lover of Peg Woff�ngton; or that he contested Adam
Sm�th's cha�r of moral ph�losophy at Glasgow along w�th Hume, and
that both Burke and Hume were rejected �n favour of some fortunate
Mr. James Clow. They are all al�ke unfounded. But the same letter
�nforms Shackleton of a c�rcumstance more real and more �mportant
than any of these, though �ts deta�ls are only doubtfully known. Burke
had marr�ed—when and where, we cannot tell. Probably the
marr�age took place �n the w�nter of 1756. H�s w�fe was the daughter
of Dr. Nugent, an Ir�sh phys�c�an once settled at Bath. One story �s
that Burke consulted h�m �n one of h�s v�s�ts to the west of England,
and fell �n love w�th h�s daughter. Another vers�on makes Burke
consult h�m after Dr. Nugent had removed to London; and tells how
the k�ndly phys�c�an, cons�der�ng that the no�se and bustle of
chambers over a shop must h�nder h�s pat�ent's recovery, offered h�m
rooms �n h�s own house. However these th�ngs may have been, all
the ev�dence shows Burke to have been fortunate �n the cho�ce or
acc�dent that bestowed upon h�m h�s w�fe. Mrs. Burke, l�ke her father,
was, up to the t�me of her marr�age, a Cathol�c. Good judges
belong�ng to her own sex descr�be her as gentle, qu�et, soft �n her
manners, and well-bred. She had the qual�t�es wh�ch best f�tted and
d�sposed her to soothe the vehemence and �rr�tab�l�ty of her
compan�on. Though she afterwards conformed to the rel�g�on of her
husband, �t was no �ns�gn�f�cant co�nc�dence that �n two of the
dearest relat�ons of h�s l�fe the atmosphere of Cathol�c�sm was thus
poured round the great preacher of the crusade aga�nst the
Revolut�on.

About the t�me of h�s marr�age, Burke made h�s f�rst appearance as
an author. It was �n 1756 that he publ�shed A V�nd�cat�on of Natural
Soc�ety, and the more �mportant essay, A Ph�losoph�cal Inqu�ry �nto
the Or�g�n of our Ideas on the Subl�me and Beaut�ful. The latter of



them had certa�nly been wr�tten a long t�me before, and there �s even
a trad�t�onal story that Burke wrote �t when he was only n�neteen
years old. Both of these performances have �n d�fferent degrees a
h�stor�c mean�ng, but ne�ther of them would have surv�ved to our own
day unless they had been assoc�ated w�th a name of power. A few
words w�ll suff�ce to do just�ce to them here. And f�rst as to the
V�nd�cat�on of Natural Soc�ety. Its alternat�ve t�tle was, A V�ew of the
M�ser�es and Ev�ls ar�s�ng to Mank�nd from every Spec�es of C�v�l
Soc�ety, �n a Letter to Lord ——, by a late Noble Wr�ter.

Bol�ngbroke had d�ed �n 1751, and �n 1754 h�s ph�losoph�cal works
were posthumously g�ven to the world by Dav�d Mallet, Dr. Johnson's
beggarly Scotchman, to whom Bol�ngbroke had left half-a-crown �n
h�s w�ll, for f�r�ng off a blunderbuss wh�ch he was afra�d to f�re off
h�mself. The world of letters had been keenly exc�ted about
Bol�ngbroke. H�s busy and chequered career, h�s fr�endsh�p w�th the
great w�ts of the prev�ous generat�on, h�s splend�d style, h�s bold
op�n�ons, made h�m a dazzl�ng f�gure. Th�s was the late Noble Wr�ter
whose op�n�ons Burke �ntended to r�d�cule, by reduc�ng them to an
absurd�ty �n an exaggerat�on of Bol�ngbroke's own manner. As �t
happened, the publ�c d�d not read�ly perce�ve e�ther the exaggerat�on
�n the manner, or the sat�re �n the matter. Excellent judges of style
made sure that the wr�t�ng was really Bol�ngbroke's, and ser�ous
cr�t�cs of ph�losophy never doubted that the wr�ter, whoever he was,
meant all that he sa�d. We can hardly help agree�ng w�th Godw�n,
when he says that �n Burke's treat�se the ev�ls of ex�st�ng pol�t�cal
�nst�tut�ons, wh�ch had been descr�bed by Locke, are set forth more
at large, w�th �ncomparable force of reason�ng and lustre of
eloquence, though the declared �ntent�on of the wr�ter was to show
that such ev�ls ought to be cons�dered merely tr�v�al. Years
afterwards, Boswell asked Johnson whether an �mprudent
publ�cat�on by a certa�n fr�end of h�s at an early per�od of h�s l�fe
would be l�kely to hurt h�m? "No, s�r," repl�ed the sage; "not much; �t
m�ght perhaps be ment�oned at an elect�on." It �s s�gn�f�cant that �n
1765, when Burke saw h�s chance of a seat �n Parl�ament, he
thought �t worth wh�le to pr�nt a second ed�t�on of h�s V�nd�cat�on, w�th
a preface to assure h�s readers that the des�gn of �t was �ron�cal. It



has been remarked as a very extraord�nary c�rcumstance that an
author who had the greatest fame of any man of h�s day as the
master of a superb style, for th�s was �ndeed Bol�ngbroke's pos�t�on,
should have been �m�tated to such perfect�on by a mere nov�ce, that
accompl�shed cr�t�cs l�ke Chesterf�eld and Warburton should have
m�staken the copy for a f�rstrate or�g�nal. It �s, however, to be
remembered that the very boldness and sweep�ng rap�d�ty of
Bol�ngbroke's prose rendered �t more f�t for �m�tat�on than �f �ts mer�ts
had been those of del�cacy or subtlety; and we must remember that
the �m�tator was no p�gmy, but h�mself one of the g�ants. What �s
certa�n �s that the study of Bol�ngbroke wh�ch preceded th�s excellent
�m�tat�on left a permanent mark, and traces of Bol�ngbroke were
never effaced from the style of Burke.

The po�nt of the V�nd�cat�on �s s�mple enough. It �s to show that the
same �nstruments wh�ch Bol�ngbroke had employed �n favour of
natural aga�nst revealed rel�g�on, could be employed w�th equal
success �n favour of natural as aga�nst, what Burke calls, art�f�c�al
soc�ety. "Show me," cr�es the wr�ter, "an absurd�ty �n rel�g�on, and I
w�ll undertake to show you a hundred for one �n pol�t�cal laws and
�nst�tut�ons…. If, after all, you should confess all these th�ngs, yet
plead the necess�ty of pol�t�cal �nst�tut�ons, weak and w�cked as they
are, I can argue w�th equal, perhaps super�or force, concern�ng the
necess�ty of art�f�c�al rel�g�on; and every step you advance �n your
argument, you add a strength to m�ne. So that �f we are resolved to
subm�t our reason and our l�berty to c�v�l usurpat�on, we have noth�ng
to do but to conform as qu�etly as we can to the vulgar not�ons wh�ch
are connected w�th th�s, and take up the theology of the vulgar as
well as the�r pol�t�cs. But �f we th�nk th�s necess�ty rather �mag�nary
than real, we should renounce the�r dreams of soc�ety, together w�th
the�r v�s�ons of rel�g�on, and v�nd�cate ourselves �nto perfect l�berty."

The most �nterest�ng fact about th�s sp�r�ted performance �s, that �t �s
a sat�r�cal l�terary handl�ng of the great propos�t�on wh�ch Burke
enforced, w�th all the thunder and lur�d effulgence of h�s most
pass�onate rhetor�c, f�ve and th�rty years later. Th�s propos�t�on �s that
the world would fall �nto ru�n, "�f the pract�ce of all moral dut�es, and



the foundat�ons of soc�ety, rested upon hav�ng the�r reasons made
clear and demonstrat�ve to every �nd�v�dual." The sat�re �s �ntended
for an �llustrat�on of what w�th Burke was the card�nal truth for men,
namely, that �f you encourage every �nd�v�dual to let the �mag�nat�on
loose upon all subjects, w�thout any restra�nt from a sense of h�s own
weakness, and h�s subord�nate rank �n the long scheme of th�ngs,
then there �s noth�ng of all that the op�n�on of ages has agreed to
regard as excellent and venerable, wh�ch would not be exposed to
destruct�on at the hands of rat�onal�st�c cr�t�c�sm. Th�s was Burke's
most fundamental and unswerv�ng conv�ct�on from the f�rst p�ece that
he wrote down to the last, and down to the last hour of h�s ex�stence.

It �s a co�nc�dence worth not�c�ng that only two years before the
appearance of the V�nd�cat�on, Rousseau had publ�shed the second
of the two memorable D�scourses �n wh�ch he �ns�sted w�th ser�ous
eloquence on that wh�ch Burke treats as a tr�umph of �rony. He
bel�eved, and many thousands of Frenchmen came to a speculat�ve
agreement w�th h�m, that art�f�c�al soc�ety had marked a decl�ne �n
the fel�c�ty of man, and there are passages �n the D�scourse �n wh�ch
he demonstrates th�s, that are eas�ly �nterchangeable w�th passages
�n the V�nd�cat�on. Who would undertake to tell us from �nternal
ev�dence whether the follow�ng page, w�th �ts sombre glow, �s an
extract from Burke, or an extract from the book wh�ch Rousseau
beg�ns by the sentence that man �s born free, yet �s he everywhere �n
cha�ns?—

There are �n Great Br�ta�n upwards of a hundred thousand
people employed �n lead, t�n, �ron, copper, and coal m�nes;
these unhappy wretches scarce ever see the l�ght of the sun;
they are bur�ed �n the bowels of the earth; there they work at a
severe and d�smal task, w�thout the least prospect of be�ng
del�vered from �t; they subs�st upon the coarsest and worst
sort of fare; they have the�r health m�serably �mpa�red, and
the�r l�ves cut short, by be�ng perpetually conf�ned �n the close
vapour of these mal�gnant m�nerals. A hundred thousand
more at least are tortured w�thout rem�ss�on by the suffocat�ng
smoke, �ntense f�res, and constant drudgery, necessary �n



ref�n�ng and manag�ng the products of those m�nes. If any
man �nformed us that two hundred thousand �nnocent persons
were condemned to so �ntolerable slavery, how should we p�ty
the unhappy sufferers, and how great would be our just
�nd�gnat�on aga�nst those who �nfl�cted so cruel and
�gnom�n�ous a pun�shment!… But th�s number, cons�derable
as �t �s, and the slavery, w�th all �ts baseness and horror,
wh�ch we have at home, �s noth�ng to what the rest of the
world affords of the same nature. M�ll�ons da�ly bathed �n the
po�sonous damps and destruct�ve effluv�a of lead, s�lver,
copper, and arsen�c, to say noth�ng of those other
employments, those stat�ons of wretchedness and contempt,
�n wh�ch c�v�l soc�ety has placed the numerous enfans perdus
of her army. Would any rat�onal man subm�t to one of the
most tolerable of these drudger�es, for all the art�f�c�al
enjoyments wh�ch pol�cy has made to result from them?…
Indeed the bl�ndness of one part of mank�nd co-operat�ng w�th
the frenzy and v�lla�ny of the other, has been the real bu�lder
of th�s respectable fabr�c of pol�t�cal soc�ety: and as the
bl�ndness of mank�nd has caused the�r slavery, �n return the�r
state of slavery �s made a pretence for cont�nu�ng them �n a
state of bl�ndness; for the pol�t�c�an w�ll tell you gravely that
the�r l�fe of serv�tude d�squal�f�es the greater part of the race of
man for a search of truth, and suppl�es them w�th no other
than mean and �nsuff�c�ent �deas. Th�s �s but too true; and th�s
�s one of the reasons for wh�ch I blame such �nst�tut�ons.

From the very beg�nn�ng, therefore, Burke was drawn to the deepest
of all the currents �n the thought of the e�ghteenth century. Johnson
and Goldsm�th cont�nued the trad�t�ons of soc�al and pol�te l�terature
wh�ch had been establ�shed by the Queen Anne men. Warburton
and a whole host of apolog�sts carr�ed on the battle aga�nst de�sm
and �nf�del�ty. Hume, after furn�sh�ng the arsenal of scept�c�sm w�th a
new array of deadl�er eng�nes and more abundant ammun�t�on, had
betaken h�mself plac�dly to the compos�t�on of h�story. What �s
remarkable �n Burke's f�rst performance �s h�s d�scernment of the
�mportant fact, that beh�nd the �ntellectual d�sturbances �n the sphere



of ph�losophy, and the no�s�er ag�tat�ons �n the sphere of theology,
there s�lently stalked a force that m�ght shake the whole fabr�c of c�v�l
soc�ety �tself. In France, as all students of �ts speculat�ve h�story are
agreed, there came a t�me �n the e�ghteenth century when
theolog�cal controversy was turned �nto pol�t�cal controversy.
Innovators left the quest�on about the truth of Chr�st�an�ty, and bus�ed
themselves w�th quest�ons about the ends and means of
governments. The appearance of Burke's V�nd�cat�on of Natural
Soc�ety co�nc�des �n t�me w�th the beg�nn�ng of th�s �mportant
transformat�on. Burke foresaw from the f�rst what, �f rat�onal�sm were
allowed to run an un�mpeded course, would be the really great
bus�ness of the second halt of h�s century.

If �n h�s f�rst book Burke showed how al�ve he was to the profound
movement of the t�me, �n the second he dealt w�th one of the most
ser�ous of �ts more superf�c�al �nterests. The essay on the Subl�me
and Beaut�ful fell �n w�th a set of top�cs on wh�ch the cur�os�ty of the
better m�nds of the age, al�ke �n France, England, and Germany, was
fully st�rred. In England the essay has been ord�nar�ly sl�ghted; �t has
perhaps been overshadowed by �ts author's fame �n we�ght�er
matters. The nearest approach to a full and ser�ous treatment of �ts
ma�n pos�t�ons �s to be found �n Dugald Stewart's lectures. The great
rhetor�cal art-cr�t�c of our own day refers to �t �n words of
d�sparagement, and �n truth �t has none of the flummery of modern
cr�t�c�sm. It �s a p�ece of hard th�nk�ng, and �t has the d�st�nct�on of
hav�ng �nterested and st�mulated Less�ng, the author of Laoköon
(1766), by far the most def�n�tely valuable of all the contr�but�ons to
aesthet�c thought �n an age wh�ch was not poor �n them. Less�ng was
so struck w�th the Inqu�ry that he set about a translat�on of �t, and the
correspondence between h�m and Moses Mendelssohn on the
quest�ons wh�ch Burke had ra�sed conta�ns the germs of the doctr�ne
as to poetry and pa�nt�ng wh�ch Laoköon afterwards made so
famous. Its �nfluence on Less�ng and on Kant was such as to just�fy
the German h�stor�an of the l�terature of the century �n bestow�ng on
�t the coveted ep�thet of epoch-mak�ng.



The book �s full of crud�t�es. We feel the worse s�de of the e�ghteenth
century when Burke tells us that a th�rst for Var�ety �n arch�tecture �s
sure to leave very l�ttle true taste; or that an a�r of robustness and
strength �s very prejud�c�al to beauty; or that sad fuscous colours are
�nd�spensable for subl�m�ty. Many of the sect�ons, aga�n, are l�ttle
more than expanded def�n�t�ons from the d�ct�onary. Any tyro may
now be shocked at such a propos�t�on as that beauty acts by relax�ng
the sol�ds of the whole system. But at least one s�gnal mer�t rema�ns
to the Inqu�ry. It was a v�gorous enlargement of the pr�nc�ple, wh�ch
Add�son had not long before t�m�dly �llustrated, that cr�t�cs of art seek
�ts pr�nc�ples �n the wrong place, so long as they l�m�t the�r search to
poems, p�ctures, engrav�ngs, statues, and bu�ld�ngs, �nstead of f�rst
arrang�ng the sent�ments and facult�es �n man to wh�ch art makes �ts
appeal. Add�son's treatment was sl�ght and merely l�terary; Burke
dealt boldly w�th h�s subject on the base of the most sc�ent�f�c
psychology that was then w�th�n h�s reach. To approach �t on the
psycholog�cal s�de at all was to make a d�st�nct and remarkable
advance �n the method of the �nqu�ry wh�ch he had taken �n hand.



CHAPTER II
IN IRELAND—PARLIAMENT—BEACONSFIELD

Burke was th�rty years old before he approached even the threshold
of the arena �n wh�ch he was dest�ned to be so great a f�gure. He had
made a mark �n l�terature, and �t was to l�terature rather than to publ�c
affa�rs that h�s amb�t�on turned. He had naturally become acqua�nted
w�th the brother-authors who haunted the coffee-houses �n Fleet
Street; and Burke, along w�th h�s father-�n-law, Dr. Nugent, was one
of the f�rst members of the �mmortal club where Johnson d�d
conversat�onal battle w�th all comers. We shall, �n a later chapter,
have someth�ng to say on Burke's fr�endsh�ps w�th the followers of
h�s f�rst profess�on, and on the act�ve sympathy w�th wh�ch he helped
those who were struggl�ng �nto authorsh�p. Meanwh�le, the fragments
that rema�n of h�s own attempts �n th�s d�rect�on are no cons�derable
contr�but�ons. H�s H�nts for an Essay on the Drama are jejune and
�nfert�le, when compared w�th the v�gorous and or�g�nal thought of
D�derot and Less�ng at about the same per�od. He wrote an Account
of the European Settlements �n Amer�ca. H�s Abr�dgment of the
H�story of England comes down no further than to the re�gn of John.
A much more �mportant undertak�ng than h�s h�story of the past was
h�s des�gn for a yearly chron�cle of the present. The Annual Reg�ster
began to appear �n 1759. Dodsley, the bookseller of Pall Mall,
prov�ded the s�news of war, and he gave Burke a hundred pounds a
year for h�s survey of the great events wh�ch were then pass�ng �n
the world. The scheme was probably born of the c�rcumstances of
the hour, for th�s was the cl�max of the Seven Years' War. The clang



of arms was heard �n every quarter of the globe, and �n East and
West new lands were be�ng brought under the dom�n�on of Great
Br�ta�n.

In th�s exc�t�ng cr�s�s of nat�onal affa�rs, Burke began to be
acqua�nted w�th publ�c men. In 1759 he was �ntroduced, probably by
Lord Charlemont, to W�ll�am Gerard Ham�lton, who only surv�ves �n
our memor�es by h�s n�ckname of S�ngle-speech. As a matter of fact,
he made many speeches �n Parl�ament, and some good ones, but
none so good as the f�rst, del�vered �n a debate �n 1755, �n wh�ch P�tt,
Fox, Grenv�lle, and Murray all took part, and were all outshone by
the new lum�nary. But the new lum�nary never shone aga�n w�th �ts
f�rst br�ll�ance. He sought Burke out on the strength of the success of
the V�nd�cat�on of Natural Soc�ety, and he seems to have had a taste
for good company. Horace Walpole descr�bes a d�nner at h�s house
�n the summer of 1761. "There were Garr�ck," he says, "and a young
Mr. Burke, who wrote a book �n the style of Lord Bol�ngbroke, that �s
much adm�red. He �s a sens�ble man, but has not worn off h�s
author�sm yet, and th�nks there �s noth�ng so charm�ng as wr�ters,
and to be one. He w�ll know better one of these days." The prophecy
came true �n t�me, but �t was Burke's pass�on for author�sm that
eventually led to a rupture w�th h�s f�rst patron. Ham�lton was a man
of ab�l�ty, but self�sh and unreasonable. Dr. Leland afterwards
descr�bed h�m compend�ously as a sullen, va�n, proud, self�sh,
canker-hearted, env�ous rept�le.

In 1761 Ham�lton went to Ireland as secretary to Lord Hal�fax, and
Burke accompan�ed h�m �n some �ndef�n�te capac�ty. "The
absentee�sm of her men of gen�us," an em�nent h�stor�an has sa�d,
"was a worse wrong to Ireland than the absentee�sm of her
landlords. If Edmund Burke had rema�ned �n the country where
Prov�dence had placed h�m, he m�ght have changed the current of �ts
h�story." [1] It �s at least to be sa�d that Burke was never so absorbed
�n other affa�rs as to forget the pecul�ar �nterests of h�s nat�ve land.
We have h�s own word, and h�s career does not bel�e �t, that �n the
elat�on w�th wh�ch he was f�lled on be�ng elected a member of
Parl�ament, what was f�rst and uppermost �n h�s thoughts was the



hope of be�ng somewhat useful to the place of h�s b�rth and
educat�on; and to the last he had �n �t "a dearness of �nst�nct more
than he could just�fy to reason." In fact the affa�rs of Ireland had a
most �mportant part �n Burke's l�fe at one or two cr�t�cal moments,
and th�s �s as conven�ent a place as we are l�kely to f�nd for
descr�b�ng �n a few words what were the �ssues. The br�ef space can
hardly be grudged �n an account of a great pol�t�cal wr�ter, for Ireland
had furn�shed the ch�ef ordeal, test, and standard of Engl�sh
statesmen.

[Footnote 1: Fronde's Ireland, ��. 214.]

Ireland �n the m�ddle of the e�ghteenth century was to England just
what the Amer�can colon�es would have been, �f they had conta�ned,
bes�des the European settlers, more than tw�ce the�r number of
unenslaved negroes. After the suppress�on of the great rebell�on of
Tyrconnel by W�ll�am of Orange, nearly the whole of the land was
conf�scated, the peasants were made beggars and outlaws, the
Penal Laws aga�nst the Cathol�cs were enacted and enforced, and
the grand re�gn of Protestant Ascendancy began �n all �ts v�leness
and completeness. The Protestants and landlords were supreme;
the peasants and the Cathol�cs were prostrate �n despa�r. The
Revolut�on brought about �n Ireland just the reverse of what �t
effected �n England. Here �t del�vered the body of the nat�on from the
attempted supremacy of a small sect. There �t made a small sect
supreme over the body of the nat�on. "It was, to say the truth," Burke
wrote, "not a revolut�on but a conquest," and the pol�cy of conquest
was treated as the just and normal system of government. The last
conquest of England was �n the eleventh century. The last conquest
of Ireland was at the very end of the seventeenth.

S�xty years after the event, when Burke rev�s�ted Ireland, some
�mportant changes had taken place. The Engl�sh settlers of the
beg�nn�ng of the century had formed an Ir�sh �nterest. They had
become Anglo-Ir�sh, just as the colon�sts st�ll further west had formed
a colon�al �nterest and become Anglo-Amer�can. The same conduct
on the part of the mother country promoted the growth of these



host�le �nterests �n both cases. The commerc�al pol�cy pursued by
England towards Amer�ca was �dent�cal w�th that pursued towards
Ireland. The �ndustry of the Anglo-Ir�sh traders was restr�cted, the�r
commerce and even the�r product�on fettered, the�r prosper�ty
checked, for the benef�t of the merchants of Manchester and Br�stol.
Cresc�t Roma Albae ru�n�s. "The bulk of the people," sa�d Stone, the
Pr�mate, "are not regularly e�ther lodged, clothed, or fed; and those
th�ngs wh�ch �n England are called necessar�es of l�fe, are to us only
acc�dents, and we can, and �n many places do, subs�st w�thout
them." On the other hand, the peasantry had gradually taken heart to
resent the�r spol�at�on and attempted ext�rpat�on, and �n 1761 the�r
m�sery under the exact�ons of landlords and a church wh�ch tr�ed to
spread Chr�st�an�ty by the brotherly agency of the t�the-proctor, gave
b�rth to Wh�teboy�sm—a terr�ble spectre, wh�ch, under var�ous names
and w�th var�ous mod�f�cat�ons, has r�dden Ireland down to our own
t�me.

Burke saw the Protestant traders of the dependency the v�ct�ms of
the colon�al and commerc�al system; the Cathol�c landowners legally
d�spossessed by the operat�on of the penal laws; the Cathol�c
peasantry deeply penetrated w�th an �nsurgent and v�nd�ct�ve sp�r�t;
and the Imper�al Government stand�ng very much aloof, and leav�ng
the country to the tender merc�es of the Undertakers and some
Protestant churchmen. The Anglo-Ir�sh were b�tterly d�scontented
w�th the mother country; and the Cathol�c nat�ve Ir�sh were regarded
by the�r Protestant oppressors w�th exactly that comb�nat�on of
�ntense contempt and loath�ng, and �ntense rage and terror, wh�ch
the�r Amer�can counterpart would have d�v�ded between the Negro
and the Red Ind�an. To the Anglo-Ir�sh the nat�ve peasant was as
od�ous as the f�rst, and as terr�ble as the second. Even at the close
of the century Burke could declare that the var�ous descr�pt�ons of
the people were kept as much apart as �f they were not only
separate nat�ons, but separate spec�es. There were thousands, he
says, who had never talked to a Roman Cathol�c �n the�r whole l�ves,
unless they happened to talk to a gardener's workman or some other
labourer of the second or th�rd order; wh�le a l�ttle t�me before th�s
they were so averse to have them near the�r persons, that they



would not employ even those who could never f�nd the�r way beyond
the stables. Chesterf�eld, a thoroughly �mpart�al and just observer,
sa�d �n 1764 that the poor people �n Ireland were used worse than
negroes by the�r masters and the m�ddlemen. We should never
forget that �n the transact�ons w�th the Engl�sh Government dur�ng
the e�ghteenth century, the people concerned were not the Ir�sh, but
the Anglo-Ir�sh, the colon�sts of 1691. They were an ar�stocracy, as
Adam Sm�th sa�d of them, not founded �n the natural and respectable
d�st�nct�ons of b�rth and fortune, but �n the most od�ous of all
d�st�nct�ons, those of rel�g�ous and pol�t�cal prejud�ces—d�st�nct�ons
wh�ch, more than any other, an�mate both the �nsolence of the
oppressors and the hatred and �nd�gnat�on of the oppressed.

The d�rect�ons �n wh�ch Ir�sh �mprovement would move were clear
from the m�ddle of the century to men w�th much less fores�ght than
Burke had. The removal of all commerc�al restr�ct�ons, e�ther by
Independence or Un�on, on the one hand, and the gradual
emanc�pat�on of the Cathol�cs, on the other, were the two processes
to wh�ch every cons�derat�on of good government man�festly po�nted.
The f�rst proved a much shorter and s�mpler process than the
second. To the f�rst the only obstacle was the bl�ndness and
self�shness of the Engl�sh merchants. The second had to overcome
the v�rulent oppos�t�on of the tyrann�cal Protestant fact�on �n Ireland,
and the d�sgraceful but deep-rooted ant�path�es of the Engl�sh nat�on.
The h�story of the relat�on between the mother country and her
dependency dur�ng Brake's l�fe, may be character�sed as a
commerc�al and leg�slat�ve struggle between the �mper�al
government and the Anglo-Ir�sh �nterest, �n wh�ch each s�de for �ts
own conven�ence, as the turn served, drew support from the Cathol�c
major�ty.

A Wh�teboy outbreak, attended by the usual c�rcumstances of
d�sorder and v�olence, took place wh�le Burke was �n Ireland. It
su�ted the �nterests of fact�on to represent these commot�ons as the
symptoms of a del�berate rebell�on. The malcontents were
represented as carry�ng on treasonable correspondence, somet�mes
w�th Spa�n and somet�mes w�th France; they were accused of



rece�v�ng money and arms from the�r fore�gn sympath�sers, and of
a�m�ng at throw�ng off the Engl�sh rule. Burke says that he had
means and the des�re of �nform�ng h�mself to the bottom upon the
matter, and he came strongly to the conclus�on that th�s was not a
true v�ew of what had happened. What had happened was due, he
thought, to no plot, but to superf�c�al and fortu�tous c�rcumstances.
He consequently d�d not shr�nk from descr�b�ng �t as cr�m�nal, that the
k�ng's Cathol�c subjects �n Ireland should have been subjected, on
no good grounds, to harass�ng persecut�on, and that numbers of
them should have been ru�ned �n fortune, �mpr�soned, tr�ed, and
cap�tally executed for a rebell�on wh�ch was no rebell�on at all. The
ep�sode �s only �mportant as �llustrat�ng the strong and manly temper
�n wh�ch Burke, unl�ke too many of h�s countrymen w�th fortunes to
make by Engl�sh favour, un�formly cons�dered the c�rcumstances of
h�s country. It was not unt�l a later t�me that he had an opportun�ty of
act�ng consp�cuously on her behalf, but whatever �nfluence he came
to acqu�re w�th h�s party was unfl�nch�ngly used aga�nst the cruelty of
Engl�sh prejud�ce.

Burke appears to have rema�ned �n Ireland for two years (1761-63).
In 1763 Ham�lton, who had found h�m an �nvaluable aux�l�ary,
procured for h�m, pr�nc�pally w�th the a�d of the Pr�mate Stone, a
pens�on of three hundred pounds a year from the Ir�sh Treasury. In
thank�ng h�m for th�s serv�ce, Burke proceeded to barga�n that the
obl�gat�on should not b�nd h�m to g�ve to h�s patron the whole of h�s
t�me. He �ns�sted on be�ng left w�th a d�screet l�berty to cont�nue a
l�ttle work wh�ch he had as a rent-charge upon h�s thoughts.
Whatever advantages he had acqu�red, he says, had been due to
l�terary reputat�on, and he could only hope for a cont�nuance of such
advantages on cond�t�on of do�ng someth�ng to keep the same
reputat�on al�ve. What th�s l�terary des�gn was, we do not know w�th
certa�nty. It �s bel�eved to have been a h�story of England, of wh�ch,
as I have sa�d, a fragment rema�ns. Whatever the work may have
been, �t was an offence to Ham�lton. W�th an �rrat�onal stubbornness,
that may well astound us when we th�nk of the noble gen�us that he
thus w�shed to conf�ne to paltry personal dut�es, he pers�sted that
Burke should b�nd h�mself to h�s serv�ce for l�fe, and to the exclus�on



of other �nterests. "To c�rcumscr�be my hopes," cr�ed Burke, "to g�ve
up even the poss�b�l�ty of l�berty, to ann�h�late myself for ever!" He
threw up the pens�on, wh�ch he had held for two years, and decl�ned
all further connect�on w�th Ham�lton, whom he roundly descr�bed as
an �nfamous scoundrel. "S�x of the best years of my l�fe he took me
from every pursu�t of my l�terary reputat�on, or of �mprovement of my
fortune…. In all th�s t�me you may eas�ly conce�ve how much I felt at
see�ng myself left beh�nd by almost all of my contemporar�es. There
never was a season more favourable for any man who chose to
enter �nto the career of publ�c l�fe; and I th�nk I am not gu�lty of
ostentat�on �n suppos�ng my own moral character and my �ndustry,
my fr�ends and connect�ons, when Mr. Ham�lton f�rst sought my
acqua�ntance, were not at all �nfer�or to those of several whose
fortune �s at th�s day upon a very d�fferent foot�ng from m�ne."

It was not long before a more �mportant open�ng offered �tself, wh�ch
speed�ly brought Burke �nto the ma�n stream of publ�c l�fe. In the
summer of 1765 a change of m�n�stry took place. It was the th�rd
s�nce the k�ng's access�on f�ve years ago. F�rst, P�tt had been
d�sgraced, and the old Duke of Newcastle d�sm�ssed. Then Bute
came �nto power, but Bute qua�led before the storm of calumny and
hate wh�ch h�s Scotch nat�onal�ty, and the supposed source of h�s
power over the k�ng, had ra�sed �n every town �n England. After Lord
Bute, George Grenv�lle undertook the Government. Before he had
been many months �n off�ce, he had sown the seeds of war �n the
colon�es, wear�ed Parl�ament, and d�sgusted the k�ng. In June 1765
Grenv�lle was d�sm�ssed. W�th profound reluctance the k�ng had no
other cho�ce than to summon Lord Rock�ngham, and Lord
Rock�ngham, �n a happy moment for h�mself and h�s party, was
�nduced to offer Burke a post as h�s pr�vate secretary. A government
by country gentlemen �s too apt to be a government of �gnorance,
and Lord Rock�ngham was w�thout e�ther exper�ence or knowledge.
He felt, or fr�ends felt for h�m, the advantage of hav�ng at h�s s�de a
man who was ch�efly known as an author �n the serv�ce of Dodsley,
and as hav�ng conducted the Annual Reg�ster w�th great ab�l�ty, but
who even then was w�dely spoken of as noth�ng less than an
encyclopaed�a of pol�t�cal knowledge.



It �s commonly bel�eved that Burke was commended to Lord
Rock�ngham by W�ll�am F�tzherbert. F�tzherbert was Pres�dent of the
Board of Trade �n the new government, but he �s more l�kely to be
remembered as Dr. Johnson's famous example of the truth of the
observat�on, that a man w�ll please more upon the whole by negat�ve
qual�t�es than by pos�t�ve, because he was the most acceptable man
�n London, and yet overpowered nobody by the super�or�ty of h�s
talents, made no man th�nk worse of h�mself by be�ng h�s r�val,
seemed always to l�sten, d�d not obl�ge you to hear much from h�m,
and d�d not oppose what you sa�d. Bes�des F�tzherbert's �nfluence,
we have �t on Burke's own author�ty that h�s promot�on was partly
due to that myster�ous person, W�ll�am Burke, who was at the same
t�me appo�nted an under-secretary of state. There must have been
unpleasant rumours afloat as to the Burke connect�on, and we shall
presently cons�der what they were worth. Meanwh�le, �t �s enough to
say that the old Duke of Newcastle hurr�ed to the new prem�er, and
told h�m the appo�ntment would never do; that the new secretary was
not only an Ir�sh adventurer, wh�ch was true, but that he was an Ir�sh
pap�st, wh�ch was not true; that he was a Jesu�t, that he was a spy
from Sa�nt Omer's, and that h�s real name was O'Bourke. Lord
Rock�ngham behaved l�ke a man of sense and honour, sent for
Burke, and repeated to h�m what he had heard. Burke warmly
denounced the truthlessness of the Duke's tattle. He �ns�sted that the
reports wh�ch h�s ch�ef had heard would probably, even unknown to
h�mself, create �n h�s m�nd such susp�c�ons as would stand �n the
way of a thorough conf�dence. No earthly cons�derat�on, he sa�d,
should �nduce h�m to cont�nue �n relat�ons w�th a man whose trust �n
h�m was not ent�re; and he pressed h�s res�gnat�on. To th�s Lord
Rock�ngham would not consent, and from that t�me unt�l h�s death,
seventeen years afterwards, the relat�ons between them were those
of loyal and honourable serv�ce on the one hand, and generous and
apprec�at�ve fr�endsh�p on the other. S�x and twenty years afterwards
(1791) Burke remembered the month �n wh�ch he had f�rst become
connected w�th a man whose memory, he sa�d, w�ll ever be prec�ous
to Engl�shmen of all part�es, as long as the �deas of honour and
v�rtue, publ�c and pr�vate, are understood and cher�shed �n th�s
nat�on.



The Rock�ngham m�n�stry rema�ned �n off�ce for a year and twenty
days (1765-66). About the m�ddle of th�s term (December 26, 1765)
Burke was returned to Parl�ament for the borough of Wendover, by
the �nfluence of Lord Verney, who owned �t, and who also returned
W�ll�am Burke for another borough. Lord Verney was an Ir�sh peer,
w�th large property �n Buck�nghamsh�re; he now represented that
county �n Parl�ament. It was W�ll�am Burke's �nfluence w�th Lord
Verney that procured for h�s namesake the seat at Wendover. Burke
made h�s f�rst speech �n the House of Commons a few days after the
open�ng of the sess�on of 1766 (January 27), and was honoured by a
compl�ment from P�tt, st�ll the Great Commoner. A week later he
spoke aga�n on the same momentous theme, the compla�nts of the
Amer�can colon�sts, and h�s success was so marked that good
judges pred�cted, �n the st�ff phraseology of the t�me, that he would
soon add the palm of the orator to the laurel of the wr�ter and the
ph�losopher. The fr�endly Dr. Johnson wrote to Langton that Burke
had ga�ned more reputat�on than any man at h�s f�rst appearance
had ever ga�ned before. The sess�on was a great tr�umph to the new
member, but �t brought ne�ther strength nor popular�ty to the
adm�n�strat�on. At the end of �t the k�ng d�sm�ssed them, and the
Chatham Government was formed—that strange comb�nat�on wh�ch
has been made famous by Burke's descr�pt�on of �t as a p�ece of
jo�nery so crossly �ndented and wh�ms�cally doveta�led, such a p�ece
of d�vers�f�ed mosa�c, such a tessellated pavement w�thout cement,
that �t was �ndeed a very cur�ous show, but utterly unsafe to touch
and unsure to stand upon. There was no obv�ous reason why Burke
should not have jo�ned the new m�n�stry. The change was at f�rst one
of persons rather than of pr�nc�ples or of measures. To put h�mself,
as Burke afterwards sa�d, out of the way of the negot�at�ons wh�ch
were then be�ng carr�ed on very eagerly and through many channels
w�th the Earl of Chatham, he went to Ireland very soon after the
change of m�n�stry. He was free from party engagements, and more
than th�s, he was free at the express des�re of h�s fr�ends; for on the
very day of h�s return the Marqu�s of Rock�ngham w�shed h�m to
accept off�ce under the new system. Burke "bel�eves he m�ght have
had such a s�tuat�on, but he cheerfully took h�s fate w�th h�s party." In
a short t�me he rendered h�s party the f�rst of a long ser�es of



splend�d l�terary serv�ces by wr�t�ng h�s Observat�ons on the Present
State of the Nat�on (1769). It was a reply to a pamphlet by George
Grenv�lle, �n wh�ch the d�sappo�nted m�n�ster accused h�s successors
of ru�n�ng the country. Burke, �n answer�ng the charge, showed a
grasp of commerc�al and f�scal deta�ls at least equal to that of
Grenv�lle h�mself, then cons�dered the f�rst man of h�s t�me �n deal�ng
w�th the nat�onal trade and resources. To th�s easy mastery of the
spec�al facts of the d�scuss�on, Burke added the far rarer art of
l�ght�ng them up by broad pr�nc�ples, and plac�ng h�mself and h�s
readers at the h�ghest and most effect�ve po�nt of v�ew for
command�ng the�r general bear�ngs.

If Burke had been the Ir�sh adventurer that h�s enem�es descr�bed,
he m�ght well have se�zed w�th �mpat�ence the open�ng to off�ce that
the recent exh�b�t�on of h�s powers �n the House of Commons had
now made access�ble to h�m. There was not a man �n Great Br�ta�n
to whom the emoluments of off�ce would have been more useful. It �s
one of the stand�ng myster�es �n l�terary b�ography how Burke could
th�nk of enter�ng Parl�ament w�thout any means that anybody can
now trace of earn�ng a f�tt�ng l�vel�hood. Yet at th�s t�me Burke, whom
we saw not long ago wr�t�ng for the booksellers, had become affluent
enough to pay a yearly allowance to Barry, the pa�nter, �n order to
enable h�m to study the p�ctures �n the great European galler�es, and
to make a prolonged res�dence at Rome. A l�ttle later he took a step
wh�ch makes the r�ddle st�ll more d�ff�cult, and wh�ch has g�ven
abundant employment to w�ts who are max�m� �n m�n�m�s, and th�nk
that every quest�on wh�ch they can ask, yet to wh�ch h�story has
thought �t worth wh�le to leave no answer, �s somehow a tr�umph of
the�r own learn�ng and d�alect�c.

In 1769 Burke purchased a house and lands known as Gregor�es, �n
the par�shes of Penn and Beaconsf�eld, �n the county of Bucks. It has
often been asked, and naturally enough, how a man who, hardly
more than a few months before, was st�ll contented to earn an extra
hundred pounds a year by wr�t�ng for Dodsley, should now have
launched out as the buyer of a f�ne house and estate, wh�ch cost
upwards of twenty-two thousand pounds, wh�ch could not be kept up



on less than two thousand f�ve hundred a year, and of wh�ch the
returns d�d not amount to one-f�fth of that sum. Whence d�d he
procure the money, and what �s perhaps more d�ff�cult to answer,
how came he f�rst to enterta�n the �dea of a des�gn so �ll-proport�oned
to anyth�ng that we can now d�scern �n h�s means and prospects?
The common answer from Burke's enem�es, and even from some
neutral �nqu�rers, g�ves to every lover of th�s great man's h�gh
character an unpleasant shock. It �s alleged that he had plunged �nto
fur�ous gambl�ng �n East Ind�a stock. The charge was current at the
t�me, and �t was speed�ly rev�ved when Burke's abandonment of h�s
party, after the French Revolut�on, exposed h�m to a thousand
attacks of reckless and uncontrolled v�rulence. It has been st�rred by
one or two pert�nac�ous cr�t�cs nearer our own t�me, and none of the
b�ographers have dealt w�th the perplex�t�es of the matter as they
ought to have done. Nobody, �ndeed, has ever pretended to f�nd one
jot or t�ttle of d�rect ev�dence that Burke h�mself took a part �n the
gambl�ng �n Ind�a or other stocks. There �s ev�dence that he was a
holder of the stock, and no more. But what �s unden�able �s that
R�chard Burke, h�s brother, W�ll�am Burke, h�s �nt�mate �f not h�s
k�nsman, and Lord Verney, h�s pol�t�cal patron, were all three at th�s
t�me engaged together �n �mmense transact�ons �n East Ind�a stock;
that �n 1769 the stock fell v�olently; that they were unable to pay the�r
d�fferences; and that �n the year when Edmund Burke bought
Gregor�es, the other three were utterly ru�ned, two of them beyond
retr�eval. Aga�n �t �s clear that, after th�s, R�chard Burke was engaged
�n land-jobb�ng �n the West Ind�es; that h�s cla�ms were d�sputed by
the Government as quest�onable and d�shonest; and that he lost h�s
case. Edmund Burke was sa�d, �n the goss�p of the day, to be deeply
�nterested �n land at Sa�nt V�ncent's. But there �s no ev�dence. What
cannot be den�ed �s that an unpleasant ta�nt of speculat�on and
f�nanc�al adventurersh�p hung at one t�me about the whole
connect�on, and that the adventures �nvar�ably came to an unlucky
end.

Whether Edmund Burke and W�ll�am Burke were relat�ons or not,
and �f so, �n what degree they were relat�ons, ne�ther of them ever
knew; they bel�eved that the�r fathers somet�mes called one another



cous�ns, and that was all that they had to say on the subject. But
they were as �nt�mate as brothers, and when W�ll�am Burke went to
mend h�s broken fortunes �n Ind�a, Edmund Burke commended h�m
to Ph�l�p Franc�s—then f�ght�ng h�s deadly duel of f�ve years w�th
Warren Hast�ngs at Calcutta—as one whom he had tenderly loved,
h�ghly valued, and cont�nually l�ved w�th �n an un�on not to be
expressed, qu�te s�nce the�r boy�sh years. "Look�ng back to the
course of my l�fe," he wrote �n 1771, "I remember no one
cons�derable benef�t �n the whole of �t wh�ch I d�d not, med�ately or
�mmed�ately, der�ve from W�ll�am Burke." There �s noth�ng �ntr�ns�cally
�ncred�ble, therefore, cons�der�ng th�s �nt�macy and the commun�ty of
purse and home wh�ch subs�sted among the three Burkes, �n the
theory that when Edmund Burke bought h�s property �n
Buck�nghamsh�re, he looked for help from the speculat�ons of
R�chard and W�ll�am. However th�s may have been, from them no
help came. Many years afterwards (1783) Lord Verney f�led a b�ll �n
Chancery cla�m�ng from Edmund Burke a sum of £6000, wh�ch he
alleged that he had lent at the �nst�gat�on of W�ll�am Burke, to ass�st
�n complet�ng the purchase of Beaconsf�eld. Burke's sworn answer
den�ed all knowledge of the transact�on, and the pla�nt�ff d�d not get
the rel�ef for wh�ch he had prayed.

In a letter to Shackleton (May 1, 1768), Burke gave the follow�ng
account of what he had done:—"I have made a push," he says, "w�th
all I could collect of my own, and the a�d of my fr�ends, to cast a l�ttle
root �n th�s country. I have purchased a house, w�th an estate of
about s�x hundred acres of land, �n Buck�nghamsh�re, twenty-four
m�les from London. It �s a place exceed�ngly pleasant; and I propose,
God w�ll�ng, to become a farmer �n good earnest. You, who are
class�cal, w�ll not be d�spleased to know that �t was formerly the seat
of Waller, the poet, whose house, or part of �t, makes at present the
farmhouse w�th�n an hundred yards of me." The deta�ls of the actual
purchase of Beaconsf�eld have been made tolerably clear. The pr�ce
was twenty-two thousand pounds, more or less. Fourteen thousand
were left on mortgage, wh�ch rema�ned outstand�ng unt�l the sale of
the property by Mrs. Burke �n 1812. Garret Burke, the elder brother,
had shortly before the purchase made Edmund h�s res�duary



legatee, and �t �s guessed that of th�s bequest two thousand pounds
were �n cash. The balance of s�x thousand was advanced by Lord
Rock�ngham on Burke's bond.

The purchase after all was the smallest part of the matter, and �t st�ll
rema�ns a puzzle not only how Burke was able to ma�nta�n so
handsome an establ�shment, but how he could ever suppose �t l�kely
that he would be able to ma�nta�n �t. He counted, no doubt, on
mak�ng some sort of �ncome by farm�ng. The Ir�sh estate, wh�ch he
had �nher�ted from h�s brother, brought �n f�ve hundred a year (Arthur
Young's Ireland, ��. 193). For a short t�me he rece�ved a salary of
seven hundred pounds a year as agent for New York. We may
perhaps take for granted that he made as much more out of h�s
acres. He rece�ved someth�ng from Dodsley for h�s work on the
Annual Reg�ster down to 1788. But when all these resources have
been counted up, we cannot but see the gulf of a great yearly def�c�t.
The unhappy truth �s that from the m�ddle of 1769, when we f�nd h�m
apply�ng to Garr�ck for the loan of a thousand pounds, down to 1794,
when the k�ng gave h�m a pens�on, Burke was never free from the
harass�ng stra�n of debts and want of money. It has been stated w�th
good show of author�ty, that h�s obl�gat�ons to Lord Rock�ngham
amounted to not less than th�rty thousand pounds. When that
nobleman d�ed (1782), w�th a generos�ty wh�ch �s not the less
honourable to h�m for hav�ng been so r�chly earned by the fa�thful
fr�end who was the object of �t, he left �nstruct�ons to h�s executors
that all Burke's bonds should be destroyed.

We may �ndeed w�sh from the bottom of our hearts that all th�s had
been otherw�se. But those who press �t as a reproach aga�nst
Burke's memory, may be justly rem�nded that when P�tt d�ed, after
draw�ng the pay of a m�n�ster for twenty years, he left debts to the
amount of forty thousand pounds. Burke, as I have sa�d elsewhere,
had none of the v�ces of profus�on, but he had that qual�ty wh�ch
Ar�stotle places h�gh among the v�rtues—the noble mean of
Magn�f�cence, stand�ng m�dway between the two extremes of vulgar
ostentat�on and narrow pett�ness. At least, every cred�tor was pa�d �n
good t�me, and nobody suffered but h�mself. Those who th�nk these



d�sagreeable matters of supreme �mportance, and allow such th�ngs
to stand between them and Brake's greatness, are l�ke the people—
sl�ghtly to alter a f�gure from a ph�losopher of old—who, when they
went to Olymp�a, could only perce�ve that they were scorched by the
sun, and pressed by the crowd, and depr�ved of comfortable means
of bath�ng, and wetted by the ra�n, and that l�fe was full of
d�sagreeable and troublesome th�ngs, and so they almost forgot the
great colossus of �vory and gold, Ph�d�as's statue of Zeus, wh�ch they
had come to see, and wh�ch stood �n all �ts glory and power before
the�r perturbed and fool�sh v�s�on.

There have been few men �n h�story w�th whom personal objects
counted for so l�ttle as they counted w�th Burke. He really d�d what so
many publ�c men only fe�gn to do. He forgot that he had any �nterests
of h�s own to be promoted, apart from the �nterests of the party w�th
wh�ch he acted, and from those of the whole nat�on, for wh�ch he
held h�mself a trustee. What W�ll�am Burke sa�d of h�m �n 1766 was
true throughout h�s l�fe, "Ned �s full of real bus�ness, �ntent upon
do�ng sol�d good to h�s country, as much as �f he was to rece�ve
twenty per cent from the Emp�re." Such men as the shrewd and
�mpudent B�gby atoned for a plebe�an or�g�n by the arts of
dependence and a jud�c�ous serv�l�ty, and drew more of the publ�c
money from the pay-off�ce �n half a dozen quarter-days than Burke
rece�ved �n all h�s l�fe. It was not by such arts that Burke rose. When
we remember all the untold b�tterness of the struggle �n wh�ch he
was engaged, from the t�me when the old Duke of Newcastle tr�ed to
make the Marqu�s of Rock�ngham d�sm�ss h�s new pr�vate secretary
as an Ir�sh Jesu�t �n d�sgu�se (1765), down to the t�me when the Duke
of Bedford, h�mself batten�ng "�n grants to the house of Russell, so
enormous as not only to outrage economy, but even to stagger
cred�b�l�ty," assa�led the Government for g�v�ng Burke a moderate
pens�on, we may almost �mag�ne that �f Johnson had �m�tated the
famous Tenth Sat�re a l�ttle later, he would have been tempted to
apply the poet's cyn�cal cr�t�c�sm of the career hero�c to the greater
C�cero of h�s own day. "I was not," Burke sa�d, �n a passage of lofty
d�gn�ty, "l�ke h�s Grace of Bedford, swaddled and rocked and dandled
�nto a leg�slator; N�tor �n adversum �s the motto for a man l�ke me. I



possessed not one of the qual�t�es, nor cult�vated one of the arts, that
recommend men to the favour and protect�on of the great. I was not
made for a m�n�on or a tool. As l�ttle d�d I follow the trade of w�nn�ng
the hearts, by �mpos�ng on the understand�ngs of the people. At
every step of my progress �n l�fe, for �n every step was I traversed
and opposed, and at every turnp�ke I met, I was obl�ged to show my
passport, and aga�n and aga�n to prove my sole t�tle to the honour of
be�ng useful to my country, by a proof that I was not wholly
unacqua�nted w�th �ts laws and the whole system of �ts �nterests both
abroad and at home; otherw�se no rank, no tolerat�on even for me."



CHAPTER III
THE CONSTITUTIONAL STRUGGLE

Fore�gn observers of our affa�rs looked upon the state of England
between the access�on of George III. and the loss of the Amer�can
colon�es (1760-76) w�th m�xed d�sgust and sat�sfact�on. The�r �nst�nct
as absolute rulers was revolted by a spectacle of unbr�dled fact�on
and rag�ng anarchy; the�r envy was soothed by the grow�ng
weakness of a power wh�ch Chatham had so short a t�me before left
at the h�ghest po�nt of grandeur and strength. Freder�ck the Great
spoke w�th contempt of the �nsolence of Oppos�t�on and the v�rulence
of part�es; and vowed that, petty German pr�nce as he was, he would
not change places w�th the K�ng of England. The Emperor Joseph
pronounced pos�t�vely that Great Br�ta�n was decl�n�ng, that
Parl�ament was ru�n�ng �tself, and that the colon�es threatened a
catastrophe. Cather�ne of Russ�a thought that noth�ng would restore
�ts anc�ent v�gour to the realm, short of the brac�ng and hero�c
remedy of a war. Even at home, such shrewd and exper�enced
onlookers as Horace Walpole suspected that the state of the country
was more ser�ous than �t had been s�nce the Great Rebell�on, and
declared �t to be approach�ng by fast str�des to some sharp cr�s�s.
Men who remembered the�r Roman h�story, fanc�ed that they saw
every symptom of confus�on that preceded the ru�n of the
Commonwealth, and began to �nqu�re uneas�ly what was the temper
of the army. Men who remembered the story of the v�olence and
�nsat�able fact�ousness of Florence, turned aga�n to Macch�avell� and
to Gu�cc�ard�n�, to trace a parallel between the f�erce c�ty on the Arno



and the f�erce c�ty on the Thames. When the K�ng of Sweden, �n
1772, carr�ed out a revolut�on, by abol�sh�ng an ol�garch�c counc�l
and assum�ng the powers of a d�ctator, w�th the assent of h�s people,
there were actually ser�ous men �n England who thought that the
Engl�sh, after hav�ng been gu�lty of every meanness and corrupt�on,
would soon, l�ke the Swedes, own themselves unworthy to be free.
The Duke of R�chmond, who happened to have a cla�m to a peerage
and an estate �n France, excused h�mself for tak�ng so much pa�ns to
establ�sh h�s cla�m to them, by gravely ask�ng who knew that a t�me
m�ght not soon come when England would not be worth l�v�ng �n, and
when a retreat to France m�ght be a very happy th�ng for a free man
to have?

The re�gn had begun by a fur�ous outbreak of hatred between the
Engl�sh and the Scotch. Lord Bute had been dr�ven from off�ce, not
merely because he was supposed to owe h�s power to a scandalous
fr�endsh�p w�th the k�ng's mother, but because he was accused of
crowd�ng the publ�c serv�ce w�th h�s detested countrymen from the
other s�de of the Tweed. He fell, less from d�sapproval of h�s pol�cy,
than from rude prejud�ce aga�nst h�s country. The flow of angry
emot�on had not subs�ded before the wh�sper of str�fe �n the
Amer�can colon�es began to trouble the a�r; and before that had
waxed loud, the M�ddlesex elect�on had blown �nto a portentous
hurr�cane. Th�s was the f�rst great const�tut�onal case after Burke
came �nto the House of Commons. As, moreover, �t became a
lead�ng element �n the cr�s�s wh�ch was the occas�on of Burke's f�rst
remarkable essay �n the l�terature of pol�t�cs, �t �s as well to go over
the facts.

The Parl�ament to wh�ch he had f�rst been returned, now
approach�ng the exp�ry of �ts legal term, was d�ssolved �n the spr�ng
of 1768. W�lkes, then an outlaw �n Par�s, returned to England, and
announced h�mself as a cand�date for the c�ty. When the elect�on
was over, h�s name stood last on the poll. But h�s anc�ent fame as
the opponent and v�ct�m of the court f�ve years before, was rev�ved.
After h�s reject�on �n the c�ty, he found h�mself strong enough to
stand for the county of M�ddlesex. Here he was returned at the head



of the poll after an exc�ted elect�on. W�lkes had been tr�ed �n 1764,
and found gu�lty by the K�ng's Bench of republ�sh�ng Number Forty-
f�ve of the North Br�ton, and of pr�nt�ng and publ�sh�ng the Essay on
Woman. He had not appeared to rece�ve sentence, and had been
outlawed �n consequence. After h�s elect�on for M�ddlesex, he
obta�ned a reversal of h�s outlawry on a po�nt of techn�cal form. He
then came up for sentence under the or�g�nal verd�ct. The court sent
h�m to pr�son for twenty-two months, and condemned h�m to pay a
f�ne of a thousand pounds.

W�lkes was �n pr�son when the second sess�on of the new Parl�ament
began. H�s case came before the House �n November 1768, on h�s
own pet�t�on, accus�ng Lord Mansf�eld of alter�ng the record at h�s
tr�al. After many acr�mon�ous debates and exam�nat�ons of W�lkes
and others at the bar of the House, at length, by 219 votes aga�nst
136, the famous mot�on was passed wh�ch expelled h�m from the
House. Another elect�on for M�ddlesex was now held, and W�lkes
was returned w�thout oppos�t�on. The day after the return, the House
of Commons resolved by an �mmense major�ty, that hav�ng been
expelled, W�lkes was �ncapable of serv�ng �n that Parl�ament. The
follow�ng month W�lkes was once more elected. The House once
more declared the elect�on vo�d. In Apr�l another elect�on took place,
and th�s t�me the Government put forward Colonel Luttrell, who
vacated h�s seat for Boss�ney for the purpose of oppos�ng W�lkes.
There was the same result, and for the fourth t�me W�lkes was at the
head of the poll. The House ordered the return to be altered, and
after hear�ng by counsel the freeholders of M�ddlesex who pet�t�oned
aga�nst the alterat�on, f�nally conf�rmed �t (May 8, 1769) by a major�ty
of 221 to 152. Accord�ng to Lord Temple, th�s was the greatest
major�ty ever known on the last day of a sess�on.

The purport and s�gn�f�cance of these arb�trary proceed�ngs need
l�ttle �nterpretat�on. The House, accord�ng to the author�t�es, had a
const�tut�onal r�ght to expel W�lkes, though the grounds on wh�ch
even th�s �s defended would probably be quest�oned �f a s�m�lar case
were to ar�se �n our own day. But a s�ngle branch of the leg�slature
could have no power to pass an �ncapac�tat�ng vote e�ther aga�nst



W�lkes or anybody else. An Act of Parl�ament �s the least �nstrument
by wh�ch such �ncapac�ty could be �mposed. The House m�ght
perhaps expel W�lkes, but �t could not e�ther legally or w�th regard to
the less def�n�te l�m�ts of const�tut�onal moral�ty, dec�de whom the
M�ddlesex freeholders should not elect, and �t could not therefore set
as�de the�r representat�ve, who was then free from any d�sabl�ng
qual�ty. Lord Camden d�d not much exaggerate, when he declared �n
a debate on the subject �n the House of Lords, that the judgment
passed upon the M�ddlesex elect�on had g�ven the const�tut�on a
more dangerous wound than any wh�ch were g�ven dur�ng the twelve
years' absence of Parl�ament �n the re�gn of Charles I. The House of
Commons was usurp�ng another form of that very d�spens�ng power,
for pretend�ng to wh�ch the last of the Stuart sovere�gns had lost h�s
crown. If the House by a vote could depr�ve W�lkes of a r�ght to s�t,
what legal or const�tut�onal �mped�ment would there be �n the way, �f
the major�ty were at any t�me d�sposed to declare all the�r most
form�dable opponents �n the m�nor�ty �ncapable of s�tt�ng?

In the same Parl�ament, there was another and scarcely less
remarkable case of Pr�v�lege, "that eldest son of Prerogat�ve," as
Burke truly called �t, "and �nher�t�ng all the v�ces of �ts parent." Certa�n
pr�nters were accused of breach of pr�v�lege for report�ng the debates
of the House (March, 1771). The messenger of the serjeant-at-arms
attempted to take one of them �nto custody �n h�s own shop �n the
c�ty. A constable was stand�ng by, des�gnedly, �t has been supposed,
and M�ller, the pr�nter, gave the messenger �nto h�s custody for an
assault. The case came on before the Lord Mayor, Alderman W�lkes,
and Alderman Ol�ver, the same even�ng, and the result was that the
messenger of the House was comm�tted. The c�ty doctr�ne was, that
�f the House of Commons had a serjeant-at-arms, they had a
serjeant-at-mace. If the House of Commons could send the�r c�t�zens
to Newgate, they could send �ts messenger to the Compter. Two
other pr�nters were collus�vely arrested, brought before W�lkes and
Ol�ver, and at once l�berated.

The Commons �nstantly resolved on stern measures. The Lord
Mayor and Ol�ver were taken and despatched to the Tower, where



they lay unt�l the prorogat�on of Parl�ament. W�lkes stubbornly
refused to pay any attent�on to repeated summonses to attend at the
bar of the House, very properly �ns�st�ng that he ought to be
summoned to attend �n h�s place as member for M�ddlesex. Bes�des
comm�tt�ng Crosby and Ol�ver to the Tower, the House summoned
the Lord Mayor's clerk to attend w�th h�s books, and then and there
forced h�m to str�ke out the record of the recogn�sances �nto wh�ch
the�r messenger had entered on be�ng comm�tted at the Mans�on
House. No Stuart ever d�d anyth�ng more arb�trary and �llegal. The
House del�berately �ntended to const�tute �tself, as Burke had sa�d
two years before, an arb�trary and despot�c assembly. "The
d�stempers of monarchy were the great subjects of apprehens�on
and redress �n the last century. In th�s, the d�stempers of Parl�ament."

Burke, �n a speech wh�ch he del�vered �n h�s place �n 1771, warned
the House of the ev�ls of the course upon wh�ch they were enter�ng,
and declared those to be the�r mortal enem�es who would persuade
them to act as �f they were a self-or�g�nated mag�stracy, �ndependent
of the people, and unconnected w�th the�r op�n�ons and feel�ngs. But
these mortal enem�es of �ts very const�tut�on were at th�s t�me the
major�ty of the House. It was to no purpose that Burke argued w�th
more than legal closeness that �ncapac�tat�on could not be a power
accord�ng to law, �nasmuch as �t had ne�ther of the two propert�es of
law: �t was not known, "you yourselves not know�ng upon what
grounds you w�ll vote the �ncapac�ty of any man;" and �t was not
f�xed, because �t was var�ed accord�ng to the occas�on, exerc�sed
accord�ng to d�scret�on, and no man could call for �t as a r�ght. A
stra�n of unanswerable reason�ng of th�s k�nd counted for noth�ng, �n
sp�te of �ts be�ng unanswerable. Despot�c or ol�garch�c pretens�ons
are proof aga�nst the most form�dable battery that reason and
exper�ence can construct aga�nst them. And W�lkes's exclus�on
endured unt�l th�s Parl�ament—the Unreported Parl�ament, as �t was
called, and �n many respects the very worst that ever assembled at
Westm�nster—was d�ssolved, and a new one elected (1774), when
he was once aga�n returned for M�ddlesex, and took h�s seat.



The London mult�tude had grown zealous for W�lkes, and the town
had been harassed by d�sorder. Of the f�erce brutal�ty of the crowd of
that age, we may form a v�v�d �dea from the unfl�nch�ng penc�l of
Hogarth. Barbarous laws were cruelly adm�n�stered. The common
people were turbulent, because m�srule made them m�serable.
W�lkes had wr�tten f�lthy verses, but the crowd cared no more for th�s
than the�r betters cared about the v�ces of Lord Sandw�ch. They
made common cause w�th one who was acc�dentally a more
consp�cuous sufferer. W�lkes was qu�te r�ght when he vowed that he
was no W�lk�te. The masses were better than the�r leader.
"Whenever the people have a feel�ng," Burke once sa�d, "they
commonly are �n the r�ght: they somet�mes m�stake the phys�c�an."
Frankl�n, who was then �n London, was of op�n�on that �f George III.
had had a bad character, and John W�lkes a good one, the latter
m�ght have turned the former out of the k�ngdom; for the turbulence
that began �n street r�ots, at one t�me threatened to end �n revolt. The
k�ng h�mself was attacked w�th savage �nvect�ve �n papers, of wh�ch �t
was sa�d that no one �n the prev�ous century would have dared to
pr�nt any l�ke them unt�l Charles was fast locked up �n Car�sbrooke
Castle.

As �s usual when the m�nds of those �n power have been �nfected
w�th an arb�trary temper, the employment of m�l�tary force to crush
c�v�l d�sturbances became a fam�l�ar and favour�te �dea. The m�l�tary,
sa�d Lord Weymouth, �n an elaborate letter wh�ch he addressed to
the Surrey mag�strates, can never be employed to a more
const�tut�onal purpose than �n the support of the author�ty and d�gn�ty
of the mag�stracy. If the mag�strate should be menaced, he �s
caut�oned not to delay a moment �n call�ng for the a�d of the m�l�tary,
and mak�ng use of them effectually. The consequence of th�s bloody
scroll, as W�lkes r�ghtly called �t, was that shortly afterwards an affray
occurred between the crowd and the troops, �n wh�ch some twenty
people were k�lled and wounded (May 10, 1768). On the follow�ng
day, the Secretary of War, Lord Barr�ngton, wrote to the command�ng
off�cer, �nform�ng h�m that the k�ng h�ghly approved of the conduct
both of off�cers and men, and w�shed that h�s grac�ous approbat�on
of them should be commun�cated to them.



Burke brought the matter before the House �n a mot�on for a
Comm�ttee of Inqu�ry, supported by one of the most luc�d and able of
h�s m�nor speeches. "If ever the t�me should come," he concluded,
"when th�s House shall be found prompt to execute and slow to
�nqu�re; ready to pun�sh the excesses of the people, and slow to
l�sten to the�r gr�evances; ready to grant suppl�es, and slow to
exam�ne the account; ready to �nvest mag�strates w�th large powers,
and slow to �nqu�re �nto the exerc�se of them; ready to enterta�n
not�ons of the m�l�tary power as �ncorporated w�th the const�tut�on,—
when you learn th�s �n the a�r of St. James's, then the bus�ness �s
done; then the House of Commons w�ll change that character wh�ch
�t rece�ves from the people only." It �s hardly necessary to say that h�s
mot�on for a Comm�ttee was lost by the overwhelm�ng major�ty of
245 aga�nst 30. The general result of the proceed�ngs of the
Government from the access�on of George III. to the beg�nn�ng of the
troubles �n the Amer�can colon�es, was �n Burke's own words, that
the Government was at once dreaded and contemned; that the laws
were despo�led of all the�r respected and salutary terrors; that the�r
�nact�on was a subject of r�d�cule, and the�r exert�on of abhorrence;
that our dependenc�es had slackened �n the�r affect�ons; that we
knew ne�ther how to y�eld, nor how to enforce; and that
d�sconnect�on and confus�on, �n off�ces, �n part�es, �n fam�l�es, �n
Parl�ament, �n the nat�on, preva�led beyond the d�sorders of any
former t�me.

It was �n the pamphlet on the Present D�scontents, publ�shed �n
1770, that Burke dealt at large w�th the whole scheme of pol�cy of
wh�ch all these �rregular�t�es were the d�stempered �nc�dents. The
pamphlet was composed as a man�festo of the Rock�ngham sect�on
of the Wh�g party, to show, as Burke wrote to h�s ch�ef, how d�fferent
�t was �n sp�r�t and compos�t�on from "the Bedfords, the Grenv�lles,
and other knots, who are comb�ned for no publ�c purpose, but only
as a means of further�ng w�th jo�nt strength the�r pr�vate and
�nd�v�dual advantage." The pamphlet was subm�tted �n manuscr�pt or
proof to the heads of the party. Fr�endly cr�t�cs excused some
�neleganc�es wh�ch they thought they found �n occas�onal passages,
by tak�ng for granted, as was true, that he had adm�tted �nsert�ons



from other hands. Here for the f�rst t�me he exh�b�ted, on a
consp�cuous scale, the strongest qual�t�es of h�s understand�ng.
Contemporar�es had an opportun�ty of measur�ng th�s strength, by
compar�son w�th another performance of s�m�lar scope. The letters of
Jun�us had startled the world the year before. Burke was un�versally
suspected of be�ng the�r author, and the susp�c�on never wholly d�ed
out so long as he l�ved. There was no real ground for �t beyond the
two unconnected facts, that the letters were powerful letters, and that
Burke had a powerful �ntellect. Dr. Johnson adm�tted that he had
never had a better reason for bel�ev�ng that Burke was Jun�us, than
that he knew nobody else who had the ab�l�ty of Jun�us. But Johnson
d�scharged h�s m�nd of the thought, at the �nstant that Burke
voluntar�ly assured h�m that he ne�ther wrote the letters of Jun�us,
nor knew who had wr�tten them. The subjects and a�m of those
famous p�eces were not very d�fferent from Burke's tract, but any one
who �n our t�me turns from the letters to the tract, w�ll wonder how the
author of the one could ever have been suspected of wr�t�ng the
other. Jun�us �s never more than a ra�ler, and very often he �s th�rd-
rate even as a ra�ler. The author of the Present D�scontents speaks
w�thout b�tterness even of Lord Bute and the Duke of Grafton; he
only refers to persons, when the�r conduct or the�r s�tuat�on �llustrates
a pr�nc�ple. Instead of rev�l�ng, he probes, he reflects, he warns; and
as the result of th�s ser�ous method, pursued by a man �n whom
close mastery of deta�l kept exact pace w�th w�de grasp of
general�t�es, we have not the ephemeral d�atr�be of a fact�on, but one
of the monumental p�eces of pol�t�cal l�terature.

The last great pamphlet �n the h�story of Engl�sh publ�c affa�rs had
been Sw�ft's tract On the Conduct of the All�es (1711), �n wh�ch the
wr�ter d�d a more substant�al serv�ce for the Tory party of h�s day than
Burke d�d for the Wh�g party of a later date. Sw�ft's pamphlet �s close,
strenuous, persuas�ve, and full of tell�ng strokes; but nobody need
read �t to-day except the h�stor�cal student, or a member of the
Peace Soc�ety, �n search of the most conv�nc�ng exposure of the
most �nsane of Engl�sh wars.[1] There �s not a sentence �n �t wh�ch
does not belong exclus�vely to the matter �n hand: not a l�ne of that
general w�sdom wh�ch �s for all t�me. In the Present D�scontents the



method �s just the oppos�te of th�s. The deta�ls are slurred, and they
are not l�teral. Burke descr�bes w�th excess of elaborat�on how the
new system �s a system of double cab�nets; one put forward w�th
nom�nal powers �n Parl�ament, the other concealed beh�nd the
throne, and secretly d�ctat�ng the pol�cy. The reader feels that th�s �s
worked out far too closely to be real. It �s a structure of art�f�c�al
rhetor�c. But we l�ghtly pass th�s over, on our way to more sol�d
matter; to the expos�t�on of the pr�nc�ples of a const�tut�on, the r�ght
methods of statesmansh�p, and the defence of party.

[Footnote 1: Th�s was not Burke's judgment on the long war aga�nst
Lou�s XIV.—See Reg�c�de Peace, �.]

It was Bol�ngbroke, and not Sw�ft, of whom Burke was th�nk�ng, when
he sat down to the compos�t�on of h�s tract. The Patr�ot K�ng was the
founta�n of the new doctr�nes, wh�ch Burke tra�ned h�s party to
understand and to res�st. If h�s foe was domest�c, �t was from a
fore�gn armoury that Burke der�ved the �nstruments of res�stance.
The great fault of pol�t�cal wr�ters �s the�r too close adherence to the
forms of the system of state wh�ch they happen to be expound�ng or
exam�n�ng. They stop short at the anatomy of �nst�tut�ons, and do not
penetrate to the secret of the�r funct�ons. An �llustr�ous author �n the
m�ddle of the e�ghteenth century �ntroduced h�s contemporar�es to a
better way. It �s not too much to say that at that epoch the strength of
pol�t�cal speculat�on �n th�s country, from Adam Sm�th downwards,
was drawn from France; and Burke had been led to some of what
was most character�st�c �n h�s ph�losophy of soc�ety by
Montesqu�eu's Sp�r�t of Laws (1748), the f�rst great manual of the
h�stor�c school. We have no space here to work out the relat�ons
between Montesqu�eu's pr�nc�ples and Burke's, but the student of the
Espr�t des Lo�s w�ll recogn�se �ts �nfluence �n every one of Burke's
masterp�eces.

So far as �mmed�ate events were concerned, Burke was qu�ck to
d�scern the�r true �nterpretat�on. As has been already sa�d, he
attr�buted to the k�ng and h�s party a del�berateness of system wh�ch
probably had no real ex�stence �n the�r m�nds. The k�ng �ntended to



reassert the old r�ght of choos�ng h�s own m�n�sters. George II. had
made strenuous but fut�le endeavours to the same end. H�s son, the
father of George III., Freder�ck, Pr�nce of Wales, as every reader of
Dod�ngton's D�ary w�ll remember, was equally bent on throw�ng off
the yoke of the great Wh�g comb�nat�ons, and mak�ng h�s own
cab�nets. George III. was only cont�nu�ng the purpose of h�s father
and h�s grandfather; and there �s no reason to bel�eve that he went
more elaborately to work to obta�n h�s ends.

It �s when he leaves the art�f�ces of a cabal, and str�kes down below
the surface to the work�ng of deep soc�al forces, that we feel the
breadth and power of Burke's method. "I am not one of those," he
began, "who th�nk that the people are never wrong. They have been
so, frequently and outrageously, both �n other countr�es and �n th�s.
But I do say that �n all d�sputes between them and the�r rulers, the
presumpt�on �s at least upon a par �n favour of the people." Nay,
exper�ence perhaps just�f�es h�m �n go�ng further. When popular
d�scontents are prevalent, someth�ng has generally been found
am�ss �n the const�tut�on or the adm�n�strat�on. "The people have no
�nterest �n d�sorder. When they go wrong, �t �s the�r error, and not
the�r cr�me." And then he quotes the famous passage from the
Memo�rs of Sully, wh�ch both pract�cal pol�t�c�ans and pol�t�cal
students should b�nd about the�r necks, and wr�te upon the tables of
the�r hearts:—"The revolut�ons that come to pass �n great states are
not the result of chance, nor of popular capr�ce…. As for the
populace, �t �s never from a pass�on for attack that �t rebels, but from
�mpat�ence of suffer�ng."

What really g�ves �ts d�st�nct�on to the Present D�scontents �s not �ts
plea for �ndulgence to popular �mpat�ence, nor �ts plea for the
super�or�ty of government by ar�stocracy, but rather the presence �n �t
of the thought of Montesqu�eu and h�s school, of the necess�ty of
study�ng pol�t�cal phenomena �n relat�on, not merely to forms of
government and law, but �n relat�on to whole groups of soc�al facts
wh�ch g�ve to law and government the sp�r�t that makes them
workable. Connected w�th th�s, �s a part�cularly w�de �nterpretat�on
and a part�cularly �mpress�ve appl�cat�on of the max�ms of



exped�ency, because a w�de concept�on of the var�ous �nteract�ng
elements of a soc�ety naturally extends the cons�derat�ons wh�ch a
balance of exped�enc�es w�ll �nclude. Hence, �n t�me, there came a
strong and lofty �deal of the true statesman, h�s breadth of v�s�on, h�s
flex�b�l�ty of temper, h�s hardly measurable �nfluence. These are the
pr�nc�pal thoughts �n the D�scontents to wh�ch that tract owes �ts
permanent �nterest. "Whatever or�g�nal energy," says Burke, �n one
place, "may be supposed e�ther �n force or regulat�on, the operat�on
of both �s �n truth merely �nstrumental. Nat�ons are governed by the
same methods, and on the same pr�nc�ples, by wh�ch an �nd�v�dual
w�thout author�ty �s often able to govern those who are h�s equals or
super�ors; by a knowledge of the�r temper, and by a jud�c�ous
management of �t…. The laws reach but a very l�ttle way. Const�tute
Government how you please, �nf�n�tely the greater part of �t must
depend upon the exerc�se of powers, wh�ch are left at large to the
prudence and upr�ghtness of m�n�sters of state. Even all the use and
potency of the laws depends upon them. W�thout them, your
Commonwealth �s no better than a scheme upon paper; and not a
l�v�ng, act�ve, effect�ve const�tut�on." Thus early �n h�s publ�c career
had Burke se�zed that great ant�thes�s wh�ch he so eloquently
laboured �n the long and ever memorable ep�sode of h�s war aga�nst
the French Revolut�on: the oppos�t�on between art�f�c�al
arrangements �n pol�t�cs, and a l�v�ng, act�ve, effect�ve organ�sat�on,
formed by what he calls elsewhere �n the present tract the natural
strength of the k�ngdom, and su�table to the temper and mental
hab�ts of the people. When he spoke of the natural strength of the
k�ngdom, he gave no narrow or convent�onal account of �t. He
�ncluded �n the elements of that strength, bes�des the great peers
and the lead�ng landed gentlemen, the opulent merchants and
manufacturers, and the substant�al yeomanry. Contrasted w�th the
tr�te vers�ons of Government as f�xed �n K�ng, Lords, and Commons,
th�s search for the real organs of power was go�ng to the root of the
matter �n a sp�r�t at once thoroughly sc�ent�f�c and thoroughly
pract�cal. Burke had, by the speculat�ve tra�n�ng to wh�ch he had
subm�tted h�mself �n deal�ng w�th Bol�ngbroke, prepared h�s m�nd for
a complete grasp of the �dea of the body pol�t�c as a complex growth,
a man�fold whole, w�th closely �nterdependent relat�ons among �ts



several parts and d�v�s�ons. It was th�s concept�on from wh�ch h�s
conservat�sm sprang. Revolut�onary pol�t�cs have one of the�r
sources �n the �dea that soc�et�es are capable of �nf�n�te and
�mmed�ate mod�f�cat�ons, w�thout reference to the deep-rooted
cond�t�ons that have worked themselves �nto every part of the soc�al
structure. The same oppos�t�on of the pos�t�ve to the doctr�na�re sp�r�t
�s to be observed �n the remarkable v�nd�cat�on of Party, wh�ch f�lls
the last dozen pages of the pamphlet, and wh�ch �s one of the most
courageous of all Burke's del�verances. Party comb�nat�on �s exactly
one of those contr�vances wh�ch, as �t m�ght seem, a w�se man
would accept for work�ng purposes, but about wh�ch he would take
care to say as l�ttle as poss�ble. There appears to be someth�ng
revolt�ng to the �ntellectual �ntegr�ty and self-respect of the �nd�v�dual
�n the systemat�c surrender of h�s personal act�on, �nterest, and
power, to a pol�t�cal connect�on �n wh�ch h�s own judgment may never
once be allowed to count for anyth�ng. It �s l�ke the surrender of the
r�ght of pr�vate judgment to the author�ty of the Church, but w�th �ts
nakedness not concealed by a myst�c doctr�ne. Noth�ng �s more easy
to demol�sh by the bare log�cal reason. But Burke cared noth�ng
about the bare log�cal reason, unt�l �t had been clothed �n
conven�ence and custom, �n the affect�ons on one s�de, and
exper�ence on the other. Not content w�th �ns�st�ng that for some
spec�al purpose of the hour, "when bad men comb�ne, the good must
assoc�ate," he contended boldly for the mer�ts of f�del�ty to party
comb�nat�on �n �tself. Although Burke wrote these strong pages as a
reply to Bol�ngbroke, who had denounced party as an ev�l, they
rema�n as the best general apology that has ever been offered for
that pr�nc�ple of publ�c act�on, aga�nst more ph�losoph�c attacks than
Bol�ngbroke's. Burke adm�tted that when he saw a man act�ng a
desultory and d�sconnected part �n publ�c l�fe w�th detr�ment to h�s
fortune, he was ready to bel�eve such a man to be �n earnest, though
not ready to bel�eve h�m to be r�ght. In any case he lamented to see
rare and valuable qual�t�es squandered away w�thout any publ�c
ut�l�ty. He adm�tted, moreover, on the other hand, that people
frequently acqu�red �n party confederac�es a narrow, b�goted, and
proscr�pt�ve sp�r�t. "But where duty renders a cr�t�cal s�tuat�on a
necessary one, �t �s our bus�ness to keep free from the ev�ls



attendant upon �t, and not to fly from the s�tuat�on �tself. It �s surely no
very rat�onal account of a man that he has always acted r�ght, but
has taken spec�al care to act �n such a manner that h�s endeavours
could not poss�bly be product�ve of any consequence…. When men
are not acqua�nted w�th each other's, pr�nc�ples, nor exper�enced �n
each other's talents, nor at all pract�sed �n the�r mutual hab�tudes and
d�spos�t�ons by jo�nt efforts of bus�ness; no personal conf�dence, no
fr�endsh�p, no common �nterest subs�st�ng among them; �t �s ev�dently
�mposs�ble that they can act a publ�c part w�th un�form�ty,
perseverance, or eff�cacy."

In terms of eloquent eulogy he pra�sed the sacred reverence w�th
wh�ch the Romans used to regard the necess�tudo sort�s, or the
relat�ons that grew up between men who had only held off�ce
together by the casual fortune of the lot. He po�nted out to emulat�on
the Wh�g junto who held so close together �n the re�gn of Anne—
Sunderland, Godolph�n, Somers, and Marlborough—who bel�eved
"that no men could act w�th effect who d�d not act �n concert; that no
men could act �n concert who d�d not act w�th conf�dence; and that
no men could act w�th conf�dence who were not bound together by
common op�n�ons, common affect�ons, and common �nterests." In
read�ng these energet�c passages, we have to remember two th�ngs:
f�rst, that the wr�ter assumes the d�rect object of party comb�nat�on to
be generous, great, and l�beral causes; and second, that when the
t�me came, and when he bel�eved that h�s fr�ends were espous�ng a
wrong and pern�c�ous cause, Burke, l�ke Samson burst�ng asunder
the seven green w�thes, broke away from the fr�endsh�ps of a l�fe,
and del�berately broke h�s party �n p�eces.[1]

[Footnote 1: See on the same subject, Correspondence, ��. 276,
277.]

When Burke came to d�scuss the cure for the d�sorders of 1770, he
�ns�sted on content�ng h�mself w�th what he ought to have known to
be obv�ously �nadequate prescr�pt�ons. And we cannot help feel�ng
that he never speaks of the const�tut�on of the government of th�s
country, w�thout gl�d�ng �nto a fallacy �dent�cal w�th that wh�ch he



h�mself descr�bed and denounced, as th�nk�ng better of the w�sdom
and power of human leg�slat�on than �n truth �t deserved. He was
un�formly cons�stent �n h�s v�ew of the remed�es wh�ch the var�ous
sect�ons of Oppos�t�on proposed aga�nst the ex�st�ng debasement
and serv�l�ty of the Lower House. The Duke of R�chmond wanted
un�versal suffrage, equal electoral d�str�cts, and annual parl�aments.
W�lkes proposed to d�sfranch�se the rotten boroughs, to �ncrease the
county const�tuenc�es, and to g�ve members to r�ch, populous,
trad�ng towns—a general pol�cy wh�ch was accepted f�fty-s�x years
afterwards. The Const�tut�onal Soc�ety des�red frequent parl�aments,
the exclus�on of placemen from the House, and the �ncrease of the
county representat�on. Burke un�formly refused to g�ve h�s
countenance to any proposals such as these, wh�ch �nvolved a
clearly organ�c change �n the const�tut�on. He confessed that he had
no sort of rel�ance upon e�ther a tr�enn�al parl�ament or a place-b�ll,
and w�th that reasonableness wh�ch as a rule was fully as
remarkable �n h�m as h�s eloquence, he showed very good grounds
for h�s want of fa�th �n the popular spec�f�cs. In truth, tr�enn�al or
annual parl�aments could have done no good, unless the change
had been accompan�ed by the more �mportant process of
amputat�ng, as Chatham called �t, the rotten boroughs. Of these the
Crown could at that t�me reckon some seventy as �ts own property.
Bes�des those wh�ch belonged to the Crown, there was also the
�mmense number wh�ch belonged to the Peerage. If the k�ng sought
to strengthen an adm�n�strat�on, the th�ng needful was not to enl�st
the serv�ces of able and d�st�ngu�shed men, but to conc�l�ate a duke,
who brought w�th h�m the control of a g�ven quant�ty of vot�ng power
�n the Lower House. All th�s patr�c�an �nfluence, wh�ch may be found
at the bottom of most of the �ntr�gues of the per�od, would not have
been touched by curta�l�ng the durat�on of parl�aments.

What then was the remedy, or had Burke no remedy to offer for
these grave d�stempers of Parl�ament? Only the remedy of the
�nterpos�t�on of the body of the people �tself. We must beware of
�nterpret�ng th�s phrase �n the modern democrat�c sense. In 1766 he
had del�berately declared that he thought �t would be more
conformable to the sp�r�t of the const�tut�on, "by lessen�ng the



number, to add to the we�ght and �ndependency of our voters."
"Cons�der�ng the �mmense and dangerous charge of elect�ons, the
prost�tute and dar�ng venal�ty, the corrupt�on of manners, the
�dleness and profl�gacy of the lower sort of voters, no prudent man
would propose to �ncrease such an ev�l."[1] In another place he
den�es that the people have e�ther enough of speculat�on �n the
closet, or of exper�ence �n bus�ness, to be competent judges, not of
the deta�l of part�cular measures only, but of general schemes of
pol�cy.[2] On Burke's theory, the people, as a rule, were no more
concerned to �nterfere w�th Parl�ament, than a man �s concerned to
�nterfere w�th somebody whom he has voluntar�ly and del�berately
made h�s trustee. But here, he confessed, was a shameful and
ru�nous breach of trust. The ord�nary rule of government was be�ng
every day m�sch�evously contemned and dar�ngly set as�de. Unt�l the
conf�dence thus outraged should be once more restored, then the
people ought to be exc�ted to a more str�ct and deta�led attent�on to
the conduct of the�r representat�ves. The meet�ngs of count�es and
corporat�ons ought to settle standards for judg�ng more
systemat�cally of the behav�our of those whom they had sent to
Parl�ament. Frequent and correct l�sts of the voters �n all �mportant
quest�ons ought to be procured. The severest d�scouragement ought
to be g�ven to the pern�c�ous pract�ce of afford�ng a bl�nd and
und�st�ngu�sh�ng support to every adm�n�strat�on. "Parl�amentary
support comes and goes w�th off�ce, totally regardless of the man or
the mer�t." For �nstance, W�lkes's annual mot�on to expunge the
votes upon the M�ddlesex elect�on had been un�formly rejected, as
often as �t was made wh�le Lord North was �n power. Lord North had
no sooner g�ven way to the Rock�ngham Cab�net than the House of
Commons changed �ts m�nd, and the resolut�ons were expunged by
a handsome major�ty of 115 to 47. Adm�n�strat�on was omn�potent �n
the House, because �t could be a man's most eff�c�ent fr�end at an
elect�on, and could most amply reward h�s f�del�ty afterwards.
Aga�nst th�s system Burke called on the nat�on to set a stern face.
Root �t up, he kept cry�ng; settle the general course �n wh�ch you
des�re members to go; �ns�st that they shall not suffer themselves to
be d�verted from th�s by the author�ty of the government of the day;
let l�sts of votes be publ�shed, so that you may ascerta�n for



yourselves whether your trustees have been fa�thful or fraudulent; do
all th�s, and there w�ll be no need to resort to those organ�c changes,
those emp�r�cal �nnovat�ons, wh�ch may poss�bly cure, but are much
more l�kely to destroy.

[Footnote 1: "Observat�ons on State of the Nat�on," Works, �. 105, b.]

[Footnote 2: "Speech on Durat�on of Parl�aments."]

It �s not surpr�s�ng that so halt�ng a pol�cy should have g�ven deep
d�spleasure to very many, perhaps to most, of those whose only
common bond was the loose and negat�ve sent�ment of ant�pathy to
the court, the m�n�stry, and the too serv�le major�ty of the House of
Commons. The Const�tut�onal Soc�ety was fur�ous. Lord Chatham
wrote to Lord Rock�ngham that the work �n wh�ch these doctr�nes f�rst
appeared, must do much m�sch�ef to the common cause. But Burke's
v�ew of the const�tut�on was a part of h�s bel�ef w�th wh�ch he never
paltered, and on wh�ch he surrendered h�s judgment to no man. "Our
const�tut�on," �n h�s op�n�on, "stands on a n�ce equ�po�se, w�th steep
prec�p�ces and deep waters upon all s�des of �t. In remov�ng �t from a
dangerous lean�ng towards one s�de, there may be a r�sk of
oversett�ng �t on the other."[1] Th�s �mage was ever before h�s m�nd.
It occurs aga�n �n the last sentence of that great protest aga�nst all
change and movement, when he descr�bes h�mself as one who,
when the equ�po�se of the vessel �n wh�ch he sa�ls may be
endangered by overload�ng �t upon one s�de, �s des�rous of carry�ng
the small we�ght of h�s reasons to that wh�ch may preserve �ts
equ�po�se.[2] When we th�nk of the od�ous m�s-government �n
England wh�ch the const�tut�on perm�tted, between the t�me when
Burke wrote and the pass�ng of Lord S�dmouth's S�x Acts f�fty years
later, we may be �ncl�ned to class such a const�tut�on among the
most �nadequate and m�sch�evous pol�t�cal arrangements that any
free country has ever had to endure. Yet �t was th�s wh�ch Burke
declared that he looked upon w�th f�l�al reverence. "Never w�ll I cut �t
�n p�eces, and put �t �nto the kettle of any mag�c�an, �n order to bo�l �t
w�th the puddle of the�r compounds �nto youth and v�gour; on the



contrary, I w�ll dr�ve away such pretenders; I w�ll nurse �ts venerable
age, and w�th len�ent arts extend a parent's breath."

[Footnote 1: Present D�scontents.]

[Footnote 2: Reflect�ons on the French Revolut�on.]

He was f�lled w�th the sp�r�t, and he borrowed the arguments, wh�ch
have always marked the champ�on of fa�th and author�ty aga�nst the
�mp�ous assault of reason or �nnovat�on. The const�tut�on was sacred
to h�m as the vo�ce of the Church and the oracles of her sa�nts are
sacred to the fa�thful. Study �t, he cr�ed, unt�l you know how to adm�re
�t, and �f you cannot know and adm�re, rather bel�eve that you are
dull, than that the rest of the world has been �mposed upon. We
ought to understand �t accord�ng to our measure and to venerate
where we are not able presently to comprehend. Well has Burke
been called the Bossuet of pol�t�cs.

Although, however, Burke's unfl�nch�ng reverence for the
const�tut�on, and h�s reluctance to lay a f�nger upon �t, may now
seem clearly excess�ve, as �t d�d to Chatham and h�s son, who were
great men �n the r�ght, or to Beckford and Sawbr�dge, who were very
l�ttle men �n the r�ght, we can only be just to h�m by compar�ng h�s
�deas w�th those wh�ch were dom�nant throughout an ev�l re�gn.
Wh�le he opposed more frequent parl�aments, he st�ll upheld the
doctr�ne that "to govern accord�ng to the sense, and agreeably to the
�nterests, of the people �s a great and glor�ous object of government."
Wh�le he declared h�mself aga�nst the add�t�on of a hundred kn�ghts
of the sh�re, he �n the very same breath protested that, though the
people m�ght be dece�ved �n the�r cho�ce of an object, he "could
scarcely conce�ve any cho�ce they could make, to be so very
m�sch�evous as the ex�stence of any human force capable of
res�st�ng �t."[1] To us th�s may seem very m�ld and commonplace
doctr�ne, but �t was not commonplace �n an age when Angl�can
d�v�nes—men l�ke Archb�shop Markham, Dr. Nowell or Dr. Porteus—
had rev�ved the base precepts of pass�ve obed�ence and non-
res�stance, and when such a man as Lord Mansf�eld encouraged
them. And these were the k�nd of foundat�ons wh�ch Burke had been



lay�ng, wh�le Fox was yet a Tory, wh�le Sher�dan was wr�t�ng farces,
and wh�le Grey was a schoolboy.

[Footnote 1: "To the Cha�rman of the Buck�nghamsh�re Meet�ng,"
1780.]

It �s, however, almost demonstrably certa�n that the v�nd�cat�on of the
supremacy of popular �nterests over all other cons�derat�ons would
have been bootless to�l, and that the great const�tut�onal struggle
from 1760 to 1783 would have ended otherw�se than �t d�d, but for
the fa�lure of the war aga�nst the �nsurgent colon�es, and the f�nal
establ�shment of Amer�can Independence. It was th�s portentous
transact�on wh�ch f�nally routed the arb�trary and despot�c
pretens�ons of the House of Commons over the people, and wh�ch
put an end to the hopes enterta�ned by the sovere�gn of mak�ng h�s
personal w�ll supreme �n the Chambers. Fox m�ght well talk of an
early Loyal�st v�ctory �n the war, as the terr�ble news from Long
Island. The struggle wh�ch began unsuccessfully at Brentford �n
M�ddlesex, was cont�nued at Boston �n Massachusetts. The scene
had changed, but the confl�ct�ng pr�nc�ples were the same. The war
of Independence was v�rtually a second Engl�sh c�v�l war. The ru�n of
the Amer�can cause would have been also the ru�n of the
const�tut�onal cause �n England; and a patr�ot�c Engl�shman may
revere the memory of Patr�ck Henry and George Wash�ngton not
less justly than the patr�ot�c Amer�can. Burke's att�tude �n th�s great
contest �s that part of h�s h�story about the majest�c and noble
w�sdom of wh�ch there can be least d�spute.



CHAPTER IV
THE ROCKINGHAM PARTY—PARIS—ELECTION AT BRISTOL—THE
AMERICAN WAR

The war w�th the Amer�can colon�es was preceded by an �nterval of
stupor. The v�olent ferment wh�ch had been st�rred �n the nat�on by
the affa�rs of W�lkes and the M�ddlesex elect�on, was followed, as
Burke sa�d, by as remarkable a deadness and vap�d�ty. In 1770 the
d�stracted m�n�stry of the Duke of Grafton came to an end, and was
succeeded by that of Lord North. The k�ng had at last tr�umphed. He
had secured an adm�n�strat�on of wh�ch the fundamental pr�nc�ple
was that the sovere�gn was to be the v�rtual head of �t, and the real
d�rector of �ts counsels. Lord North's government lasted for twelve
years, and �ts career �s for ever assoc�ated w�th one of the most
momentous chapters �n the h�story of the Engl�sh nat�on and of free
�nst�tut�ons.

Through th�s long and eventful per�od, Burke's was as the vo�ce of
one cry�ng �n the w�lderness. He had become �mportant enough for
the m�n�stry to th�nk �t worth wh�le to take pa�ns to d�scred�t h�m. They
bus�ly encouraged the report that he was Jun�us, or a close ally of
Jun�us. Th�s was one of the m�nor vexat�ons of Burke's m�ddle l�fe.
Even h�s fr�ends cont�nued to torment h�m for �ncessant d�scla�mers.
Burke's lofty pr�de made h�m slow to deal pos�t�vely w�th what he
scorned as a mal�c�ous and unworthy �mputat�on. To such a fr�end as
Johnson he d�d not, as we have seen, d�sda�n to volunteer a den�al,
but Charles Townshend was forced to wr�te more than one
�mportunate letter before he could extract from Burke the def�n�te



sentence (November 24, 1771):—"I now g�ve you my word and
honour that I am not the author of Jun�us, and that I know not the
author of that paper, and I do author�se you to say so." Nor was th�s
the only k�nd of annoyance to wh�ch he was subjected. H�s r�s�ng
fame k�ndled the candour of the fr�ends of h�s youth. W�th proverb�al
good-nature, they admon�shed h�m that he d�d not bear �nstruct�on;
that he showed such arrogance as �n a man of h�s cond�t�on was
�ntolerable; that he snapped fur�ously at h�s parl�amentary foes, l�ke a
wolf who had broken �nto the fold; that h�s speeches were useless
declamat�ons; and that he d�sgraced the House by the scurr�l�t�es of
the bear-garden. These sharp chasten�ngs of fr�endsh�p Burke
endured w�th the perfect self-command, not of the cold and
�nd�fferent egot�st, but of one who had tra�ned h�mself not to expect
too much from men. He possessed the true solace for all pr�vate
chagr�ns �n the act�v�ty and the fervour of h�s publ�c �nterests.

In 1772 the affa�rs of the East Ind�a Company and �ts relat�ons w�th
the Government had fallen �nto d�sorder. The Oppos�t�on, though
powerless �n the Houses of Parl�ament, were often able to thwart the
v�ews of the m�n�stry �n the �mper�al board-room �n Leadenhall Street.
The Duke of R�chmond was as zealous and as act�ve �n h�s
oppos�t�on to Lord North �n the bus�ness of the East Ind�es, as he
was �n the bus�ness of the country at Westm�nster. A proposal was
made to Burke to go out to Ind�a at the head of a comm�ss�on of
three superv�sors, w�th author�ty to exam�ne the concerns of every
department, and full powers of control over the company's servants.
Though th�s offer was pressed by the d�rectors, Burke, after anx�ous
cons�derat�on, decl�ned �t. What h�s reasons were there �s no
ev�dence; we can only guess that he thought less of h�s personal
�nterests than of those of the country and of h�s party. W�thout h�m
the Rock�ngham connect�on would undoubtedly have fallen to ru�n,
and w�th �t the most upr�ght, cons�stent, and d�s�nterested body of
men then �n publ�c l�fe. "You say," the Duke of R�chmond wrote to
h�m (November 15, 1772), "the party �s an object of too much
�mportance to go to p�eces. Indeed, Burke, you have more mer�t than
any man �n keep�ng us together." It was the character of the party,
almost as much as the�r pr�nc�ples, that secured Burke's zeal and



attachment; the�r decorum, the�r constancy, the�r avers�on to all
cabals for pr�vate objects, the�r �nd�fference to off�ce, except as an
�nstrument of power and a means of carry�ng out the pol�cy of the�r
conv�ct�ons. They m�ght eas�ly have had off�ce �f they would have
come �n upon the k�ng's terms. A year after h�s fall from power Lord
Rock�ngham was summoned to the royal closet, and pressed to
resume h�s post. But off�ce at any pr�ce was not �n the�r thoughts.
They knew the penalt�es of the�r system, and they clung to �t
undeterred. The�r patr�ot�sm was del�berate and cons�dered.
Chalcedon was called the c�ty of the bl�nd, because �ts founders
w�lfully neglected the more glor�ous s�te of Byzant�um wh�ch lay
under the�r eyes. "We have bu�lt our Chalcedon," sa�d Burke, "w�th
the chosen part of the un�verse full �n our prospect." They had the
faults to wh�ch an ar�stocrat�c party �n oppos�t�on �s naturally l�able.
Burke used to reproach them w�th be�ng somewhat langu�d,
scrupulous, and unsystemat�c. He could not make the Duke of
R�chmond put off a large party at Goodwood for the sake of an
�mportant d�v�s�on �n the House of Lords; and he d�d not always
agree w�th Lord John Cavend�sh as to what const�tutes a decent and
reasonable quant�ty of fox-hunt�ng for a pol�t�cal leader �n a cr�s�s. But
�t was part of the steadfastness of h�s whole l�fe to do h�s best w�th
such mater�als as he could f�nd. He d�d not lose pat�ence nor abate
h�s effort, because h�s fr�ends would m�ss the opportun�ty of a great
pol�t�cal stroke rather than they would m�ss Newmarket Races. He
wrote the�r protests for the House of Lords, composed pet�t�ons for
county meet�ngs, drafted resolut�ons, and pl�ed them w�th
�nformat�on, �deas, admon�t�ons, and exhortat�ons. Never before nor
s�nce has our country seen so extraord�nary a un�on of the clever
and �ndefat�gable party-manager, w�th the reflect�ve and ph�losoph�c
hab�ts of the speculat�ve publ�c�st. It �s much eas�er to make e�ther
absolut�sm or democracy attract�ve than ar�stocracy; yet we see how
cons�stent w�th h�s deep moral conservat�sm was Burke's attachment
to an ar�stocrat�c party, when we read h�s exhortat�on to the Duke of
R�chmond to remember that persons �n h�s h�gh stat�on �n l�fe ought
to have long v�ews. "You people," he wr�tes to the Duke (November
17, 1772), "of great fam�l�es and hered�tary trusts and fortunes are
not l�ke such as I am, who, whatever we may be by the rap�d�ty of



our growth, and even by the fru�t we bear, and flatter ourselves that,
wh�le we creep on the ground, we belly �nto melons that are exqu�s�te
for s�ze and flavour, yet st�ll we are but annual plants that per�sh w�th
our season, and leave no sort of traces beh�nd us. You, �f you are
what you ought to be, are �n my eye the great oaks that shade a
country, and perpetuate your benef�ts from generat�on to generat�on.
The �mmed�ate power of a Duke of R�chmond, or a Marqu�s of
Rock�ngham, �s not so much of moment; but �f the�r conduct and
example hand down the�r pr�nc�ples to the�r successors, then the�r
houses become the publ�c repos�tor�es and off�ce of record for the
const�tut�on…. I do not look upon your t�me or l�ves as lost, �f �n th�s
sl�d�ng away from the genu�ne sp�r�t of the country, certa�n part�es, �f
poss�ble—�f not, the heads of certa�n fam�l�es—should make �t the�r
bus�ness by the whole course of the�r l�ves, pr�nc�pally by the�r
example, to mould �nto the very v�tal stam�na of the�r descendants
those pr�nc�ples wh�ch ought to be transm�tted pure and unm�xed to
poster�ty."

Perhaps such a passage as th�s ought to be descr�bed less as
reflect�on than as �mag�nat�on—moral, h�stor�c, conservat�ve
�mag�nat�on—�n wh�ch order, soc�al cont�nu�ty, and the endless
project�on of past �nto present, and of present �nto future, are clothed
w�th the sanct�ty of an �nner shr�ne. We may th�nk that a fox-hunt�ng
duke and a rac�ng marqu�s were very poor centres round wh�ch to
group these h�gh emot�ons. But Burke had no puny sent�mental�sm,
and none of the mere l�terary or romant�c conservat�sm of men l�ke
Chateaubr�and. He l�ved �n the real world, and not �n a false dream of
some past world that had never been. He saw that the sport�ng
squ�res of h�s party were as much the representat�ves of ancestral
force and qual�ty as �n older days were long l�nes of Claud�� and
Valer��. H�s conservat�ve doctr�ne was a profound �nst�nct, �n part
pol�t�cal, but �n greater part moral. The acc�dental roughness of the
symbol d�d not touch h�m, for the symbol was glor�f�ed by the
s�ncer�ty of h�s fa�th and the compass of h�s �mag�nat�on.

W�th these �deas strong w�th�n h�m, �n 1773 Burke made a journey to
France. It was almost as though the solemn h�erophant of some



myst�c Egypt�an temple should have found h�mself am�d the br�ll�ant
chatter of a band of reckless, keen-tongued d�sputants of the garden
or the porch at Athens. H�s only son had just f�n�shed a successful
school-course at Westm�nster, and was now entered a student at
Chr�st Church. He was st�ll too young for the un�vers�ty, and Burke
thought that a year could not be more prof�tably spent than �n
form�ng h�s tongue to fore�gn languages. The boy was placed at
Auxerre, �n the house of the bus�ness agent of the B�shop of
Auxerre. From the B�shop he rece�ved many k�ndnesses, to be
amply repa�d �n after years when the B�shop came �n h�s old age, an
ex�le and a beggar, to England.

Wh�le �n Par�s, Burke d�d all that he could to �nstruct h�mself as to
what was go�ng on �n French soc�ety. If he had not the dazzl�ng
recept�on wh�ch had greeted Hume �n 1764, at least he had ample
opportun�t�es of acqua�nt�ng h�mself w�th the preva�l�ng �deas of the
t�me �n more than one of the soc�al camps �nto wh�ch Par�s was then
d�v�ded. Madame du Deffand tells the Duchess of Cho�seul that
though he speaks French extremely �ll, everybody felt that he would
be �nf�n�tely agreeable �f he could more eas�ly make h�mself
understood. He followed French well enough as a l�stener, and went
every day to the courts to hear the barr�sters and watch the
procedure. Madame du Deffand showed h�m all poss�ble attent�on,
and her fr�ends eagerly seconded her. She �nv�ted h�m to supper
part�es, where he met the Count de Brogl�e, the agent of the k�ng's
secret d�plomacy; Caracc�ol�, successor of n�mble-w�tted Gal�an�, the
secretary from Naples; and other notab�l�t�es of the h�gh world. He
supped w�th the Duchess of Luxembourg, and heard a read�ng of La
Harpe's Barmec�des. It was h�gh treason �n th�s c�rcle to frequent the
r�val salon of Mademo�selle Lesp�nasse, but e�ther the law was
relaxed �n the case of fore�gners, or else Burke kept h�s own counsel.
Here were for the moment the headquarters of the party of
�nnovat�on, and here he saw some of the men who were bus�ly
forg�ng the thunderbolts. H�s eye was on the alert, now as always, for
anyth�ng that m�ght l�ght up the sovere�gn problems of human
government. A book by a member of th�s c�rcle had appeared s�x
months before, wh�ch was st�ll the talk of the town, and aga�nst wh�ch



the Government had taken the usual �mpotent measures of
repress�on. Th�s was the Treat�se on Tact�cs, by a certa�n M. de
Gu�bert, a colonel of the Cors�can leg�on. The �mportant part of the
work was the �ntroduct�on, �n wh�ch the wr�ter exam�ned w�th what
was then thought extraord�nary hard�hood, the soc�al and pol�t�cal
causes of the decl�ne of the m�l�tary art �n France. Burke read �t w�th
keen �nterest and energet�c approval. He was present at the read�ng
of a tragedy by the same author, and gave some offence to the r�val
coter�e by preferr�ng Gu�bert's tragedy to La Harpe's. To us, however,
of a later day, Gu�bert �s known ne�ther for h�s tragedy nor h�s essay
on tact�cs, nor for a memory so rap�d that he could open a book,
throw one glance l�ke a flash of l�ghtn�ng on to a page, and then
�nstantly repeat from �t half a dozen l�nes word for word. He l�ves �n
l�terature as the �nsp�rer of that ardent pass�on of Mademo�selle
Lesp�nasse's letters, so un�que �n the�r consum�ng �ntens�ty that, as
has been sa�d, they seem to burn the page on wh�ch they are
wr�tten. It was perhaps at Mademo�selle Lesp�nasse's that Burke met
D�derot. The eleven volumes of the �llustrat�ve plates of the
Encyclopaeed�a had been g�ven to the publ�c twelve months before,
and �ts ed�tor was just released from the g�ant's to�l of twenty years.
Volta�re was �n �mper�al ex�le at Ferney. Rousseau was copy�ng
mus�c �n a garret �n the street wh�ch �s now called after h�s name, but
he had long ago cut h�mself off from soc�ety; and Burke was not
l�kely to take much trouble to f�nd out a man whom he had known �n
England seven years before, and aga�nst whom he had conce�ved a
strong and last�ng ant�pathy, as enterta�n�ng no pr�nc�ple e�ther to
�nfluence h�s heart or to gu�de h�s understand�ng save a deranged
and eccentr�c van�ty.

It was the fash�on for Engl�sh v�s�tors to go to Versa�lles. They saw
the dauph�n and h�s brothers d�ne �n publ�c, before a crowd of
pr�nces of the blood, nobles, abbés, and all the m�scellaneous throng
of a court. They attended mass �n the chapel, where the old k�ng,
surrounded by b�shops, sat �n a pew just above that of Madame du
Barr�. The royal m�stress aston�shed fore�gners by ha�r w�thout
powder and cheeks w�thout rouge, the s�mplest to�lettes, and the
most unassum�ng manners. V�ce �tself, �n Burke's famous words,



seemed to lose half �ts ev�l by los�ng all �ts grossness. And there, too,
Burke had that v�s�on to wh�ch we owe one of the most gorgeous
pages �n our l�terature—Mar�e Anto�nette, the young dauph�ness,
"decorat�ng and cheer�ng the elevated sphere she just began to
move �n, gl�tter�ng l�ke the morn�ng star, full of l�fe and splendour and
joy." The shadow was rap�dly steal�ng on. The year after Burke's
v�s�t, the scene underwent a strange transformat�on. The k�ng d�ed;
the m�stress was ban�shed �n luxur�ous ex�le; and the dauph�ness
became the �ll-starred Queen of France. Burke never forgot the
emot�ons of the scene; they awoke �n h�s �mag�nat�on s�xteen years
after, when all was changed, and the awful contrast shook h�m w�th a
pass�on that h�s eloquence has made �mmortal.

Madame du Deffand wrote to Horace Walpole that Burke had been
so well rece�ved, that he ought to leave France excellently pleased
w�th the country. But �t was not so. H�s sp�r�t was perturbed by what
he had l�stened to. He came away w�th small esteem for that busy
fermentat�on of �ntellect �n wh�ch h�s French fr�ends most exulted,
and for wh�ch they looked forward to the grat�tude and adm�rat�on of
poster�ty. From the spot on wh�ch he stood there �ssued two m�ghty
streams. It was from the �deas of the Par�s�an Freeth�nkers, whom
Burke so detested, that Jefferson, Frankl�n, and Henry drew those
theor�es of human soc�ety wh�ch were so soon to f�nd l�fe �n
Amer�can Independence. It was from the same �deas that later on
that revolut�onary t�de surged forth, �n wh�ch Burke saw no elements
of a blessed fert�l�ty, but only a horr�d torrent of red and desolat�ng
lava. In 1773 there was a moment of strange repose �n Western
Europe, the l�ttle break of st�llness that precedes the hurr�cane. It
was �ndeed the eve of a momentous epoch. Before s�xteen years
were over, the Amer�can Republ�c had r�sen, l�ke a new constellat�on
�nto the f�rmament, and the French monarchy, of such ant�qu�ty and
fame and h�gh pre-em�nence �n European h�story, had been
shattered to the dust. We may not agree w�th Burke's apprec�at�on of
the forces that were beh�nd these vast convuls�ons. But at least he
saw, and saw w�th eyes of pass�onate alarm, that strong speculat�ve
forces were at work, wh�ch must v�olently prove the very bases of the



great soc�al superstructure, and m�ght not �mprobably break them up
for ever.

Almost �mmed�ately after h�s return from France, he sounded a shr�ll
note of warn�ng. Some Method�sts from Chatham had pet�t�oned
Parl�ament aga�nst a b�ll for the rel�ef of D�ssenters from subscr�pt�on
to the Art�cles. Burke denounced the �ntolerance of the pet�t�oners. It
�s not the D�ssenters, he cr�ed, whom you have to fear, but the men
who, "not contented w�th endeavour�ng to turn your eyes from the
blaze and effulgence of l�ght, by wh�ch l�fe and �mmortal�ty �s so
glor�ously demonstrated by the Gospel, would even ext�ngu�sh that
fa�nt gl�mmer�ng of Nature, that only comfort suppl�ed to �gnorant
man before th�s great �llum�nat�on…. These are the people aga�nst
whom you ought to a�m the shaft of the law; these are the men to
whom, arrayed �n all the terrors of government, I would say, 'You
shall not degrade us �nto brutes.' … The most horr�d and cruel blow
that can be offered to c�v�l soc�ety �s through athe�sm…. The �nf�dels
are outlaws of the const�tut�on, not of th�s country, but of the human
race. They are never, never to be supported, never to be tolerated.
Under the systemat�c attacks of these people, I see some of the
props of good government already beg�n to fa�l; I see propagated
pr�nc�ples wh�ch w�ll not leave to rel�g�on even a tolerat�on. I see
myself s�nk�ng every day under the attacks of these wretched
people."[1] To th�s p�tch he had been exc�ted by the vehement band
of men, who had �nscr�bed on the�r standard, Écraser l'Infâme.

[Footnote 1: "Speech on Rel�ef of Protestant D�ssenters, 1773."]

* * * * *

The second Parl�ament �n wh�ch Burke had a seat was d�ssolved
suddenly and w�thout warn�ng (October 1774). The att�tude of
Amer�ca was threaten�ng, and �t was bel�eved the M�n�sters were
anx�ous to have the elect�ons over before the state of th�ngs became
worse. The whole k�ngdom was �nstantly �n a ferment. Cour�ers,
cha�ses, post-horses, hurr�ed �n every d�rect�on over the �sland, and �t
was noted, as a measure of the ag�tat�on, that no fewer than s�xty
messengers passed through a s�ngle turnp�ke on one day. Sens�ble



observers were glad to th�nk that, �n consequence of the rap�d�ty of
the elect�ons, less w�ne and money would be wasted than at any
elect�on for s�xty years past. Burke had a houseful of company at
Beaconsf�eld when the news arr�ved. Johnson was among them, and
as the party was hast�ly break�ng up, the old Tory took h�s Wh�g
fr�end k�ndly by the hand: "Farewell, my dear s�r," he sa�d, "and
remember that I w�sh you all the success that ought to be w�shed to
you, and can poss�bly be w�shed to you, by an honest man."

The words were of good omen. Burke was now rewarded by the
d�scovery that h�s labours had earned for h�m recogn�t�on and
grat�tude beyond the narrow l�m�ts of a rather exclus�ve party. He had
before th�s attracted the attent�on of the mercant�le publ�c. The
Company of Merchants trad�ng to Afr�ca voted h�m the�r thanks for
h�s share �n support�ng the�r establ�shments. The Comm�ttee of
Trade at Manchester formally returned h�m the�r grateful
acknowledgments for the act�ve part that he had taken �n the
bus�ness of the Jama�ca free ports. But then Manchester returned no
representat�ve to Parl�ament. In two Parl�aments Burke had been
elected for Wendover free of expense. Lord Verney's c�rcumstances
were now so embarrassed, that he was obl�ged to part w�th the four
seats at h�s d�sposal to men who could pay for them. There had
been some talk of propos�ng Burke for Westm�nster, and W�lkes, who
was then omn�potent, prom�sed h�m the support of the popular party.
But the patr�ot's memory was treacherous, and he speed�ly forgot,
for reasons of h�s own, an �dea that had or�g�nated w�th h�mself.
Burke's constancy of sp�r�t was momentar�ly overclouded.
"Somet�mes when I am alone," he wrote to Lord Rock�ngham
(September 15, 1774), "�n sp�te of all my efforts, I fall �nto a
melancholy wh�ch �s �nexpress�ble, and to wh�ch, �f I g�ve way, I
should not cont�nue long under �t, but must totally s�nk. Yet I do
assure you that partly, and �ndeed pr�nc�pally, by the force of natural
good sp�r�ts, and partly by a strong sense of what I ought to do, I
bear up so well that no one who d�d not know them, could eas�ly
d�scover the state of my m�nd or my c�rcumstances. I have those that
are dear to me, for whom I must l�ve as long as God pleases, and �n
what way He pleases. Whether I ought not totally to abandon th�s



publ�c stat�on for wh�ch I am so unf�t, and have of course been so
unfortunate, I know not." But he was always saved from rash
ret�rement from publ�c bus�ness by two reflect�ons. He doubted
whether a man has a r�ght to ret�re after he has once gone a certa�n
length �n these th�ngs. And he remembered that there are often
obscure vexat�ons �n the most pr�vate l�fe, wh�ch as effectually
destroy a man's peace as anyth�ng that can occur �n publ�c
content�ons.

Lord Rock�ngham offered h�s �nfluence on behalf of Burke at Malton,
one of the fam�ly boroughs �n Yorksh�re, and th�ther Burke �n no h�gh
sp�r�ts betook h�mself. On h�s way to the north he heard that he had
been nom�nated for Br�stol, but the nom�nat�on had for certa�n
elect�oneer�ng reasons not been approved by the party. As �t
happened, Burke was no sooner chosen at Malton than, ow�ng to an
unexpected turn of affa�rs at Br�stol, the �dea of propos�ng h�m for a
cand�date rev�ved. Messengers were sent express to h�s house �n
London, and, not f�nd�ng h�m there, they hastened down to Yorksh�re.
Burke qu�ckly resolved that the offer was too �mportant to be
rejected. Br�stol was the cap�tal of the west, and �t was st�ll �n wealth,
populat�on, and mercant�le act�v�ty the second c�ty of the k�ngdom. To
be �nv�ted to stand for so great a const�tuency, w�thout any request of
h�s own and free of personal expense, was a d�st�nct�on wh�ch no
pol�t�c�an could hold l�ghtly. Burke rose from the table where he was
d�n�ng w�th some of h�s supporters, stepped �nto a post-cha�se at s�x
on a Tuesday even�ng, and travelled w�thout a break unt�l he
reached Br�stol on the Thursday afternoon, hav�ng got over two
hundred and seventy m�les �n forty-four hours. Not only d�d he
execute the journey w�thout a break, but, as he told the people of
Br�stol, w�th an exult�ng commemorat�on of h�s own zeal that recalls
C�cero, he d�d not sleep for an �nstant �n the �nterval. The poll was
kept open for a month, and the contest was the most ted�ous that
had ever been known �n the c�ty. New freemen were adm�tted down
to the very last day of the elect�on. At the end of �t, Burke was
second on the poll, and was declared to be duly chosen (November
3, 1774). There was a pet�t�on aga�nst h�s return, but the elect�on
was conf�rmed, and he cont�nued to s�t for Br�stol for s�x years.



The s�tuat�on of a cand�date �s apt to f�nd out a man's weaker places.
Burke stood the test. He showed none of the petulant rage of those
clamorous pol�t�c�ans whose fl�ght, as he sa�d, �s w�nged �n a lower
reg�on of the a�r. As the traveller stands on the noble br�dge that now
spans the valley of the Avon, he may recall Burke's local compar�son
of these busy, angry fam�l�ars of an elect�on, to the gulls that sk�m the
mud of the r�ver when �t �s exhausted of �ts t�de. He gave h�s new
fr�ends a more �mportant lesson, when the t�me came for h�m to
thank them for the honour wh�ch they had just conferred upon h�m.
H�s colleague had opened the subject of the relat�ons between a
member of Parl�ament and h�s const�tuents; and had declared that,
for h�s own part, he should regard the �nstruct�ons of the people of
Br�stol as dec�s�ve and b�nd�ng. Burke �n a we�ghty passage upheld a
manl�er doctr�ne.

Certa�nly, gentlemen, �t ought to be the happ�ness and glory of
a representat�ve to l�ve �n the str�ctest un�on, the closest
correspondence, and the most unreserved commun�cat�on
w�th h�s const�tuents. The�r w�shes ought to have great we�ght
w�th h�m; the�r op�n�ons h�gh respect, the�r bus�ness
unrem�tted attent�on. It �s h�s duty to sacr�f�ce h�s repose, h�s
pleasure, h�s sat�sfact�ons, to the�rs; and above all, ever, and
�n all cases, to prefer the�r �nterest to h�s own. But h�s
unb�assed op�n�on, h�s mature judgment, h�s enl�ghtened
consc�ence, he ought not to sacr�f�ce to you, to any man, or to
any set of men l�v�ng. Your representat�ve owes you, not h�s
�ndustry only, but h�s judgment; and he betrays, �nstead of
serv�ng you, �f he sacr�f�ces �t to your op�n�on.

My worthy colleague says, h�s w�ll ought to be subserv�ent to
yours. If that be all, the th�ng �s �nnocent. If government were
a matter of w�ll upon any s�de, yours, w�thout quest�on, ought
to be super�or. But government and leg�slat�on are matters of
reason and judgment, and not of �ncl�nat�on; and what sort of
reason �s that �n wh�ch the determ�nat�on precedes the
d�scuss�on, �n wh�ch one set of men del�berate and another
dec�de, and where those who form the conclus�on are



perhaps three hundred m�les d�stant from those who hear the
arguments?… Author�tat�ve �nstruct�ons, mandates �ssued,
wh�ch the member �s bound bl�ndly and �mpl�c�tly to obey, to
vote, and to argue for, though contrary to the clearest
conv�ct�ons of h�s judgment and consc�ence—these are th�ngs
utterly unknown to the laws of th�s land, and wh�ch ar�se from
a fundamental m�stake of the whole order and tenor of our
Const�tut�on.[1]

[Footnote 1: "Speech at the conclus�on of the Poll."]

For s�x years the Br�stol electors were content to be represented by a
man of th�s �ndependence. They never, however, really acqu�esced
�n the pr�nc�ple that a member of Parl�ament owes as much to h�s
own conv�ct�ons as to the w�ll of h�s const�tuents. In 1778 a b�ll was
brought �nto Parl�ament, relax�ng some of the restr�ct�ons �mposed
upon Ireland by the atroc�ous f�scal pol�cy of Great Br�ta�n. The great
mercant�le centres ra�sed a fur�ous outcry, and Br�stol was as bl�nd
and as bo�sterous as Manchester and Glasgow. Burke not only
spoke and voted �n favour of the commerc�al propos�t�ons, but urged
that the proposed removal of restr�ct�ons on Ir�sh trade d�d not go
nearly far enough. There was none of that too fam�l�ar casu�stry, by
wh�ch publ�c men argue themselves out of the�r consc�ences �n a
strange syllog�sm, that they can best serve the country �n Parl�ament;
that to keep the�r seats they must follow the�r electors; and that
therefore, �n the long run, they serve the country best by acqu�esc�ng
�n �gnorance and prejud�ce. Anybody can denounce an abuse. It
needs valour and �ntegr�ty to stand forth aga�nst a wrong to wh�ch
our best fr�ends are most ardently comm�tted. It warms our hearts to
th�nk of the noble courage w�th wh�ch Burke faced the bl�nd and v�le
self�shness of h�s own supporters. He rem�nded them that England
only consented to leave to the Ir�sh �n two or three �nstances the use
of the natural facult�es wh�ch God had g�ven them. He asked them
whether Ireland was un�ted to Great Br�ta�n for no other purpose than
that we should counteract the bounty of Prov�dence �n her favour;
and whether, �n proport�on as that bounty had been l�beral, we were
to regard �t as an ev�l to be met w�th every poss�ble correct�ve? In our



day there �s nobody of any school who doubts that Burke's v�ew of
our trade pol�cy towards Ireland was accurately, absolutely, and
magn�f�cently r�ght. I need not repeat the arguments. They made no
mark on the Br�stol merchants. Burke boldly told them that he would
rather run the r�sk of d�spleas�ng than of �njur�ng them. They �mplored
h�m to become the�r advocate. "I should only d�sgrace myself," he
sa�d; "I should lose the only th�ng wh�ch can make such ab�l�t�es as
m�ne of any use to the world now or hereafter. I mean that author�ty
wh�ch �s der�ved from the op�n�on that a member speaks the
language of truth and s�ncer�ty, and that he �s not ready to take up or
lay down a great pol�t�cal system for the conven�ence of the hour;
that he �s �n Parl�ament to support h�s op�n�on of the publ�c good, and
does not form h�s op�n�on �n order to get �nto Parl�ament or to
cont�nue �n �t."[1]

[Footnote 1: Two Letters to Gentlemen �n Br�stol, 1778.]

A small �nstalment of human�ty to Ireland was not more d�stasteful to
the electors of Br�stol than a small �nstalment of tolerat�on to Roman
Cathol�cs �n England. A measure was passed (1778) repeal�ng
certa�n �n�qu�tous penalt�es created by an Act of W�ll�am the Th�rd. It
�s needless to say that th�s rud�mentary concess�on to just�ce and
sense was supported by Burke. H�s voters began to bel�eve that
those were r�ght who had sa�d that he had been bred at Sa�nt
Omer's, was a Pap�st at heart, and a Jesu�t �n d�sgu�se. When the
t�me came, summa d�es et �neluctab�le fatum, Burke bore w�th d�gn�ty
and temper h�s d�sm�ssal from the only �ndependent const�tuency
that he ever represented. Years before he had warned a young man
enter�ng publ�c l�fe to regard and w�sh well to the common people,
whom h�s best �nst�ncts and h�s h�ghest dut�es lead h�m to love and
to serve, but to put as l�ttle trust �n them as �n pr�nces. Burke
somewhere descr�bes an honest publ�c l�fe as carry�ng on a poor
unequal confl�ct aga�nst the pass�ons and prejud�ces of our day,
perhaps w�th no better weapons than pass�ons and prejud�ces of our
own.



The s�x years dur�ng wh�ch Burke sat �n Parl�ament for Br�stol, saw
th�s confl�ct carr�ed on under the most desperate c�rcumstances.
They were the years of the c�v�l war between the Engl�sh at home
and the Engl�sh �n the Amer�can colon�es. George III. and Lord North
have been made scapegoats for s�ns wh�ch were not exclus�vely,
the�r own. They were only the organs and representat�ves of all the
lurk�ng �gnorance and arb�trary humours of the ent�re commun�ty.
Burke d�scloses �n many places, that for once the k�ng and
Parl�ament d�d not act w�thout the sympath�es of the mass. In h�s
famous speech at Br�stol, �n 1780, he was rebuk�ng the �ntolerance
of those who b�tterly taunted h�m for the support of the measure for
the relaxat�on of the Penal Code. "It �s but too true," he sa�d �n a
passage worth remember�ng, "that the love, and even the very �dea,
of genu�ne l�berty �s extremely rare. It �s but too true that there are
many whose whole scheme of freedom �s made up of pr�de,
perverseness, and �nsolence. They feel themselves �n a state of
thraldom, they �mag�ne that the�r souls are cooped and cab�ned �n,
unless they have some man, or some body of men, dependent on
the�r mercy. The des�re of hav�ng some one below them, descends to
those who are the very lowest of all; and a Protestant cobbler,
debased by h�s poverty, but exalted by h�s share of the rul�ng
Church, feels a pr�de �n know�ng �t �s by h�s generos�ty alone that the
peer, whose footman's �nstep he measures, �s able to keep h�s
chapla�n from a gaol. Th�s d�spos�t�on �s the true source of the
pass�on wh�ch many men, �n very humble l�fe, have taken to the
Amer�can war. Our subjects �n Amer�ca; our colon�es; our
dependents. Th�s lust of party power �s the l�berty they hunger and
th�rst for; and th�s S�ren song of amb�t�on has charmed ears that we
would have thought were never organ�sed to that sort of mus�c."

Th�s was the mental att�tude of a major�ty of the nat�on, and �t was
fortunate for them and for us that the yeomen and merchants on the
other s�de of the Atlant�c had a more just and energet�c apprec�at�on
of the cr�s�s. The �nsurgents, wh�le ach�ev�ng the�r own freedom,
were �nd�rectly engaged �n f�ght�ng the battle of the people of the
mother country as well. Burke had a vehement correspondent who
wrote to h�m (1777) that �f the utter ru�n of th�s country were to be the



consequence of her pers�st�ng �n the cla�m to tax Amer�ca, then he
would be the f�rst to say, Let her per�sh! If England preva�ls, sa�d
Horace Walpole, Engl�sh and Amer�can l�berty �s at an end; �f one
fell, the other would fall w�th �t. Burke, see�ng th�s, "certa�nly never
could and never d�d w�sh," as he says of h�mself, "the colon�sts to be
subdued by arms. He was fully persuaded that �f such should be the
event, they must be held �n that subdued state by a great body of
stand�ng forces, and perhaps of fore�gn forces. He was strongly of
op�n�on that such arm�es, f�rst v�ctor�ous over Engl�shmen, �n a
confl�ct for Engl�sh const�tut�onal r�ghts and pr�v�leges, and
afterwards hab�tuated (though �n Amer�ca) to keep an Engl�sh people
�n a state of abject subject�on, would prove fatal �n the end to the
l�bert�es of England �tself."[1] The way for th�s remote per�l was be�ng
sedulously prepared by a w�despread deter�orat�on among popular
�deas, and a fatal relaxat�on of the hold wh�ch they had prev�ously
ga�ned �n the publ�c m�nd. In order to prove that the Amer�cans had
no r�ght to the�r l�bert�es, we were every day endeavour�ng to subvert
the max�ms wh�ch preserve the whole sp�r�t of our own. To prove that
the Amer�cans ought not to be free, we were obl�ged to deprec�ate
the value of freedom �tself. The mater�al strength of the Government,
and �ts moral strength al�ke, would have been re�nforced by the
defeat of the colon�sts, to such an extent as to have ser�ously
delayed or even jeopard�sed Engl�sh progress, and therefore that of
Europe too. As events actually fell out, the feroc�ous adm�n�strat�on
of the law �n the last f�ve or s�x years of the e�ghteenth century was
the retr�but�on for the lethargy or approval w�th wh�ch the mass of the
Engl�sh commun�ty had watched the measures of the Government
aga�nst the�r fellow-Engl�shmen �n Amer�ca.

[Footnote 1: Appeal from the New to the Old Wh�gs.]

It �s not necessary here to follow Burke m�nutely through the
success�ve stages of parl�amentary act�on �n the Amer�can war. He
always defended the settlement of 1766; the Stamp Act was
repealed, and the const�tut�onal supremacy and sovere�gn author�ty
of the mother country was preserved �n a Declaratory Act. When the
project of tax�ng the colon�es was rev�ved, and relat�ons w�th them



were becom�ng stra�ned and dangerous, Burke came forward w�th a
plan for leav�ng the General Assembl�es of the colon�es to grant
suppl�es and a�ds, �nstead of g�v�ng and grant�ng suppl�es �n
Parl�ament, to be ra�sed and pa�d �n the colon�es. Needless to say
that �t was rejected, and perhaps �t was not feas�ble. Henceforth
Burke could only watch �n �mpotence the blunders of Government,
and the d�sasters that befell the nat�onal arms. But h�s protests
aga�nst the war w�ll last as long as our l�terature.

Of all Burke's wr�t�ngs none are so f�t to secure unqual�f�ed and
unan�mous adm�rat�on as the three p�eces on th�s momentous
struggle:—the Speech on Amer�can Taxat�on (Apr�l 19, 1774); the
Speech on Conc�l�at�on w�th Amer�ca (March 22, 1775); and the
Letter to the Sher�ffs of Br�stol (1777). Together they hardly exceed
the compass of the l�ttle volume wh�ch the reader now has �n h�s
hands. It �s no exaggerat�on to say that they compose the most
perfect manual �n our l�terature, or �n any l�terature, for one who
approaches the study of publ�c affa�rs, whether for knowledge or for
pract�ce. They are an example w�thout fault of all the qual�t�es wh�ch
the cr�t�c, whether a theor�st or an actor, of great pol�t�cal s�tuat�ons
should str�ve by n�ght and by day to possess. If the theme w�th wh�ch
they deal were less near than �t �s to our �nterests and affect�ons as
free c�t�zens, these three performances would st�ll abound �n the
lessons of an �ncomparable pol�t�cal method. If the�r subject were as
remote as the quarrel between the Cor�nth�ans and Corcyra, or the
war between Rome and the All�es, �nstead of a confl�ct to wh�ch the
world owes the opportun�ty of the most �mportant of pol�t�cal
exper�ments, we should st�ll have everyth�ng to learn from the
author's treatment; the v�gorous grasp of masses of compressed
deta�l, the w�de �llum�nat�on from great pr�nc�ples of human
exper�ence, the strong and mascul�ne feel�ng for the two great
pol�t�cal ends of Just�ce and Freedom, the large and generous
�nterpretat�on of exped�ency, the moral�ty, the v�s�on, the noble
temper. If ever, �n the fulness of t�me, and surely the fates of men
and l�terature cannot have �t otherw�se, Burke becomes one of the
half-dozen names of establ�shed and un�versal currency �n educat�on
and �n common books, r�s�ng above the waywardness of l�terary



capr�ce or �ntellectual fash�ons, as Shakespeare and M�lton and
Bacon r�se above �t, �t w�ll be the mastery, the elevat�on, the w�sdom,
of these far-sh�n�ng d�scourses �n wh�ch the world w�ll �n an espec�al
degree recogn�se the comb�nat�on of sovere�gn g�fts w�th benef�cent
uses.

The pamphlet on the Present D�scontents �s part�ally obscured or
muffled to the modern reader by the space wh�ch �s g�ven to the
cabal of the day. The Reflect�ons on the French Revolut�on over-
abounds �n declamat�on, and—apart from �ts be�ng pass�onately on
one s�de, and that perhaps the wrong one—the splendour of the
eloquence �s out of proport�on to the reason and the judgment. In the
p�eces on the Amer�can war, on the contrary, Burke was consc�ous
that he could trust noth�ng to the sympathy or the prepossess�ons of
h�s readers, and th�s put h�m upon an unwonted persuas�veness.
Here �t �s reason and judgment, not declamat�on; luc�d�ty, not
pass�on; that produces the effects of eloquence. No choler mars the
page; no purple patch d�stracts our m�nds from the penetrat�ng force
of argument; no commonplace �s dressed up �nto a vague subl�m�ty.
The cause of freedom �s made to wear �ts own proper robe of equ�ty,
self-control, and reasonableness.

Not one, but all those great �dols of the pol�t�cal market-place whose
worsh�p and serv�ce has cost the race so dear, are d�scovered and
shown to be the fool�sh uncouth stocks and stones that they are. Fox
once urged members of Parl�ament to peruse the speech on
Conc�l�at�on aga�n and aga�n, to study �t, to �mpr�nt �t on the�r m�nds,
to �mpress �t on the�r hearts. But Fox only referred to the lesson
wh�ch he thought to be conta�ned �n �t, that representat�on �s the
sovere�gn remedy for every ev�l. Th�s �s by far the least �mportant of
�ts lessons. It �s great �n many ways. It �s greatest as a remonstrance
and an answer aga�nst the thr�v�ng soph�sms of barbarous nat�onal
pr�de, the eternal fallac�es of war and conquest; and here �t �s great,
as all the three p�eces on the subject are so, because they expose
w�th unanswerable force the deep-ly�ng faults of heart and temper,
as well as of understand�ng, wh�ch move nat�ons to haughty and
v�olent courses.



The great argument w�th those of the war party who pretended to a
pol�t�cal defence of the�r pos�t�on, was the doctr�ne that the Engl�sh
Government was sovere�gn �n the colon�es as at home; and �n the
not�on of sovere�gnty they found �nherent the not�on of an
�ndefeas�ble r�ght to �mpose and exact taxes. Hav�ng sat�sf�ed
themselves of the ex�stence of th�s sovere�gnty, and of the r�ght
wh�ch they took to be �ts natural property, they saw no step between
the ex�stence of an abstract r�ght and the propr�ety of enforc�ng �t.
We have seen an �nstance of a s�m�lar mode of pol�t�cal th�nk�ng �n
our own l�fet�me. Dur�ng the great c�v�l war between the northern and
southern states of the Amer�can Un�on, people �n England conv�nced
themselves—some after careful exam�nat�on of documents, others
by cursory glances at second-hand author�t�es—that the south had a
r�ght to secede. The current of op�n�on was prec�sely s�m�lar �n the
struggle to wh�ch the Un�ted States owed the�r separate ex�stence.
Now the �dea of a r�ght as a myster�ous and reverend abstract�on, to
be worsh�pped �n a state of naked d�vorce from exped�ency and
conven�ence, was one that Burke's pol�t�cal judgment found
preposterous and unendurable. He hated the arb�trary and despot�c
savour wh�ch clung about the Engl�sh assumpt�ons over the colon�es.
And h�s repuls�on was he�ghtened when he found that these
assumpt�ons were just�f�ed, not by some permanent advantage
wh�ch the�r v�ctory would procure for the mother country or for the
colon�es, or wh�ch would repay the cost of ga�n�ng such a v�ctory; not
by the assert�on and demonstrat�on of some pos�t�ve duty, but by the
fut�le and mean�ngless doctr�ne that we had a r�ght to do someth�ng
or other, �f we l�ked.

The alleged comprom�se of the nat�onal d�gn�ty �mpl�ed �n a
w�thdrawal of the just cla�m of the Government, �nstead of
conv�nc�ng, only exasperated h�m. "Show the th�ng you contend for
to be reason; show �t to be common sense; show �t to be the means
of atta�n�ng some useful end; and then I am content to allow �t what
d�gn�ty you please."[1] The next year he took up the ground st�ll more
f�rmly, and expla�ned �t st�ll more �mpress�vely. As for the quest�on of
the r�ght of taxat�on, he excla�med, "It �s less than noth�ng �n my



cons�derat�on…. My cons�derat�on �s narrow, conf�ned, and wholly
l�m�ted to the pol�cy of the quest�on. I do not exam�ne whether the
g�v�ng away a man's money be a power excepted and reserved out
of the general trust of Government…. The quest�on w�th me �s not
whether you have a r�ght to render your people m�serable, but
whether �t �s not your �nterest to make them happy. It �s not what a
lawyer tells me I may do, but what human�ty, reason, and just�ce tell
me I ought to do. I am not determ�n�ng a po�nt of law; I am restor�ng
tranqu�ll�ty, and the general character and s�tuat�on of a people must
determ�ne what sort of government �s f�tted for them." "I am not here
go�ng �nto the d�st�nct�ons of r�ghts," he cr�es, "not attempt�ng to mark
the�r boundar�es. I do not enter �nto these metaphys�cal d�st�nct�ons. I
hate the very sound of them. Th�s �s the true touchstone of all
theor�es wh�ch regard man and the affa�rs of man: does �t su�t h�s
nature �n general?—does �t su�t h�s nature as mod�f�ed by h�s
hab�ts?" He could not bear to th�nk of hav�ng leg�slat�ve or pol�t�cal
arrangements shaped or v�nd�cated by a delus�ve geometr�cal
accuracy of deduct�on, �nstead of be�ng entrusted to "the natural
operat�on of th�ngs, wh�ch, left to themselves, generally fall �nto the�r
proper order."

[Footnote 1: "Speech on Amer�can Taxat�on."]

Apart from h�s �ncessant assert�on of the pr�nc�ple that man acts from
adequate mot�ves relat�ve to h�s �nterests, and not on metaphys�cal
speculat�ons, Burke sows, as he marches along �n h�s stately
argument, many a germ of the modern ph�losophy of c�v�l�sat�on. He
was told that Amer�ca was worth f�ght�ng for. "Certa�nly �t �s," he
answered, "�f f�ght�ng a people be the best way of ga�n�ng them."
Every step that has been taken �n the d�rect�on of progress, not
merely �n emp�re, but �n educat�on, �n pun�shment, �n the treatment of
the �nsane, has shown the deep w�sdom, so unfam�l�ar �n that age of
feroc�ous penalt�es and brutal methods, of th�s truth—that "the
natural effect of f�del�ty, clemency, k�ndness �n governors, �s peace,
good-w�ll, order, and esteem �n the governed." Is there a s�ngle
�nstance to the contrary? Then there �s that sure key to w�se pol�t�cs:
—"Nobody shall persuade me when a whole people are concerned,



that acts of len�ty are not means of conc�l�at�on." And that st�ll more
famous sentence, "I do not know the method of draw�ng up an
�nd�ctment aga�nst a whole people."

Good and observant men w�ll feel that no m�sty benevolence or
vague sympathy, but the pos�t�ve real�ty of exper�ence, �nsp�red such
passages as that where he says,—"Never expect�ng to f�nd
perfect�on �n men, and not look�ng for d�v�ne attr�butes �n created
be�ngs, �n my commerce w�th my contemporar�es I have found much
human v�rtue. The age unquest�onably produces dar�ng profl�gates
and �ns�d�ous hypocr�tes? What then? Am I not to ava�l myself of
whatever good �s to be found �n the world, because of the m�xture of
ev�l that �s �n �t?… Those who ra�se susp�c�ons of the good, on
account of the behav�our of ev�l men, are of the party of the latter….
A consc�ent�ous person would rather doubt h�s own judgment than
condemn h�s spec�es. He that accuses all mank�nd of corrupt�on
ought to remember that he �s sure to conv�ct only one. In truth, I
should much rather adm�t those whom at any t�me I have d�srel�shed
the most, to be patterns of perfect�on, than seek a consolat�on to my
own unworth�ness �n a general commun�on of deprav�ty w�th all about
me." Th�s �s one of those p�eces of rat�onal constancy and mental
wholeness �n Burke wh�ch f�ll up our adm�rat�on for h�m—one of the
man�fold �llustrat�ons of an �nv�nc�ble f�del�ty to the natural order and
operat�on of th�ngs, even when they seemed most host�le to all that
was dear to h�s own personal�ty.



CHAPTER V
ECONOMICAL REFORM—BURKE IN OFFICE—FALL OF HIS PARTY

Towards 1780 �t began to be clear that the M�n�sters had brought the
country �nto d�saster and hum�l�at�on, from wh�ch the�r pol�cy
conta�ned no way of escape. In the clos�ng months of the Amer�can
war, the Oppos�t�on pressed M�n�sters w�th a v�gour that never
abated. Lord North bore the�r attacks w�th perfect good-humour.
When Burke, �n the course of a great orat�on, parod�ed Burgoyne's
�nv�tat�on to the Ind�ans to repa�r to the k�ng's standard, the w�t and
sat�re of �t almost suffocated the Pr�me M�n�ster, not w�th shame but
w�th laughter. H�s heart had long ceased to be �n the matter, and
everybody knew that he only reta�ned h�s post �n obed�ence to the
urgent �mportun�t�es of the k�ng, wh�lst such colleagues as R�gby only
clung to the�r place because the salar�es were endeared by long
fam�l�ar�ty. The general gloom was acc�dentally deepened by that
h�deous outbreak of fanat�c�sm and v�olence, wh�ch �s known as the
Lord George Gordon R�ots (June 1780). The Wh�gs, as hav�ng
favoured the relaxat�on of the laws aga�nst popery, were espec�ally
obnox�ous to the mob. The Government sent a guard of sold�ers to
protect Burke's house �n Charles Street, St. James's; but after he
had removed the more �mportant of h�s papers, he �ns�sted on the
guard be�ng despatched for the protect�on of more �mportant places,
and he took shelter under the roof of General Burgoyne. H�s
excellent w�fe, accord�ng to a letter of h�s brother, had "the f�rmness
and sweetness of an angel; but why do I say of an angel?—of a
woman." Burke h�mself courageously walked to and fro am�d the



rag�ng crowds w�th f�rm composure, though the exper�ment was full
of per�l. He descr�bes the mob as be�ng made up, as London mobs
generally are, rather of the unruly and d�ssolute than of fanat�cal
mal�gnants, and he vehemently opposed any concess�ons by
Parl�ament to the sp�r�t of �ntolerance wh�ch had f�rst k�ndled the
blaze. All the letters of the t�me show that the outrages and alarms of
those days and n�ghts, �n wh�ch the cap�tal seemed to be at the
mercy of a fur�ous rabble, made a deeper �mpress�on on the m�nds of
contemporar�es than they ought to have done. Burke was not l�kely
to be less exc�ted than others by the s�ght of such �nsensate
d�sorder; and �t �s no �dle fancy that he had the mobs of 1780 st�ll �n
h�s memory, when ten years later he poured out the v�als of h�s wrath
on the blood�er mob wh�ch carr�ed the K�ng and Queen of France �n
w�ld tr�umph from Versa�lles to Par�s.

In the prev�ous February (1780) Burke had ach�eved one of the
greatest of all h�s parl�amentary and orator�cal successes. Though
the matter of th�s part�cular enterpr�se �s no longer al�ve, yet �t
�llustrates h�s many strong qual�t�es �n so remarkable a way that �t �s
r�ght to g�ve some account of �t. We have already seen that Burke
stead�ly set h�s face aga�nst parl�amentary reform; he hab�tually
declared that the mach�ne was well enough to answer any good
purpose, prov�ded the mater�als were sound. The statesman who
res�sts all projects for the reform of the const�tut�on, and yet eagerly
procla�ms how deplorably �mperfect are the pract�cal results of �ts
work�ng, b�nds h�mself to v�gorous exert�ons for the amendment of
adm�n�strat�on. Burke devoted h�mself to th�s duty w�th a ferv�d
ass�du�ty that has not often been exampled, and has never been
surpassed. He went to work w�th the zeal of a rel�g�ous enthus�ast,
�ntent on purg�ng h�s Church and h�s fa�th of the corrupt�ons wh�ch
lowered �t �n the eyes of men. There was no part or order of
government so obscure, so remote, or so complex, as to escape h�s
acute and persever�ng observat�on.

Burke's object, �n h�s schemes for Econom�cal Reform, was less to
husband the publ�c resources and rel�eve the tax-payer—though th�s
a�m could not have been absent from h�s m�nd, overburdened as



England then was w�th the charges of the Amer�can war—than to cut
off the channels wh�ch suppl�ed the corrupt�on of the House of
Commons. The full t�tle of the f�rst project wh�ch he presented to the
leg�slature (February 1780), was, A Plan for the Better Secur�ty of
the Independence of Parl�ament, and the Econom�cal Reformat�on of
the C�v�l and other Establ�shments. It was to the former that he
deemed the latter to be the most d�rect road. The strength of the
adm�n�strat�on �n the House was due to the g�fts wh�ch the M�n�ster
had �n h�s hands to d�spense. Men voted w�th the s�de wh�ch could
reward the�r f�del�ty. It was the number of s�necure places and
unpubl�shed pens�ons, wh�ch along w�th the controllable �nfluence of
peers and nabobs, furn�shed the M�n�ster w�th an �rres�st�ble lever:
the avar�ce and the degraded publ�c sp�r�t of the rec�p�ents suppl�ed
the requ�red fulcrum. Burke knew that �n sweep�ng away these
fact�t�ous places and secret pens�ons, he would be robb�ng the Court
of �ts ch�ef �mplements of corrupt�on, and protect�ng the
representat�ve aga�nst h�s ch�ef mot�ve �n sell�ng h�s country. He
conce�ved that he would thus be promot�ng a far more �nfall�ble
means than any scheme of electoral reform could have prov�ded, for
rev�v�ng the �ntegr�ty and �ndependence of the House of Commons.
In h�s eyes, the ev�l res�ded not �n the const�tuenc�es, but �n the�r
representat�ves; not �n the small number of the one, but �n the
smaller �ntegr�ty of the other. The ev�l d�d not stop where �t began. It
was not merely that the s�n�ster mot�ve, thus engendered �n the
m�nds of too lax and fac�le men, �nduced them to betray the�r
leg�slat�ve trust, and barter the�r own upr�ghtness and the �nterests of
the State. The acqu�s�t�on of one of these nefar�ous br�bes meant
much more than a s�n�ster vote. It called �nto ex�stence a champ�on
of every �nveterate abuse that we�ghed on the resources of the
country. There �s a well-known passage �n the speech on Econom�cal
Reform, �n wh�ch the speaker shows what an �nsurmountable
obstacle Lord Talbot had found �n h�s attempt to carry out certa�n
reforms �n the royal household, �n the fact that the turnsp�t of the
k�ng's k�tchen was a member of Parl�ament. "On that rock h�s whole
adventure spl�t,—h�s whole scheme of economy was dashed to
p�eces; h�s department became more expens�ve than ever; the C�v�l
L�st debt accumulated." Interference w�th the expenses of the



household meant �nterference w�th the perqu�s�tes or fees of th�s
leg�slat�ve turnsp�t, and the r�ghts of s�necures were too sacred to be
touched. In compar�son w�th them, �t counted for noth�ng that the
k�ng's tradesmen went unpa�d, and became bankrupt; that the
judges were unpa�d; that the just�ce of the k�ngdom bent and gave
way; the fore�gn m�n�sters rema�ned �nact�ve and unprov�ded; the
system of Europe was d�ssolved; the cha�n of our all�ances was
broken; all the wheels of Government at home and abroad were
stopped. The k�ng's turnsp�t was a member of Parl�ament.[1] Th�s
off�ce and numbers of others exactly l�ke �t, ex�sted solely because
the House of Commons was crowded w�th venal men. The post of
royal scull�on meant a vote that could be rel�ed upon under every
c�rcumstance and �n all emergenc�es. And each �ncumbent of such
an off�ce felt h�s honour and �nterests concerned �n the defence of all
other off�ces of the same scandalous descr�pt�on. There was thus
ma�nta�ned a strong stand�ng army of expens�ve, lax, and corrupt�ng
off�c�als.

[Footnote 1: The C�v�l L�st at th�s t�me comprehended a great number
of charges, such as those of wh�ch Burke speaks, that had noth�ng to
do w�th the sovere�gn personally. They were slowly removed, the
jud�c�al and d�plomat�c charges be�ng transferred on the access�on of
W�ll�am IV.] The royal household was a g�gant�c nest of costly jobbery
and purposeless profus�on. It reta�ned all "the cumbrous charge of a
Goth�c establ�shment," though all �ts usage and accommodat�on had
"shrunk �nto the pol�shed l�ttleness of modern elegance." The outlay
was enormous. The expend�ture on the court tables only was a th�ng
unfathomable. Waste was the rule �n every branch of �t. There was
an off�ce for the Great Wardrobe, another off�ce of the Robes, a th�rd
of the Groom of the Stole. For these three useless off�ces there were
three useless treasurers. They all la�d a heavy burden on the
taxpayer, �n order to supply a br�be to the member of Parl�ament. The
pla�n remedy was to ann�h�late the subord�nate treasur�es. "Take
away," was Burke's demand, "the whole establ�shment of deta�l �n
the household: the Treasurer, the Comptroller, the Cofferer of the
Household, the Treasurer of the Chamber, the Master of the
Household, the whole Board of Green Cloth; a vast number of



subord�nate off�ces �n the department of the Steward of the
Household; the whole establ�shment of the Great Wardrobe; the
Remov�ng Wardrobe; the Jewel Off�ce; the Robes; the Board of
Works." The abol�t�on of th�s confused and costly system would not
only d�m�n�sh expense and promote eff�c�ency; �t would do st�ll more
excellent serv�ce �n destroy�ng the roots of parl�amentary corrupt�on.
"Under other governments a quest�on of expense �s only a quest�on
of economy, and �t �s noth�ng more; w�th us, �n every quest�on of
expense, there �s always a m�xture of const�tut�onal cons�derat�ons."

Places and pens�ons, though the worst, were not by any means the
only stumbl�ng-block �n the way of pure and well-ordered
government. The adm�n�strat�on of the estates of the Crown,—the
Pr�nc�pal�ty, the Duchy of Cornwall, the Duchy of Lancaster, the
County Palat�ne of Chester,—was an elaborate system of obscure
and unprof�table expend�ture. Wales had to herself e�ght judges,
wh�le no more than twelve suff�ced to perform the whole bus�ness of
just�ce �n England, a country ten t�mes as large and a hundred t�mes
as opulent. Wales, and each of the duch�es, had �ts own exchequer.
Every one of these pr�nc�pal�t�es, sa�d Burke, has the apparatus of a
k�ngdom, for the jur�sd�ct�on over a few pr�vate estates; �t has the
formal�ty and charge of the Exchequer of Great Br�ta�n, for collect�ng
the rents of a country squ�re. They were the f�eld, �n h�s express�ve
phrase, of mock jur�sd�ct�ons and m�m�c revenues, of d�ff�cult tr�fles
and labor�ous fooler�es. "It was but the other day that that pert
fact�ous fellow, the Duke of Lancaster, presumed to fly �n the face of
h�s l�ege lord, our grac�ous sovere�gn—presumed to go to law w�th
the k�ng. The object �s ne�ther your bus�ness nor m�ne. Wh�ch of the
part�es got the better I really forget. The mater�al po�nt �s that the su�t
cost about £15,000. But as the Duke of Lancaster �s but agent of
Duke Humphrey, and not worth a groat, our sovere�gn was obl�ged to
pay the costs of both." The system wh�ch �nvolved these costly
absurd�t�es Burke proposed ent�rely to abol�sh. In the same sp�r�t he
w�shed to d�spose of the Crown lands and the forest lands, wh�ch �t
was for the good of the commun�ty, not less than of the Crown �tself,
to throw �nto the hands of pr�vate owners.



One of the most �mportant of these projected reforms, and one wh�ch
�ts author d�d not fl�nch from carry�ng out two years later to h�s own
loss, related to the off�ce of Paymaster. Th�s funct�onary was
accustomed to hold large balances of the publ�c money �n h�s own
hands and for h�s own prof�t, for long per�ods, ow�ng to a complex
system of accounts wh�ch was so r�gorous as ent�rely to defeat �ts
own object. The paymaster could not, through the mult�pl�c�ty of
forms and the exact�on of �mposs�ble cond�t�ons, get a prompt
acqu�ttance. The aud�t somet�mes d�d not take place for years after
the accounts were v�rtually closed. Meanwh�le the money
accumulated �n h�s hands, and �ts prof�ts were h�s leg�t�mate
perqu�s�te. Lord Holland, or h�s representat�ves, held the balances of
h�s off�ce from 1765, when he ret�red, unt�l 1778, when they were
aud�ted. Dur�ng th�s t�me he real�sed, as the �nterest on the use of
these balances, nearly two hundred and f�fty thousand pounds.
Burke d�verted these enormous ga�ns �nto the coffers of the State.
He f�xed the paymaster's salary at four thousand pounds a year, and
was h�mself the f�rst person who accepted the curta�led �ncome.

Not the most ferv�d or br�ll�ant of Burke's p�eces, yet the speech on
Econom�cal Reform �s certa�nly not the least �nstruct�ve or �mpress�ve
of them. It g�ves a suggest�ve v�ew of the relat�ons ex�st�ng at that
t�me between the House of Commons and the Court. It reveals the
narrow and unpatr�ot�c sp�r�t of the k�ng and the m�n�sters, who could
res�st proposals so reasonable �n themselves, and so remed�al �n
the�r effects, at a t�me when the nat�on was suffer�ng the heavy and
d�stress�ng burdens of the most d�sastrous war that our country has
ever carr�ed on. It �s espec�ally �nterest�ng as an �llustrat�on of �ts
author's pol�t�cal capac�ty. At a moment when comm�ttees and
pet�t�ons and great county meet�ngs showed how thoroughly the
nat�onal anger was roused aga�nst the ex�st�ng system, Burke came
to the front of affa�rs w�th a scheme, of wh�ch the most str�k�ng
character�st�c proved to be that �t was profoundly temperate. Bent on
the ext�rpat�on of the system, he had no �ll-w�ll towards the men who
had happened to flour�sh �n �t. "I never w�ll suffer," he sa�d, "any man
or descr�pt�on of men to suffer from errors that naturally have grown
out of the abus�ve const�tut�on of those off�ces wh�ch I propose to



regulate. If I cannot reform w�th equ�ty, I w�ll not reform at all."
Exasperated as he was by the fru�tlessness of h�s oppos�t�on to a
pol�cy wh�ch he detested from the bottom of h�s soul, �t would have
been l�ttle wonderful �f he had resorted to every weapon of h�s
unr�valled rhetor�cal armoury, �n order to d�scred�t and overthrow the
whole scheme of government. Yet noth�ng could have been further
from h�s m�nd than any v�olent or extreme �dea of th�s sort. Many
years afterwards, he took cred�t to h�mself less for what he d�d on
th�s occas�on than for what he prevented from be�ng done. People
were ready for a new modell�ng of the two Houses of Parl�ament, as
well as for grave mod�f�cat�ons of the Prerogat�ve. Burke res�sted th�s
temper unfl�nch�ngly. "I had," he says, "a state to preserve, as well as
a state to reform. I had a people to grat�fy, but not to �nflame or to
m�slead." He then recounts w�thout exaggerat�on the pa�ns and
caut�on w�th wh�ch he sought reform, wh�le steer�ng clear of
�nnovat�on. He heaved the lead every �nch of way he made. It �s
gr�evous to th�nk that a man who could assume such an att�tude at
such a t�me, who could g�ve th�s k�nd of proof of h�s sk�ll �n the great,
the d�ff�cult art of govern�ng, only held a f�fth-rate off�ce for some t�me
less than a twelvemonth.

The year of the project of Econom�c Reform (1780) �s usually taken
as the date when Burke's �nfluence and repute were at the�r he�ght.
He had not been tr�ed �n the f�re of off�c�al respons�b�l�ty, and h�s
�mpetuos�ty was st�ll under a degree of control wh�ch not long
afterwards was fatally weakened by an over-master�ng �rr�tab�l�ty of
const�tut�on. H�gh as h�s character was now �n the ascendant, �t was
�n the same year that Burke suffered the sharp mort�f�cat�on of los�ng
h�s seat at Br�stol. H�s speech before the elect�on �s one of the best
known of all h�s performances; and �t well deserves to be so, for �t �s
surpassed by none �n grav�ty, elevat�on, and moral d�gn�ty. We can
only wonder that a const�tuency wh�ch could suffer �tself to be
addressed on th�s h�gh level, should have allowed the small
self�shness of local �nterest to we�gh aga�nst such w�sdom and
nob�l�ty. But Burke soon found �n the course of h�s canvas that he
had no chance, and he decl�ned to go to the poll. On the prev�ous



day one of h�s compet�tors had fallen down dead. "What shadows we
are" sa�d Burke, "and what shadows we pursue!"

In 1782 Lord North's government came to an end, and the k�ng "was
pleased," as Lord North quoted w�th jest�ng �rony from the Gazette,
to send for Lord Rock�ngham, Charles Fox, and Lord Shelburne.
Members could hardly bel�eve the�r own eyes, as they saw Lord
North and the members of a government wh�ch had been �n place for
twelve years, now loung�ng on the oppos�t�on benches �n the�r
greatcoats, frocks, and boots, wh�le Fox and Burke shone �n the full
dress that was then worn by m�n�sters, and cut unwonted f�gures w�th
swords, lace, and ha�r-powder. Sher�dan was made an under-
secretary of state, and to the younger P�tt was offered h�s cho�ce of
var�ous m�nor posts, wh�ch he haught�ly refused. Burke, to whom on
the�r own adm�ss�on the party owed everyth�ng, was appo�nted
Paymaster of the Forces, w�th a salary of four thousand pounds a
year. H�s brother, R�chard Burke, was made Secretary of the
Treasury. H�s son R�chard was named to be h�s father's deputy at the
Pay-Off�ce, w�th a salary of f�ve hundred pounds.

Th�s s�ngular exclus�on from cab�net off�ce of the most powerful
gen�us of the party has naturally g�ven r�se to abundant cr�t�c�sm ever
s�nce. It w�ll be conven�ent to say what there �s to be sa�d on th�s
subject, �n connect�on w�th the events of 1788 (below, p. 200),
because there happens to ex�st some useful �nformat�on about the
m�n�ster�al cr�s�s of that year, wh�ch sheds a clearer l�ght upon the
arrangements of s�x years before. Meanwh�le �t �s enough to say that
Burke h�mself had most reasonably looked to some h�gher post.
There �s the d�st�nct note of the hum�l�ty of mort�f�ed pr�de �n a letter
wr�tten �n reply to some one who had appl�ed to h�m for a place. "You
have been m�s�nformed," he says; "I make no part of the m�n�ster�al
arrangement. Someth�ng �n the off�c�al l�ne may poss�bly be thought
f�t for my measure." Burke knew that h�s pos�t�on �n the country
ent�tled h�m to someth�ng above the off�c�al l�ne. In a later year, when
he felt h�mself called upon to defend h�s pens�on, he descr�bed what
h�s pos�t�on was �n the momentous cr�s�s from 1780 to 1782, and
Burke's hab�tual verac�ousness forb�ds us to treat the descr�pt�on as



�n any way exaggerated. "By what acc�dent �t matters not," he says,
"nor upon what desert, but just then, and �n the m�dst of that hunt of
obloquy wh�ch has ever pursued me w�th a full cry through l�fe, I had
obta�ned a very full degree of publ�c conf�dence…. Noth�ng to
prevent d�sorder was om�tted; when �t appeared, noth�ng to subdue �t
was left uncounselled nor unexecuted, as far as I could preva�l. At
the t�me I speak of, and hav�ng a momentary lead, so a�ded and so
encouraged, and as a feeble �nstrument �n a m�ghty hand—I do not
say I saved my country—I am sure I d�d my country �mportant
serv�ce. There were few �ndeed that d�d not at that t�me acknowledge
�t—and that t�me was th�rteen years ago. It was but one v�ew, that no
man �n the k�ngdom better deserved an honourable prov�s�on should
be made for h�m."[1]

[Footnote 1: Letter to a Noble Lord.]

We have seen that Burke had f�xed the paymaster's salary at four
thousand pounds, and had destroyed the extravagant perqu�s�tes.
The other econom�cal reforms wh�ch were actually effected fell short
by a long way of those wh�ch Burke had so �ndustr�ously dev�sed and
so forc�bly recommended. In 1782, wh�le Burke decl�ned to spare h�s
own off�ce, the ch�ef of the cab�net conferred upon Barré a pens�on
of over three thousand a year; above ten t�mes the amount, as has
been sa�d, wh�ch, �n Lord Rock�ngham's own judgment, as
expressed �n the new B�ll, ought henceforth to be granted to any one
person whatever. Th�s shortcom�ng, however, does not detract from
Burke's mer�t. He was not respons�ble for �t. The eloquence,
�ngenu�ty, d�l�gence, above all, the sagac�ty and the just�ce of th�s
great effort of 1780, are none the less worthy of our adm�rat�on and
regard because, �n 1782, h�s ch�efs, partly perhaps out of a new-born
deference for the feel�ngs of the�r royal master, showed that the
possess�on of off�ce had sens�bly cooled the ardent asp�rat�ons
proper to Oppos�t�on.

The events of the twenty months between the res�gnat�on of Lord
North (1782) and the access�on of P�tt to the off�ce of Pr�me M�n�ster
(December 1783) mark an �mportant cr�s�s �n pol�t�cal h�story, and



they mark an �mportant cr�s�s �n Burke's career and hopes. Lord
Rock�ngham had just been three months �n off�ce, when he d�ed
(July 1782). Th�s d�ssolved the bond that held the two sect�ons of the
m�n�stry together, and let loose a flood of r�val amb�t�ons and sharp
an�mos�t�es. Lord Shelburne bel�eved h�mself to have an �rres�st�ble
cla�m to the ch�ef post �n the adm�n�strat�on; among other reasons,
because he m�ght have had �t before Lord Rock�ngham three months
earl�er, �f he had so chosen. The k�ng supported h�m, not from any
part�al�ty to h�s person, but because he dreaded and hated Charles
Fox. The character of Shelburne �s one of the perplex�t�es of the
t�me. H�s v�ews on peace and free trade make h�m one of the
precursors of the Manchester School. No m�n�ster was so well
�nformed as to the threads of pol�cy �n fore�gn countr�es. He was the
�nt�mate or the patron of men who now stand out as among the f�rst
l�ghts of that t�me—of Morellet, of Pr�estley, of Bentham. Yet a few
months of power seem to have d�sclosed faults of character, wh�ch
left h�m w�thout a s�ngle pol�t�cal fr�end, and bl�ghted h�m w�th
�rreparable d�scred�t. Fox, who was now the head of the Rock�ngham
sect�on of the Wh�gs, had, before the death of the late prem�er, been
on the po�nt of refus�ng to serve any longer w�th Lord Shelburne, and
he now very promptly refused to serve under h�m. When Parl�ament
met after Rock�ngham's death, goss�ps not�ced that Fox and Burke
cont�nued, long after the Speaker had taken the cha�r, to walk
backwards and forwards �n the Court of Bequests, engaged �n
earnest conversat�on. Accord�ng to one story, Burke was very
reluctant to abandon an off�ce whose emoluments were as
conven�ent to h�m as to h�s spendthr�ft colleague. Accord�ng to
another and more probable legend, �t was Burke who hurr�ed the
rupture, and st�mulated Fox's jealousy of Shelburne. The Duke of
R�chmond d�sapproved of the secess�on, and rema�ned �n the
Government. Sher�dan also d�sapproved, but he sacr�f�ced h�s
personal conv�ct�on to loyalty to Fox.

If Burke was respons�ble for the break-up of the Government, then
he was the �nst�gator of a blunder that must be pronounced not only
d�sastrous but culpable. It lowered the leg�t�mate sp�r�t of party to the
nameless sp�r�t of fact�on. The dangers from wh�ch the old l�bert�es of



the realm had just emerged have been descr�bed by no one so
forc�bly as by Burke h�mself. No one was so conv�nced as Burke that
the only way of w�thstand�ng the arb�trary and corrupt�ng pol�cy of the
Court was to form a strong Wh�g party. No one knew better than he
the sovere�gn �mportance and the �mmense d�ff�culty of repa�r�ng the
ru�n of the last twelve years by a good peace. The Rock�ngham or
Fox�te sect�on were obv�ously unable to form an effect�ve party w�th
ser�ous expectat�on of power, unless they had all�es. They m�ght, no
doubt, from personal d�sl�ke to Lord Shelburne, refuse to work under
h�m; but personal d�sl�ke could be no excuse for formally and
v�olently work�ng aga�nst h�m, when h�s pol�cy was the�r own, and
when �ts success was recogn�sed by them no less than by h�m as of
urgent moment. Instead of e�ther work�ng w�th the other sect�on of
the�r party, or of support�ng from below the gangway that wh�ch was
the pol�cy of both sect�ons, they sought to return to power by
coalesc�ng w�th the very man whose cr�m�nal subserv�ence to the
k�ng's w�ll had brought about the catastrophe that Shelburne was
repa�r�ng. Burke must share the blame of th�s famous transact�on. He
was one of the most fur�ous assa�lants of the new m�n�stry. He
poured out a fresh �nvect�ve aga�nst Lord Shelburne every day
Cyn�cal contemporar�es laughed as they saw h�m �n search of more
and more hum�l�at�ng parallels, ransack�ng all l�terature from the
B�ble and the Roman h�story down to Mother Goose's tales. H�s
pass�on carr�ed h�m so far as to breed a react�on �n those who
l�stened to h�m. "I th�nk," wrote Mason from Yorksh�re, where Burke
had been on a v�s�t to Lord F�tzw�ll�am �n the autumn of 1782, "that
Burke's mad obloquy aga�nst Lord Shelburne, and these �nsolent
pamphlets �n wh�ch he must have had a hand, w�ll do more to f�x h�m
(Shelburne) �n h�s off�ce than anyth�ng else."

Th�s result would have actually followed, for the nat�on was �ll
pleased at the �mmoral all�ance between the Fox�tes and the man
whom, �f they had been true to the�r op�n�ons a thousand t�mes
repeated, they ought at that moment to have been �mpeach�ng. The
D�ssenters, who had h�therto been h�s enthus�ast�c adm�rers, but who
are r�g�d above other men �n the�r demand of pol�t�cal cons�stency,
lamented Burke's fall �n jo�n�ng the Coal�t�on, as Pr�estley told h�m



many years after, as the fall of a fr�end and a brother. But Shelburne
threw away the game. "H�s falsehoods," says Horace Walpole, "h�s
flatter�es, dupl�c�ty, �ns�ncer�ty, arrogance, contrad�ct�ons, neglect of
h�s fr�ends, w�th all the k�ndred of all these faults, were the da�ly
top�cs of contempt and r�d�cule; and h�s folly shut h�s eyes, nor d�d he
perce�ve that so very rap�d a fall must have been ow�ng to h�s own
�ncapac�ty." Th�s �s the test�mony of a host�le w�tness. It �s borne out,
however, by a c�rcumstance of str�k�ng s�gn�f�cance. When the k�ng
recovered the re�ns at the end of 1783, not only d�d he send for P�tt
�nstead of for Shelburne, but P�tt h�mself ne�ther �nv�ted Shelburne to
jo�n h�m, nor �n any way ever consulted h�m then or afterwards,
though he had been Chancellor of the Exchequer �n Shelburne's own
adm�n�strat�on.

Whatever the causes may have been, the adm�n�strat�on fell �n the
spr�ng of 1783. It was succeeded by the memorable m�n�stry of the
Coal�t�on, �n wh�ch Fox and Lord North d�v�ded the real power under
the nom�nal lead of the Duke of Portland. Members saw Lord North
squeezed up on the Treasury bench between two men who had a
year before been da�ly menac�ng h�m w�th the axe and the block; and
�t was not North whom they blamed, but Burke and Fox. Burke had
returned to the Pay-Off�ce. H�s f�rst act there was unfortunate. He
restored to the�r pos�t�on two clerks who had been suspended for
malversat�on, and aga�nst whom proceed�ngs were then pend�ng.
When attacked for th�s �n the House, he showed an �rr�tat�on wh�ch
would have carr�ed h�m to gross lengths, �f Fox and Sher�dan had not
by ma�n force pulled h�m down �nto h�s seat by the ta�ls of h�s coat.
The restorat�on of the clerks was an �ndefens�ble error of judgment,
and �ts �nd�scret�on was he�ghtened by the k�nd of defence wh�ch
Burke tr�ed to set up. When we wonder at Burke's exclus�on from
great off�ces, th�s case of Powell and Bembr�dge should not be
forgotten.

The dec�s�ve event �n the h�story of the Coal�t�on Government was
the Ind�a B�ll. The Reports of the var�ous select comm�ttees upon
Ind�an affa�rs—the most �mportant of them all, the n�nth and
eleventh, hav�ng been drawn up by Burke h�mself—had shown



conclus�vely that the ex�st�ng system of government was thoroughly
corrupt and thoroughly �nadequate. It �s ascerta�ned pretty
conclus�vely that the B�ll for replac�ng that system was conce�ved
and drawn by Burke, and that to h�m belongs whatever mer�t or
demer�t �t m�ght possess. It was Burke who �nfected Fox w�th h�s own
ardour, and then, as Moore justly says, the self-k�ndl�ng power of
Fox's eloquence threw such f�re �nto h�s defence of the measure, that
he forgot, and h�s hearers never found out, that h�s v�ews were not
or�g�nally and spontaneously h�s own. The novelty on wh�ch the great
stress of d�scuss�on was la�d was that the B�ll w�thdrew power from
the Board of D�rectors, and vested the Government for four years �n
a comm�ss�on of seven persons named �n the B�ll, and not removable
by the House.

Burke was so conv�nced of the �ncurable �n�qu�ty of the Company, so
persuaded that �t was not only full of abuses, but, as he sa�d, one of
the most corrupt and destruct�ve tyrann�es that probably ever ex�sted
�n the world, as to be content w�th noth�ng short of the absolute
depr�vat�on of �ts power. He avowed h�mself no lover of names, and
that he only contended for good government, from whatever quarter
�t m�ght come. But the �dea of good government com�ng from the
Company he declared to be desperate and untenable. Th�s �ntense
an�mos�ty, wh�ch, cons�der�ng h�s long and close fam�l�ar�ty w�th the
�nfam�es of the rule of the Company's servants, was not unnatural,
must be allowed, however, to have bl�nded h�m to the grave
object�ons wh�ch really ex�sted to h�s scheme. In the f�rst place, the
B�ll was �nd�sputably �ncons�stent w�th the sp�r�t of h�s revered
Const�tut�on. For the leg�slature to assume the power of nam�ng the
members of an execut�ve body was an extraord�nary and
m�sch�evous �nnovat�on. Then, to put patronage, wh�ch has been
est�mated by a sober author�ty at about three hundred thousand
pounds a year, �nto the hands of the House of Commons, was st�ll
more m�sch�evous and st�ll less just�f�able. Worst of all, from the po�nt
of v�ew of the projectors themselves, after a certa�n t�me the
nom�nat�on of the Comm�ss�oners would fall to the Crown, and th�s
m�ght �n certa�n cont�ngenc�es �ncrease to a most dangerous extent
the ascendancy of the royal author�ty. If Burke's measure had been



carr�ed, moreover, the patronage would have been transferred to a
body much less competent than the D�rectors to judge of the
qual�t�es requ�red �n the fulf�lment of th�s or that adm�n�strat�ve
charge. Ind�an promot�on would have followed parl�amentary and
party �nterest. In the hands of the D�rectors there was at least a
part�al secur�ty, �n the�r profess�onal knowledge, and the�r personal
�nterest �n the success of the�r government, that places would not be
g�ven away on �rrelevant cons�derat�ons. The�r system, w�th all �ts
faults, �nsured the acqu�s�t�on of a certa�n cons�derable competency
�n adm�n�strat�on before a servant reached an elevat�on at wh�ch he
could do much harm.

Burke defended the B�ll (December 1, 1783) �n one of the speeches
wh�ch rank only below h�s greatest, and �t conta�ns two or three
passages of unsurpassed energy and �mpress�veness. Everybody
knows the f�ne page about Fox as the descendant of Henry IV. of
France, and the happy quotat�on from S�l�us Ital�cus. Every book of
Br�t�sh eloquence conta�ns the magn�f�cent descr�pt�on of the young
mag�strates who undertake the government and the spol�at�on of
Ind�a; how, "an�mated w�th all the avar�ce of age, and all the
�mpetuos�ty of youth, they roll �n one after another, wave after wave;
and there �s noth�ng before the eyes of the nat�ves but an endless,
hopeless prospect of new fl�ghts of b�rds of prey and of passage,
w�th appet�tes cont�nually renew�ng for a food that �s cont�nually
wast�ng." How they return home laden w�th spo�l: "the�r prey �s
lodged �n England; and the cr�es of Ind�a are g�ven to seas and
w�nds, to be blown about, �n every break�ng up of the monsoon, over
a remote and unhear�ng ocean." How �n Ind�a all the v�ces operate
by wh�ch sudden fortune �s acqu�red; wh�le �n England are often
d�splayed by the same person the v�rtues wh�ch d�spense hered�tary
wealth, so that "here the manufacturer and the husbandman w�ll
bless the just and punctual hand that �n Ind�a has torn the cloth from
the loom, or wrested the scanty port�on of r�ce and salt from the
peasant of Bengal, or wrung from h�m the very op�um �n wh�ch he
forgot h�s oppress�on and h�s oppressors."



No degree of eloquence, however, could ava�l to repa�r faults al�ke �n
structure and �n tact�cs. The whole des�gn was a masterp�ece of
hard�hood, m�scalculat�on, and m�smanagement. The comb�nat�on of
�nterests aga�nst the B�ll was �nstant, and �t was �ndeed form�dable.
The great army of returned nabobs, of d�rectors, of propr�etors of
East Ind�a stock, rose up �n all �ts �mmense force. Every member of
every corporat�on that enjoyed pr�v�lege by charter, felt the attack on
the Company as �f �t had been a blow d�rected aga�nst h�mself. The
general publ�c had no part�cular pass�on for pur�ty or good
government, and the best port�on of the publ�c was d�sgusted w�th
the Coal�t�on. The k�ng saw h�s chance. W�th pol�t�c audac�ty he put
so strong a personal pressure on the peers, that they threw out the
B�ll (December 1783). It was to no purpose that Fox compared the
lords to the Jan�ssar�es of a Turk�sh Sultan, and the k�ng's letter to
Temple, to the rescr�pt �n wh�ch T�ber�us ordered the upr�ght Sejanus
to be destroyed. M�n�sters were d�sm�ssed, the young P�tt was
�nstalled �n the�r place, and the Wh�gs were ru�ned. As a party, they
had a few months of off�ce after P�tt's death, but they were excluded
from power for half a century.



CHAPTER VI
BURKE AND HIS FRIENDS

Though Burke had, at a cr�t�cal per�od of h�s l�fe, def�n�tely
abandoned the career of letters, he never w�thdrew from close
�nt�macy w�th the groups who st�ll l�ve for us �n the pages of Boswell,
as no other l�terary group �n our h�story l�ves. Goldsm�th's famous
l�nes �n Retal�at�on show how they all deplored that he should to
party g�ve up what was meant for mank�nd. They often told one
another that Edmund Burke was the man whose gen�us po�nted h�m
out as the tr�umphant champ�on of fa�th and sound ph�losophy
aga�nst de�sm, athe�sm, and Dav�d Hume. They loved to see h�m, as
Goldsm�th sa�d, w�nd �nto h�s subject l�ke a serpent. Everybody felt at
the L�terary Club that he had no super�or �n knowledge, and �n
colloqu�al d�alect�cs only one equal. Garr�ck was there, and of all the
names of the t�me he �s the man whom one would perhaps most
w�ll�ngly have seen, because the g�fts wh�ch threw not only
Engl�shmen, but Frenchmen l�ke D�derot, and Germans l�ke
L�chtenberg, �nto amazement and ecstasy, are exactly those g�fts
wh�ch l�terary descr�pt�on can do least to reproduce. Burke was one
of h�s strongest adm�rers, and there was no more zealous attendant
at the clos�ng ser�es of performances �n wh�ch the great monarch of
the stage abd�cated h�s throne. In the last pages that he wrote, Burke
refers to h�s ever dear fr�end Garr�ck, dead nearly twenty years
before, as the f�rst of actors because he was the acutest observer of
nature that he had ever known. Then among men who pass for
be�ng more ser�ous than players, Robertson was often �n London



soc�ety, and he attracted Burke by h�s largeness and breadth. He
sent a copy of h�s H�story of Amer�ca, and Burke thanked h�m w�th
many stately compl�ments for hav�ng employed ph�losophy to judge
of manners, and from manners hav�ng drawn new resources of
ph�losophy. G�bbon was there, but the bystanders felt what was too
crudely expressed by Mack�ntosh, that G�bbon m�ght have been
taken from a corner of Burke's m�nd w�thout ever be�ng m�ssed.
Though Burke and G�bbon constantly met, �t �s not l�kely that, unt�l
the Revolut�on, there was much �nt�macy between them, �n sp�te of
the respect wh�ch each of them m�ght well have had for the vast
knowledge of the other. When the Decl�ne and Fall was publ�shed,
Burke read �t as everybody else d�d; but he told Reynolds that he
d�sl�ked the style, as very affected, mere fr�ppery and t�nsel. S�r
Joshua h�mself was ne�ther a man of letters nor a keen pol�t�c�an; but
he was full of l�terary �deas and �nterests, and he was among Burke's
warmest and most constant fr�ends, follow�ng h�m w�th an adm�rat�on
and reverence that even Johnson somet�mes thought excess�ve. The
reader of Reynolds's famous D�scourses w�ll probably share the
wonder of h�s contemporar�es, that a man whose t�me was so
absorbed �n the pract�ce of h�s art, should have proved h�mself so
excellent a master �n the express�on of some of �ts pr�nc�ples. Burke
was commonly cred�ted w�th a large share �n the�r compos�t�on, but
the ev�dence goes no further than that Reynolds used to talk them
over w�th h�m. The fr�endsh�p between the pa�r was full and
unalloyed. What Burke adm�red �n the great art�st was h�s sense and
h�s morals, no less than h�s gen�us; and to a man of h�s ferv�d and
exc�table temper there was the most attract�ve of all charms �n S�r
Joshua's plac�d�ty, gentleness, evenness, and the hab�t, as one of h�s
fr�ends descr�bed �t, of be�ng the same all the year round. When
Reynolds d�ed �n 1792, he appo�nted Burke one of h�s executors,
and left h�m a legacy of two thousand pounds, bes�des cancell�ng a
bond of the same amount.

Johnson, however, �s the only member of that �llustr�ous company
who can prof�tably be compared w�th Burke �n strength and
�mpress�veness of personal�ty, �n a large sens�b�l�ty at once ser�ous
and gen�al, �n brood�ng care for all the fulness of human l�fe. Th�s



str�k�ng pa�r were the two complements of a s�ngle noble and sol�d
type, hold�ng tenac�ously, �n a century of d�ssolvent speculat�on, to
the best �deas of a soc�ety that was slowly pass�ng. They were
powerless to h�nder the �nev�table transformat�on. One of them d�d
not even d�mly foresee �t. But both of them help us to understand
how manl�ness and reverence, strength and tenderness, love of truth
and p�ty for man, all flour�shed under old �nst�tut�ons and old ways of
th�nk�ng, �nto wh�ch the forces of the t�me were even then s�lently
breath�ng a new sp�r�t. The fr�endsh�p between Burke and Johnson
lasted as long as they l�ved; and �f we remember that Johnson was a
strong Tory, and declared that the f�rst Wh�g was the dev�l, and
hab�tually talked about cursed Wh�gs and bottomless Wh�gs, �t �s an
extraord�nary fact that h�s relat�ons w�th the greatest Wh�g wr�ter and
pol�t�c�an of h�s day were marked by a cord�al�ty, respect, and
adm�rat�on that never var�ed nor wavered. "Burke," he sa�d �n a well-
known passage, "�s such a man that �f you met h�m for the f�rst t�me
�n the street, where you were stopped by a drove of oxen, and you
and he stepped as�de to take shelter but for f�ve m�nutes, he'd talk to
you �n such a manner that, when you parted, you would say, Th�s �s
an extraord�nary man. He �s never what we would call humdrum;
never unw�ll�ng to beg�n to talk, nor �n haste to leave off." That Burke
was as good a l�stener as he was a talker, Johnson never would
allow. "So des�rous �s he to talk," he sa�d, "that �f one �s talk�ng at th�s
end of the table, he'll talk to somebody at the other end." Johnson
was far too good a cr�t�c, and too honest a man, to assent to a
remark of Robertson's, that Burke had w�t. "No, s�r," sa�d the sage,
most truly, "he never succeeds there. 'T�s low, 't�s conce�t." W�t apart,
he descr�bed Burke as the only man whose common conversat�on
corresponded to h�s general fame �n the world; take up whatever
top�c you m�ght please, he was ready to meet you. When Burke
found a seat �n Parl�ament, Johnson sa�d, "Now we who know Burke,
know that he w�ll be one of the f�rst men �n the country." He d�d not
grudge that Burke should be the f�rst man �n the House of Commons,
for Burke, he sa�d, was always the f�rst man everywhere. Once when
he was �ll, somebody ment�oned Burke's name. Johnson cr�ed out,
"That fellow calls forth all my powers; were I to see Burke now �t
would k�ll me."



Burke heart�ly returned th�s h�gh apprec�at�on. When some flatterer
h�nted that Johnson had taken more than h�s r�ght share of the
even�ng's talk, Burke sa�d, "Nay, �t �s enough for me to have rung the
bell for h�m." Some one else spoke of a successful �m�tat�on of
Johnson's style. Burke w�th vehemence den�ed the success: the
performance, he sa�d, had the pomp, but not the force of the or�g�nal;
the nodos�t�es of the oak, but not �ts strength; the contort�ons of the
s�byl, but none of the �nsp�rat�on. When Burke showed the old sage
of Bolt Court over h�s f�ne house and pleasant gardens at
Beaconsf�eld, Non �nv�deo equ�dem, Johnson sa�d, w�th plac�d good-
w�ll, m�ror mag�s. They always parted �n the deep and pregnant
phrase of a sage of our own day, except �n op�n�on not d�sagree�ng.
In truth, the explanat�on of the sympathy between them �s not far to
seek. We may well bel�eve that Johnson was tac�tly al�ve to the
essent�ally conservat�ve sp�r�t of Burke even �n h�s most Wh�gg�sh
days. And Burke penetrated the l�beral�ty of m�nd �n a Tory, who
called out w�th loud �nd�gnat�on that the Ir�sh were �n a most
unnatural state, for there the m�nor�ty preva�led over the major�ty, and
the sever�ty of the persecut�on exerc�sed by the Protestants of
Ireland aga�nst the Cathol�cs exceeded that of the ten h�stor�c
persecut�ons of the Chr�st�an Church.

The part�es at Beaconsf�eld, and the even�ngs at the "Turk's Head" �n
Gerard Street, were contemporary w�th the famous days at
Holbach's country house at Grandval. When we th�nk of the reckless
themes that were so recklessly d�scussed by Holbach, D�derot, and
the rest of that �ndefat�gable band, we feel that, as aga�nst the
French ph�losoph�c party, an Engl�sh Tory l�ke Johnson and an
Engl�sh Wh�g l�ke Burke would have found the�r own d�fferences too
m�nute to be worth cons�der�ng. If the group from the "Turk's Head"
could have been transported for an afternoon to Grandval, perhaps
Johnson would have been the less �mpat�ent and d�sgusted of the
two. He had the capac�ty of the more gen�al sort of casu�st for
play�ng w�th subjects, even moral subjects, w�th the freedom,
versat�l�ty, and ease that are proper to l�terature. Burke, on the
contrary, would not have fa�led to see, as �ndeed we know that he d�d
not fa�l to see, that a soc�al pandemon�um was be�ng prepared �n th�s



�ntellectual parad�se of open quest�ons, where God and a future l�fe,
marr�age and the fam�ly, every dogma of rel�g�on, every prescr�pt�on
of moral�ty, and all those myster�es and p�et�es of human l�fe wh�ch
have been sanct�f�ed by the reverence of ages, were be�ng bus�ly
pulled to p�eces as �f they had been toys �n the hands of a company
of sport�ve ch�ldren. Even the Beggar's Opera Burke could not
endure to hear pra�sed for �ts w�t or �ts mus�c, because h�s m�nd was
f�lled by thought of �ts m�splaced lev�ty, and he only saw the m�sch�ef
wh�ch such a performance tended to do to soc�ety. It would be hard
to defend h�s judgment �n th�s part�cular case, but �t serves to show
how Burke was never content w�th the l�terary po�nt of v�ew, and how
ready and v�g�lant he was for effects more profound than those of
formal cr�t�c�sm. It �s true that Johnson was somet�mes not less
austere �n condemn�ng a great work of art for �ts bad moral�ty. The
only t�me when he was really angry w�th Hannah More was on h�s
f�nd�ng that she had read Tom Jones—that v�c�ous book, he called �t;
he hardly knew a more corrupt work. Burke's tendency towards
sever�ty of moral judgment, however, never �mpa�red the gen�al�ty
and tenderness of h�s relat�ons w�th those whom he loved. Bennet
Langton gave Boswell an affect�ng account of Burke's last �nterv�ew
w�th Johnson. A few days before the old man's death, Burke and four
or f�ve other fr�ends were s�tt�ng round h�s beds�de. "Mr. Burke sa�d to
h�m, 'I am afra�d, s�r, such a number of us may be oppress�ve to you.'
'No, s�r,' sa�d Johnson, '�t �s not so; and I must be �n a wretched state
�ndeed when your company �s not a del�ght to me.' Mr. Burke, �n a
tremulous vo�ce, express�ve of be�ng very tenderly affected, repl�ed,
'My dear s�r, you have always been too good to me.' Immed�ately
afterwards he went away. Th�s was the last c�rcumstance �n the
acqua�ntance of these two em�nent men."

One of Burke's strongest pol�t�cal �nt�mac�es was only less �nterest�ng
and s�gn�f�cant than h�s fr�endsh�p w�th Johnson. W�ll�am Dowdeswell
had been Chancellor of the Exchequer �n the short Rock�ngham
adm�n�strat�on of 1765. He had no br�ll�ant g�fts, but he had what was
then thought a profound knowledge both of the pr�nc�ples and deta�ls
of the adm�n�strat�on of the nat�onal revenue. He was �ndustr�ous,
steadfast, clearheaded, �nexorably upr�ght. "Immersed �n the



greatest affa�rs," as Burke sa�d �n h�s ep�taph, "he never lost the
anc�ent, nat�ve, genu�ne Engl�sh character of a country gentleman."
And th�s was the character �n wh�ch Burke now and always saw not
only the true pol�t�cal barr�er aga�nst despot�sm on the one hand and
the rabble on the other, but the best moral type of c�v�c v�rtue. Those
who adm�re Burke, but cannot share h�s adm�rat�on for the country
gentleman, w�ll perhaps just�fy h�m by the assumpt�on that he clothed
h�s favour�te w�th �deal qual�t�es wh�ch ought, even �f they d�d not, to
have belonged to that pos�t�on.

In h�s own modest �m�tat�on and on h�s own humble scale he was a
pattern of the act�v�ty �n publ�c duty, the hosp�tal�ty towards fr�ends,
the ass�duous protect�on of neglected worth, wh�ch ought to be
among the ch�ef v�rtues of h�gh stat�on. It would perhaps be doubly
unsafe to take for granted that many of our readers have both turned
over the pages of Crabbe's Borough, and carr�ed away �n the�r m�nds
from that moderately affect�ng poem, the descr�pt�on of Euseb�us—

  That p�ous moral�st, that reason�ng sa�nt!
  Can I of worth l�ke th�ne, Euseb�us, speak?
  The man �s w�ll�ng, but the muse �s weak.

Euseb�us �s �ntended for Burke, and the portra�t �s a l�terary tr�bute for
more substant�al serv�ces. When Crabbe came up from h�s nat�ve
Aldborough, w�th three pounds and a case of surg�cal �nstruments �n
h�s trunk, he fondly bel�eved that a great patron would be found to
watch over h�s transformat�on from an unsuccessful apothecary �nto
a popular poet. He wrote to Lord North and Lord Shelburne, but they
d�d not answer h�s letters; booksellers returned h�s cop�ous
manuscr�pts; the three pounds gradually d�sappeared; the surg�cal
�nstruments went to the pawnbroker's; and the poet found h�mself an
outcast on the world, w�thout a fr�end, w�thout employment, and
w�thout bread. He owed money for h�s lodg�ng, and was on the very
eve of be�ng sent to pr�son, when �t occurred to h�m to wr�te to Burke.
It was the moment (1781) when the f�nal struggle w�th Lord North
was at �ts f�ercest, and Burke m�ght have been absolved �f, �n the
stress of confl�ct, he had neglected a begg�ng-letter. As �t was, the



manl�ness and s�mpl�c�ty of Crabbe's appl�cat�on touched h�m. He
�mmed�ately made an appo�ntment w�th the young poet, and
conv�nced h�mself of h�s worth. He not only rel�eved Crabbe's
�mmed�ate d�stress w�th a sum of money that, as we know, came
from no affluence of h�s own, but carr�ed h�m off to Beaconsf�eld,
�nstalled h�m there as a member of the fam�ly, and took as much
pa�ns to f�nd a pr�nter for The L�brary and The V�llage, as �f they had
been poems of h�s own. In t�me he persuaded the B�shop of Norw�ch
to adm�t Crabbe, �n sp�te of h�s want of a regular qual�f�cat�on, to holy
orders. He then commended h�m to the not�ce of Lord Chancellor
Thurlow. Crabbe found the T�ger less form�dable than h�s terr�fy�ng
reputat�on, for Thurlow at the�r f�rst �nterv�ew presented h�m w�th a
hundred-pound note, and afterwards gave h�m a l�v�ng. The l�v�ng
was of no great value, �t �s true; and �t was Burke who, w�th unt�r�ng
fr�endsh�p, succeeded �n procur�ng someth�ng l�ke a substant�al
pos�t�on for h�m, by �nduc�ng the Duke of Rutland to make the young
parson h�s chapla�n. Henceforth Crabbe's career was assured, and
he never forgot to revere and bless the man to whose generous
hand he owed h�s del�verance.

Another of Burke's cl�ents, of whom we hardly know whether to say
that he �s more or less known to our age than Crabbe, �s Barry, a
pa�nter of d�sputable em�nence. The son of a seafarer at Cork, he
had been �ntroduced to Burke �n Dubl�n �n 1762, was brought over to
England by h�m, �ntroduced to some k�nd of employment, and f�nally
sent, w�th funds prov�ded by the Burkes, to study art on the
cont�nent. It was character�st�c of Burke's w�ll�ngness not only to
supply money, but what �s a far rarer form of k�ndness, to take act�ve
trouble, that he should have followed the raw student w�th long and
careful letters of adv�ce upon the proper d�rect�on of h�s stud�es. For
f�ve years Barry was ma�nta�ned abroad by the Burkes. Most
unhapp�ly for h�mself he was cursed w�th an �rr�table and perverse
temper, and he lacked even the elementary arts of conduct. Burke
was generous to the end, w�th that d�ff�cult and uncommon k�nd of
generos�ty wh�ch moves �ndependently of grat�tude or �ngrat�tude �n
the rece�ver.



From h�s earl�est days Burke had been the eager fr�end of people �n
d�stress. Wh�le he was st�ll a student at the Temple, or a wr�ter for the
booksellers, he p�cked up a cur�ous creature �n the park, �n such
unprom�s�ng c�rcumstances that he could not forbear to take h�m
under h�s �nstant protect�on. Th�s was Joseph Em�n, the Armen�an,
who had come to Europe from Ind�a w�th strange hero�c �deas �n h�s
head as to the del�verance of h�s countrymen. Burke �nstantly urged
h�m to accept the few sh�ll�ngs that he happened to have �n h�s
purse, and seems to have found employment for h�m as a copy�st,
unt�l fortune brought other open�ngs to the s�ngular adventurer. For
fore�gn v�s�tors Burke had always a s�ngular cons�derateness. Two
Brahm�ns came to England as agents of Ragonaut Rao, and at f�rst
underwent �ntolerable th�ngs rather from the �gnorance than the
unk�ndness of our countrymen. Burke no sooner found out what was
pass�ng than he carr�ed them down to Beaconsf�eld, and as �t was
summer-t�me, he gave them for the�r separate use a spac�ous
garden-house, where they were free to prepare the�r food and
perform such r�tes as the�r rel�g�on prescr�bed. Noth�ng was so
certa�n to command h�s ferv�d sympathy as str�ct adherence to the
rules and ceremon�es of an anc�ent and sacred order�ng.

If he never fa�led to perform the off�ces to wh�ch we are bound by the
common sympathy of men, �t �s sat�sfactory to th�nk that Burke �n
return rece�ved a measure of these fr�endly serv�ces. Among those
who loved h�m best was Dr. Brocklesby, the tender phys�c�an who
watched and soothed the last hours of Johnson. When we remember
how Burke's soul was harassed by pr�vate cares, chagr�ned by the
untoward course of publ�c events, and mort�f�ed by neglect from
fr�ends no less than by v�rulent reproach from foes, �t makes us feel
very k�ndly towards Brocklesby, to read what he wrote to Burke �n
1788:—

MY VERY DEAR FRIEND—My venerat�on of your publ�c
conduct for many years past, and my real affect�on for your
pr�vate v�rtues and transcendent worth, made me yesterday
take a l�berty w�th you �n a moment's conversat�on at my
house, to make you an �nstant present of £1000, wh�ch for



years past I had by w�ll dest�ned as a test�mony of my regard
on my decease. Th�s you modestly des�red me not to th�nk of;
but I told you what I now repeat, that unfavoured as I have
l�ved for a long l�fe, unnot�ced profess�onally by any party of
men, and though unknown at court, I am r�ch enough to spare
to v�rtue (what others waste �n v�ce) the above sum, and st�ll
reserve an annual �ncome greater than I spend. I shall rece�ve
at the Ind�a House a b�ll I have d�scounted for £1000 on the
4th of next month, and then shall be happy that you w�ll
accept th�s proof of my s�ncere love and esteem, and let me
add, S� res ampla dom� s�m�l�sque affect�bus esset, I should
be happy to repeat the l�ke every year.

The mere transcr�pt�on of the fr�endly man's good letter has
someth�ng of the effect of an exerc�se of rel�g�on. And �t was only one
of a ser�es of k�nd acts on the part of the same generous g�ver.

It �s always �nterest�ng �n the case of a great man to know how he
affected the women of h�s acqua�ntance. Women do not usually
judge character e�ther so k�ndly or so soundly as men do, for they
lack that knowledge of the ordeals of pract�cal l�fe, wh�ch g�ves both
just�ce and char�ty to such verd�cts. But they are more suscept�ble
than most men are to devot�on and nob�l�ty �n character. The l�ttle
group of the blue-stock�ngs of the day regarded the great master of
knowledge and eloquence w�th m�xed feel�ngs. They felt for Burke
the ador�ng reverence wh�ch women offer, w�th too �nd�scr�m�nate a
trust, to men of command�ng power. In h�s case �t was the moral
loft�ness of h�s character that �nsp�red them, as much as the
splendour of h�s ab�l�ty. Of Sher�dan or of Fox they could not bear to
hear; of Burke they could not hear enough. Hannah More, and Mrs.
El�zabeth Carter, the learned translator of Ep�ctetus, and Fanny
Burney, the author of Evel�na and Cec�l�a, were all proud of h�s
not�ce, even wh�le they glowed w�th anger at h�s sympathy w�th
Amer�can rebels, h�s unk�nd words about the k�ng, and h�s cruel
persecut�on of poor Mr. Hast�ngs. It was at Mrs. Vesey's even�ng
part�es, g�ven on the Tuesdays on wh�ch the Club d�ned at the
"Turk's Head," that he often had long chats w�th Hannah More. She



had to forget what she called h�s pol�t�cal malefact�ons, before she
could allow herself to adm�re h�s h�gh sp�r�ts and good humour. Th�s
was after the events of the Coal�t�on, and her Memo�rs, l�ke the
change �n the m�nd of the D�ssenters towards Burke, show what a
fall that act of fact�on was bel�eved to mark �n h�s character. When he
was rejected for Br�stol, she moral�sed on the catastrophe by the
qua�nt reflect�on, that Prov�dence has w�sely contr�ved to render all
�ts d�spensat�ons equal, by mak�ng those talents wh�ch set one man
so much above another, of no esteem �n the op�n�on of those who
are w�thout them.

M�ss Burney has descr�bed her flutter of sp�r�ts when she f�rst found
herself �n company w�th Burke (1782). It was at S�r Joshua's house
on the top of R�chmond H�ll, and she tells, w�th her usual effus�on,
how she was �mpressed by Burke's noble f�gure and command�ng
a�r, h�s penetrat�ng and sonorous vo�ce, h�s eloquent and cop�ous
language, the �nf�n�te var�ety and rap�d�ty of h�s d�scourse. Burke had
someth�ng to say on every subject, from b�ts of personal goss�p, up
to the sweet and melt�ng landscape that lay �n all �ts beauty before
the�r w�ndows on the terrace. He was playful, ser�ous, fantast�c, w�se.
When they next met, the great man completed h�s conquest by
express�ng h�s adm�rat�on of Evel�na. G�bbon assured her that he
had read the whole f�ve volumes �n a day; but Burke declared the
feat was �mposs�ble, for he had h�mself read �t through w�thout
�nterrupt�on, and �t had cost h�m three days. He showed h�s regard
for the authoress �n a more substant�al way than by compl�ments and
cr�t�c�sm. H�s last act, before go�ng out of off�ce, �n 1783, was to
procure for Dr. Burney the appo�ntment of organ�st at the chapel of
Chelsea.

We have spoken of the d�sl�ke of these excellent women for
Sher�dan and Fox. In Sher�dan's case Burke d�d not much d�sagree
w�th them. The�r characters were as unl�ke and as ant�pathet�c as
those of two men could be; and to ant�pathy of temperament was
probably added a k�nd of r�valry, wh�ch may justly have affected one
of them w�th an �rr�tated hum�l�at�on. Sher�dan was twenty years
younger than Burke, and d�d not come �nto Parl�ament unt�l Burke



had fought the prolonged battle of the Amer�can war, and had
ach�eved the v�ctory of Econom�c Reform. Yet Sher�dan was
�mmed�ately taken up by the party, and became the �nt�mate and
counsellor of Charles Fox, �ts leader, and of the Pr�nce of Wales, �ts
patron. That Burke never fa�led to do full just�ce to Sher�dan's br�ll�ant
gen�us, or to bestow generous and unaffected pra�se on h�s
orator�cal successes, there �s ample ev�dence. He was of far too h�gh
and verac�ous a nature to be capable of the d�sparag�ng tr�cks of a
poor jealousy. The hum�l�at�on lay �n the fact that c�rcumstances had
placed Sher�dan �n a pos�t�on, wh�ch made �t natural for the world to
measure them w�th one another. Burke could no more l�ke Sher�dan
than he could l�ke the Beggar's Opera. Sher�dan had a lev�ty, a want
of depth, a lax�ty and d�spers�on of feel�ng, to wh�ch no degree of
�ntellectual br�ll�ancy could reconc�le a man of such profound moral
energy and soc�al conv�ct�on as Burke.

The thought w�ll perhaps occur to the reader that Fox was not less
lax than Sher�dan, and yet for Fox Burke long had the s�ncerest
fr�endsh�p. He was d�ssolute, �ndolent, �rregular, and the most
�nsensate gambler that ever squandered fortune after fortune over
the faro-table. It was h�s v�ces as much as h�s pol�t�cs that made
George III. hate Fox as an Engl�sh Cat�l�ne. How came Burke to
accept a man of th�s character, f�rst for h�s d�sc�ple, then for h�s
fr�end, and next for h�s leader? The answer �s a s�mple one. In sp�te
of the d�sorders of h�s l�fe, Fox, from the t�me when h�s acqua�ntance
w�th Burke began, down to the t�me when �t came to such d�sastrous
end, and for long years afterwards, was to the bottom of h�s heart as
pass�onate for freedom, just�ce, and benef�cence as Burke ever was.
These great ends were as real, as constant, as overmaster�ng �n Fox
as they were �n Burke. No man was ever more deeply �mbued w�th
the generous �mpulses of great statesmansh�p, w�th ch�valrous
courage, w�th the magn�f�cent sp�r�t of devot�on to h�gh �mpos�ng
causes. These qual�t�es we may be sure, and not h�s power as a
debater and as a decla�mer, won for h�m �n Burke's heart the
adm�rat�on wh�ch found such splend�d express�on �n a passage that
w�ll rema�n as a stock p�ece of declamat�on for long generat�ons after
�t was f�rst poured out as a s�ncere tr�bute of reverence and affect�on.



Prec�s�ans, l�ke Lafayette, m�ght choose to see the�r patr�ot�c hopes
ru�ned rather than have them saved by M�rabeau, because M�rabeau
was a debauchee. Burke's publ�c moral�ty was of stouter stuff, and
he loved Fox because he knew that under the sta�ns and blem�shes
that had been left by a deplorable educat�on, was that sterl�ng,
�nexhaust�ble ore �n wh�ch noble sympath�es are subtly compounded
w�th resplendent powers.

If he was warmly attached to h�s pol�t�cal fr�ends, Burke, at least
before the Revolut�on, was usually on fa�r terms �n pr�vate l�fe w�th
h�s pol�t�cal opponents. There were few men whose pol�cy he d�sl�ked
more than he d�sl�ked the pol�cy of George Grenv�lle. And we have
seen that he cr�t�c�sed Grenv�lle �n a pamphlet wh�ch d�d not spare
h�m. Yet Grenv�lle and he d�d not refuse one another's hosp�tal�ty,
and were on the best terms to the very end. W�lberforce, aga�n, was
one of the staunchest fr�ends of P�tt, and fought one of the greatest
elect�oneer�ng battles on P�tt's s�de �n the struggle of 1784; but �t
made no d�fference �n Burke's relat�ons w�th h�m. In 1787 a coldness
arose between them. Burke had del�vered a strong �nvect�ve aga�nst
the French Treaty. W�lberforce sa�d, "We can make allowance for the
honourable gentleman, because we remember h�m �n better days."
The retort greatly nettled Burke, but the feel�ng soon passed away,
and they both found a spec�al sat�sfact�on �n the d�nner to wh�ch
W�lberforce �nv�ted Burke every sess�on. "He was a great man," says
W�lberforce. "I could never understand how at one t�me he grew to
be so ent�rely neglected."

Outs�de of both pol�t�cal and l�terary c�rcles, among Burke's
correspondents was that w�se and honest traveller whose name �s as
�nseparably bound up w�th the preparat�on of the French Revolut�on,
as Burke's �s bound up w�th �ts sangu�nary cl�max and fulf�lment.
Arthur Young, by h�s Farmer's Letters, and Farmer's Calendar, and
h�s account of h�s travels �n the southern count�es of England and
elsewhere—the story of the more famous travels �n France was not
publ�shed unt�l 1792—had won a reputat�on as the best �nformed
agr�cultur�st of h�s day. W�th�n a year of h�s settlement at
Beaconsf�eld, we f�nd Burke wr�t�ng to consult Young on the



myster�es of h�s new occupat�on. The reader may sm�le as he
recogn�ses the ardour, the earnestness, the ferv�d grav�ty of the
pol�t�cal speeches, �n letters wh�ch d�scuss the mer�ts of carrots �n
fatten�ng porkers, and the prec�se degree to wh�ch they should be
bo�led. Burke throws h�mself just as eagerly �nto wh�te peas and
Ind�an corn, �nto cabbages that grow �nto head and cabbages that
shoot �nto leaves, �nto exper�ments w�th pumpk�n seed and w�ld
parsn�p, as �f they had been deta�ls of the Stamp Act, or just�ce to
Ireland. When he compla�ns that �t �s scarcely poss�ble for h�m, w�th
h�s numerous avocat�ons, to get h�s servants to enter fully �nto h�s
v�ews as to the r�ght treatment of h�s crops, we can eas�ly
understand that h�s farm�ng d�d not help h�m to make money. It �s
�mposs�ble that he should have had t�me or attent�on to spare for the
effectual d�rect�on of even a small farm.

Yet �f the farm brought scant�er prof�t than �t ought to have brought, �t
was probably no weak solace �n the background of a l�fe of harass�ng
�nterests and perpetual d�sappo�ntments. Burke was happ�er at
Beaconsf�eld than anywhere else, and he was happ�est there when
h�s house was full of guests. Noth�ng pleased h�m better than to dr�ve
a v�s�tor over to W�ndsor, where he would expat�ate w�th enthus�asm
"on the proud Keep, r�s�ng �n the majesty of proport�on, and g�rt w�th
the double belt of �ts k�ndred and coeval towers, oversee�ng and
guard�ng the subjected land." He del�ghted to po�nt out the house at
Uxbr�dge where Charles I. had carr�ed on the negot�at�ons w�th the
Parl�amentary Comm�ss�oners; the beaut�ful grounds of Bulstrode,
where Judge Jeffer�es had once l�ved; and the churchyard of
Beaconsf�eld, where lay the rema�ns of Edmund Waller, the poet. He
was fond of talk�ng of great statesmen—of Walpole, of Pulteney, and
of Chatham. Some one had sa�d that Chatham knew noth�ng
whatever except Spenser's Faery Queen. "No matter how that was
sa�d," Burke repl�ed to one of h�s v�s�tors, "whoever rel�shes and
reads Spenser as he ought to be read, w�ll have a strong hold of the
Engl�sh language." The del�ght of the host must have been at least
equalled by the del�ght of the guest �n conversat�on wh�ch was thus
ever tak�ng new turns, branch�ng �nto top�cal surpr�ses, and at all
turns and on every top�c was lum�nous, h�gh, ed�fy�ng, full.



No guest was more welcome than the fr�end of h�s boyhood, and
R�chard Shackleton has told how the fr�endsh�p, cord�al�ty, and
openness w�th wh�ch Burke embraced h�m was even more than
m�ght be expected from long love. The s�mple Quaker was confused
by the s�ght of what seemed to h�m so sumptuous and worldly a l�fe,
and he went to rest uneas�ly, doubt�ng whether God's bless�ng could
go w�th �t. But when he awoke on the morrow of h�s f�rst v�s�t, he told
h�s w�fe, �n the language of h�s sect, how glad he was "to f�nd no
condemnat�on; but on the contrary, ab�l�ty to put up fervent pet�t�ons
w�th much tenderness on behalf of th�s great lum�nary." It �s at h�s
country home that we l�ke best to th�nk of Burke. It �s st�ll a touch�ng
p�cture to the h�stor�c �mag�nat�on to follow h�m from the heat and
v�olence of the House, where t�psy squ�res der�ded the greatest
gen�us of h�s t�me, down to the calm shades of Beaconsf�eld, where
he would w�th h�s own hands g�ve food to a starv�ng beggar, or
med�c�ne to a peasant s�ck of the ague; where he would talk of the
weather, the turn�ps, and the hay w�th the team-men and the farm-
ba�l�ff; and where, �n the even�ng st�llness, he would pace the walk
under the trees, and reflect on the state of Europe and the
d�stract�ons of h�s country.



CHAPTER VII
THE NEW MINISTRY—WARREN HASTINGS—BURKE'S PUBLIC POSITION

The s�x years wh�ch followed the destruct�on of the Coal�t�on were, �n
some respects, the most mort�fy�ng port�on of Burke's troubled
career. P�tt was more f�rmly seated �n power than Lord North had
ever been, and he used h�s power to carry out a pol�cy aga�nst wh�ch
�t was �mposs�ble for the Wh�gs, on the�r own pr�nc�ples, to offer an
effect�ve res�stance. For th�s �s the pecul�ar�ty of the k�ng's f�rst v�ctory
over the enem�es who had done obst�nate battle w�th h�m for nearly a
quarter of a century. He had dr�ven them out of the f�eld, but w�th the
a�d of an ally who was as strongly host�le to the royal system as they
had ever been. The k�ng had v�nd�cated h�s r�ght aga�nst the Wh�gs
to choose h�s own m�n�sters; but the new m�n�ster was h�mself a
Wh�g by descent, and a reformer by h�s educat�on and personal
d�spos�t�on.

Ireland was the subject of the f�rst great battle between the m�n�stry
and the�r opponents. Here, �f anywhere, we m�ght have expected
from Burke at least h�s usual w�sdom and pat�ence. We saw �n a
prev�ous chapter (p. 33) what the pol�t�cal cond�t�on of Ireland was
when Burke went there w�th Ham�lton �n 1763. The Amer�can war
had brought about a great change. The k�ng had shrewdly pred�cted
that �f Amer�ca became free Ireland would soon follow the same plan
and be a separate state. In fact, along w�th the Amer�can war we had
to encounter an Ir�sh war also; but the latter was, as an Ir�sh
pol�t�c�an called �t at the t�me, a smothered war. L�ke the Amer�cans,



the Anglo-Ir�sh entered �nto non-�mportat�on compacts, and they
�nterd�cted commerce. The Ir�sh volunteers, f�rst forty, then s�xty, and
at last a hundred thousand strong, were v�rtually an army enrolled to
overawe the Engl�sh m�n�stry and Parl�ament. Follow�ng the sp�r�t, �f
not the actual path, of the Amer�cans, they ra�sed a cry for
commerc�al and leg�slat�ve �ndependence. They were too strong to
be res�sted, and �n 1782 the Ir�sh Parl�ament acqu�red the pr�v�lege of
�n�t�at�ng and conduct�ng �ts own bus�ness, w�thout the sanct�on or
control e�ther of the Pr�vy Counc�l or of the Engl�sh Parl�ament.
Dazzled by the chance of acqu�r�ng leg�slat�ve �ndependence, they
had been content w�th the comparat�vely small commerc�al boons
obta�ned by Lord Nugent and Burke �n 1778, and w�th the removal of
further restr�ct�ons by the alarmed m�n�ster �n the follow�ng year. After
the concess�on of the�r �ndependence �n 1782, they found that to
procure the abol�t�on of the rema�n�ng restr�ct�ons on the�r commerce
—the r�ght of trade, for �nstance, w�th Amer�ca and Afr�ca—the
consent of the Engl�sh leg�slature was as necessary as �t had ever
been. P�tt, fresh from the teach�ng of Adam Sm�th and of Shelburne,
brought forward �n 1785 h�s famous commerc�al propos�t�ons. The
theory of h�s scheme was that Ir�sh trade should be free, and that
Ireland should be adm�tted to a permanent part�c�pat�on �n
commerc�al advantages. In return for th�s ga�n, after her hered�tary
revenue passed a certa�n po�nt, she was to devote the surplus to
purposes, such as the ma�ntenance of the navy, �n wh�ch the two
nat�ons had a common �nterest. P�tt was to be bel�eved when he
declared that of all the objects of h�s pol�t�cal l�fe th�s was, �n h�s
op�n�on, the most �mportant that he had ever engaged �n, and he
never expected to meet another that should rouse every emot�on �n
so strong a degree as th�s.

A fur�ous battle took place �n the Ir�sh Parl�ament. There, wh�le
nobody could deny that the eleven propos�t�ons would benef�t the
mercant�le �nterests of the country, �t was pass�onately urged that the
last of the propos�t�ons, that wh�ch concerned the apport�onment of
Ir�sh revenue to �mper�al purposes, meant the enslavement of the�r
unhappy �sland. The�r fetters, they went on, were clenched, �f the
Engl�sh Government was to be allowed thus to take the �n�t�at�ve �n



Ir�sh leg�slat�on. The fact�ous course pursued by the Engl�sh
Oppos�t�on was much less excusable than the l�ne of the Anglo-Ir�sh
leaders. Fox, who was ostentat�ously �gnorant of pol�t�cal economy,
led the charge. He �ns�sted that P�tt's measures would ann�h�late
Engl�sh trade, would destroy the Nav�gat�on Laws, and w�th them
would br�ng our mar�t�me strength to the ground. Hav�ng thus won
the favour of the Engl�sh manufacturers, he turned round to the Ir�sh
Oppos�t�on, and conc�l�ated them by declar�ng w�th equal vehemence
that the propos�t�ons were an �nsult to Ireland, and a nefar�ous
attempt to tamper w�th her new-born l�bert�es. Burke followed h�s
leader. We may almost say that for once he allowed h�s pol�t�cal
�ntegr�ty to be bew�ldered. In 1778 and 1779 he had f�rmly res�sted
the pressure wh�ch h�s mercant�le const�tuents �n Br�stol had
endeavoured to put upon h�m; he had warmly supported the Ir�sh
cla�ms, and had lost h�s seat �n consequence. The prec�se ground
wh�ch he took up �n 1785 was th�s. He appears to have d�scerned �n
P�tt's proposals the germ of an attempt to extract revenue from
Ireland, �dent�cal �n purpose, pr�nc�ple, and probable effect w�th the
ever-memorable attempt to extract revenue from the Amer�can
colon�es. Whatever stress may be la�d upon th�s, we f�nd �t hard to
v�nd�cate Burke from the charge of fact�ousness. Noth�ng can have
been more unworthy of h�m than the sneer at P�tt �n the great speech
on the Nabob of Arcot's debts (1785), for stopp�ng to p�ck up chaff
and straws from the Ir�sh revenue �nstead of check�ng profl�gate
expend�ture �n Ind�a.

P�tt's alternat�ve was �rres�st�ble. S�tuated as Ireland was, she must
e�ther be the subserv�ent �nstrument of Engl�sh prosper�ty, or else
she must be allowed to enjoy the benef�ts of Engl�sh trade, tak�ng at
the same t�me a proport�onate share of the common burdens. Adam
Sm�th had shown that there was noth�ng �ncompat�ble w�th just�ce �n
a contr�but�on by Ireland to the publ�c debt of Great Br�ta�n. That
debt, he argued, had been contracted �n support of the government
establ�shed by the Revolut�on; a government to wh�ch the
Protestants of Ireland owed not only the whole author�ty wh�ch they
enjoyed �n the�r own country, but every secur�ty wh�ch they
possessed for the�r l�berty, property, and rel�g�on. The ne�ghbourhood



of Ireland to the shores of the mother country �ntroduced an element
�nto the problem, wh�ch must have taught every un�mpass�oned
observer that the Amer�can solut�on would be �nadequate for a
dependency that lay at our very door. Burke could not, �n h�s calmer
moments, have fa�led to recogn�se all th�s. Yet he lent h�mself to the
party cry that P�tt was tak�ng h�s f�rst measures for the re-
enslavement of Ireland. Had �t not been for what he h�mself called
the del�r�um of the preced�ng sess�on, and wh�ch had st�ll not
subs�ded, he would have seen that P�tt was �n truth tak�ng h�s f�rst
measures for the effect�ve del�verance of Ireland from an unjust and
oppress�ve subord�nat�on. The same del�r�um comm�tted h�m to
another equally deplorable pervers�ty, when he opposed, w�th as
many excesses �n temper as fallac�es �n statesmansh�p, the w�se
treaty w�th France, �n wh�ch P�tt part�ally ant�c�pated the commerc�al
pol�cy of an ampler treaty three-quarters of a century afterwards.

A great ep�sode �n Burke's career now opened. It was �n 1785 that
Warren Hast�ngs returned from Ind�a, after a ser�es of explo�ts as
momentous and far-reach�ng, for good or ev�l, as have ever been
ach�eved by any Engl�sh ruler. For years Burke had been watch�ng
Ind�a. W�th r�s�ng wonder, amazement, and �nd�gnat�on he had
stead�ly followed that long tra�n of �ntr�gue and cr�me wh�ch had
ended �n the consol�dat�on of a new emp�re. W�th the return of
Hast�ngs he felt that the t�me had come for str�k�ng a severe blow,
and mak�ng a s�gnal example. He gave not�ce (June 1785) that he
would, at a future day, make a mot�on respect�ng the conduct of a
gentleman just returned from Ind�a.

Among m�nor cons�derat�ons, we have to remember that Ind�an
affa�rs entered mater�ally �nto the great battle of part�es. It was upon
an Ind�an b�ll that the late m�n�stry had made sh�pwreck. It was
notor�ously by the a�d of potent Ind�an �nterests that the new m�n�stry
had acqu�red a port�on of �ts major�ty. To expose the m�sdeeds of our
agents �n Ind�a was at once to str�ke the m�n�ster who had
dexterously secured the�r support, and to attack one of the great
strongholds of parl�amentary corrupt�on. The proceed�ngs aga�nst
Hast�ngs were, �n the f�rst �nstance, regarded as a sequel to the



struggle over Fox's East Ind�a B�ll. That these cons�derat�ons were
present �n Burke's thought there �s no doubt, but they were purely
secondary. It was Ind�a �tself that stood above all else �n h�s
�mag�nat�on. It had f�lled h�s m�nd and absorbed h�s t�me wh�le P�tt
was st�ll an undergraduate at Cambr�dge, and Burke was look�ng
forward to match h�s plan of econom�c reform w�th a greater plan of
Ind�an reform. In the N�nth Report, the Eleventh Report, and �n h�s
speech on the Ind�a B�ll of 1783, he had shown both how thoroughly
he had mastered the facts, and how profoundly they had st�rred h�s
sense of wrong. The masterp�ece known as the speech on the
Nabob of Arcot's debts, del�vered �n Parl�ament on a mot�on for
papers (1785), handles matters of account, of �nterest turned �nto
pr�nc�pal, and pr�nc�pal superadded to pr�nc�pal; �t deals w�th a
hundred m�nute techn�cal�t�es of teeps and tuncaws, of gomastahs
and soucar�ng; all w�th such a suffus�on of �nterest and colour, w�th
such nob�l�ty of �dea and express�on, as could only have come from
the add�t�on to gen�us of a deep moral�ty of nature, and an
overwhelm�ng force of conv�ct�on. A space less than one of these
pages conta�ns such a p�cture of the devastat�on of the Carnat�c by
Hyder Al�, as may f�ll the young orator or the young wr�ter w�th the
same emot�ons of enthus�asm, emulat�on, and despa�r that torment
the art�st who f�rst gazes on the Madonna at Dresden, or the f�gures
of N�ght and Dawn and the Penseroso at Florence. The despa�r �s
only too well founded. No consc�ous study could p�erce the secret of
that just and pathet�c trans�t�on from the havoc of Hyder Al� to the
heal�ng dut�es of a v�rtuous government, to the consolatory
celebrat�on of the myster�es of just�ce and human�ty, to the warn�ng
to the unlawful cred�tors to s�lence the�r �nausp�c�ous tongues �n
presence of the holy work of restorat�on, to the generous
proclamat�on aga�nst them that �n every country the f�rst cred�tor �s
the plough. The emot�ons wh�ch make the h�dden force of such
p�ctures come not by observat�on. They grow from the sedulous
med�tat�on of long years, d�rected by a powerful �ntellect and �nsp�red
by an �nterest �n human well-be�ng, wh�ch of �ts own v�rtue bore the
orator �nto the susta�n�ng a�r of the upper gods. Concentrated
pass�on and exhaust�ve knowledge have never entered �nto a more
form�dable comb�nat�on. Yet when Burke made h�s speech on the



Nabob of Arcot's debts, P�tt and Grenv�lle consulted together
whether �t was worth answer�ng, and came to the conclus�on that
they need not take the trouble.

Ne�ther the scornful neglect of h�s opponents nor the d�ssens�ons of
some who sat on h�s own s�de, could check the ardour w�th wh�ch
Burke pressed on, as he sa�d, to the rel�ef of affl�cted nat�ons. The
fact �s, that Burke was not at all a ph�lanthrop�st as Clarkson and
W�lberforce were ph�lanthrop�sts. H�s sympathy was too strongly
under the control of true pol�t�cal reason. In 1780, for �nstance, the
slave-trade had attracted h�s attent�on, and he had even proceeded
to sketch out a code of regulat�ons wh�ch prov�ded for �ts �mmed�ate
m�t�gat�on and ult�mate suppress�on. After mature cons�derat�on he
abandoned the attempt, from the conv�ct�on that the strength of the
West Ind�a �nterest would defeat the utmost efforts of h�s party. And
he was qu�te r�ght �n refus�ng to hope from any pol�t�cal act�on what
could only be effected after the moral preparat�on of the bulk of the
nat�on. And d�rect moral or ph�lanthrop�c apostlesh�p was not h�s
funct�on.

Macaulay, �n a famous passage of dazzl�ng lustre and f�ne h�stor�c
colour, descr�bes Burke's holy rage aga�nst the m�sdeeds of Hast�ngs
as due to h�s sens�b�l�ty. But sens�b�l�ty to what? Not merely to those
common �mpress�ons of human suffer�ng wh�ch k�ndle the flame of
ord�nary ph�lanthropy, always attract�ve, often so benef�cent, but
often so capr�c�ous and so laden w�th secret detr�ment. Th�s was no
part of Burke's type. For �s �t enough to say that Burke had what �s
the d�st�nct�ve mark of the true statesman, a pass�on for good, w�se,
and orderly government. He had that �n the strongest degree. All that
wore the look of confus�on he held �n abhorrence, and he detected
the seeds of confus�on w�th a penetrat�on that made other men
marvel. He was far too w�se a man to have any sympathy w�th the
energet�c exerc�se of power for power's sake. He knew well that
tr�umphs of v�olence are for the most part l�ttle better than temporary
makesh�fts, wh�ch leave all the work of government to be
encountered afterwards by men of essent�ally greater capac�ty than
the hero of force w�thout scruple. But he regarded those whom he



called the great bad men of the old stamp, Cromwell, R�chel�eu, the
Gu�ses, the Condés, w�th a certa�n tolerance, because "though the
v�rtues of such men were not to be taken as a balance to the�r
cr�mes, yet they had long v�ews, and sanct�f�ed the�r amb�t�on by
a�m�ng at the orderly rule, and not the destruct�on of the�r country."
What he valued was the deep-seated order of systems that worked
by the accepted uses, op�n�ons, bel�efs, prejud�ces of a commun�ty.

Th�s love of r�ght and stable order was not all. That was �tself the
growth from a deeper root, partly of conv�ct�on and partly of
sympathy; the conv�ct�on of the rare and d�ff�cult conjunctures of
c�rcumstance wh�ch are needed for the format�on of even the rudest
forms of soc�al un�on among mank�nd; and then the sympathy that
the best men must always f�nd �t hard to w�thhold from any hoary
fabr�c of bel�ef, and any venerated system of government that has
cher�shed a certa�n order and shed even a ray of the fa�ntest dawn
among the v�olences and the darkness of the race. It was reverence
rather than sens�b�l�ty, a noble and ph�losoph�c conservat�sm rather
than ph�lanthropy, wh�ch ra�sed the storm �n Burke's breast aga�nst
the rapac�ty of Engl�sh adventurers �n Ind�a and the �mper�al cr�mes
of Hast�ngs. Exactly the same t�de of emot�on wh�ch afterwards f�lled
to the br�m the cup of prophet�c anger aga�nst the desecrators of the
Church and the monarchy of France, now poured �tself out aga�nst
those who �n Ind�a had "tossed about, subverted, and tore to p�eces,
as �f �t were �n the gambols of boy�sh unluck�ness and mal�ce, the
most establ�shed r�ghts and the most anc�ent and most revered
�nst�tut�ons of ages and nat�ons." From beg�nn�ng to end of the
fourteen years �n wh�ch Burke pursued h�s campa�gn aga�nst
Hast�ngs, we see �n every page that the Ind�a wh�ch ever glowed
before h�s v�s�on was not the home of p�cturesque usages and
melodramat�c costume, but rather, �n h�s own words, the land of
pr�nces once of great d�gn�ty, author�ty, and opulence; of an anc�ent
and venerable pr�esthood, the gu�des of the people wh�le l�v�ng, and
the�r consolat�on �n death; of a nob�l�ty of ant�qu�ty and renown; of
m�ll�ons of �ngen�ous mechan�cs, and m�ll�ons of d�l�gent t�llers of the
earth; and f�nally, the land where m�ght be found almost all the
rel�g�ons professed by men—the Brahm�n�cal, the Mussulman, the



Eastern and the Western Chr�st�an. When he publ�shed h�s speech
on the Nabob of Arcot, Burke pref�xed to �t an adm�rable quotat�on
from one of the letters of the Emperor Jul�an. And Jul�an too, as we
all know, had a strong feel�ng for the past. But what �n that
remarkable f�gure was only the sent�mental�sm of react�on, �n Burke
was a reasoned and ph�losoph�c venerat�on for all old and settled
order, whether �n the free Parl�ament of Great Br�ta�n, �n the anc�ent
absolut�sm of Versa�lles, or �n the secular pomp of Oude and the
�nv�olable sanct�ty of Benares, the holy c�ty and the garden of God.

It would be out of place here to attempt to follow the deta�ls of the
�mpeachment. Every reader has heard that great tale �n our h�story,
and everybody knows that �t was Burke's tenac�ty and power wh�ch
caused that tale to be told. The House of Commons would not, �t �s
true, have d�rected that Hast�ngs should be �mpeached, unless P�tt
had g�ven h�s sanct�on and approval, and how �t was that P�tt d�d g�ve
h�s sanct�on and approval so suddenly and on grounds ostens�bly so
slender, rema�ns one of the secrets of h�story. In no case would the
�mpeachment have been pressed upon Parl�ament by the
Oppos�t�on, and assented to by m�n�sters, �f Burke had not been
there w�th h�s prod�g�ous �ndustry, h�s command�ng comprehens�ve
v�s�on, h�s burn�ng zeal, and h�s power of k�ndl�ng �n men so d�fferent
from h�m and from one another as Fox, Sher�dan, W�ndham, Grey, a
zeal only less �ntense than h�s own.

It was �n the spr�ng of 1786 that the art�cles of charge of Hast�ngs's
h�gh cr�mes and m�sdemeanours, as Burke had drawn them, were
presented to the House of Commons. It was �n February 1788 that
Burke opened the vast cause �n the old h�stor�c hall at Westm�nster,
�n an orat�on �n wh�ch at po�nts he was wound up to such a p�tch of
eloquence and pass�on that every l�stener, �nclud�ng the great
cr�m�nal, held h�s breath �n an agony of horror; that women were
carr�ed out fa�nt�ng; that the speaker h�mself became �ncapable of
say�ng another word, and the spectators of the scene began to
wonder whether he would not, l�ke the m�ghty Chatham, actually d�e
�n the exert�on of h�s overwhelm�ng powers. Among the �llustr�ous
crowd who thronged Westm�nster Hall �n the open�ng days of the



�mpeachment was Fanny Burney. She was then �n her od�ous
bondage at Court, and was an�mated by that adm�rat�on and p�ty for
Hast�ngs wh�ch at Court was the fash�on. W�ndham used to come up
from the box of the managers of the �mpeachment to talk over w�th
her the �nc�dents of the day, and she gave h�m her �mpress�ons of
Burke's speech, wh�ch were probably those of the major�ty of h�s
hearers, for the major�ty were favourable to Hast�ngs. "I told h�m,"
says M�ss Burney, "that Mr. Burke's open�ng had struck me w�th the
h�ghest adm�rat�on of h�s powers, from the eloquence, the
�mag�nat�on, the f�re, the d�vers�ty of express�on, and the ready flow
of language w�th wh�ch he seemed g�fted, �n a most super�or manner,
for any and every purpose to wh�ch rhetor�c could lead." "And when
he came to h�s two narrat�ves," I cont�nued, "when he related the
part�culars of those dreadful murders, he �nterested, he engaged, he
at last overpowered me; I felt my cause lost. I could hardly keep on
my seat. My eyes dreaded a s�ngle glance towards a man so
accused as Mr. Hast�ngs; I wanted to s�nk on the floor, that they
m�ght be saved so pa�nful a s�ght. I had no hope he could clear
h�mself; not another w�sh �n h�s favour rema�ned. But when from th�s
narrat�on Mr. Burke proceeded to h�s own comments and
declamat�on—when the charges of rapac�ty, cruelty, tyranny, were
general, and made w�th all the v�olence of personal detestat�on, and
cont�nued and aggravated w�thout any further fact or �llustrat�on; then
there appeared more of study than of truth, more of �nvect�ve than of
just�ce; and, �n short, so l�ttle of proof to so much of pass�on, that �n a
very short t�me I began to l�ft up my head, my seat was no longer
uneasy, my eyes were �nd�fferent wh�ch way they looked, or what
object caught them, and before I was myself aware of the declens�on
of Mr. Burke's powers over my feel�ngs, I found myself a mere
spectator �n a publ�c place, and look�ng all around �t, w�th my opera-
glass �n my hand!"

In 1795, s�x years after Burke's open�ng, the Lords were ready w�th
the�r verd�ct. It had long been ant�c�pated. Hast�ngs was acqu�tted.
Th�s was the close of the fourteen years of labour, from the date of
the Select Comm�ttee of 1781. "If I were to call for a reward," Burke
sa�d, "�t would be for the serv�ces �n wh�ch for fourteen years, w�thout



�nterm�ss�on, I showed the most �ndustry and had the least success. I
mean the affa�rs of Ind�a; they are those on wh�ch I value myself the
most; most for the �mportance; most for the labour; most for the
judgment; most for constancy and perseverance �n the pursu�t."

The s�de that �s defeated on a part�cular �ssue, �s often v�ctor�ous on
the w�de and general outcome. Look�ng back across the n�nety years
that d�v�de us from that memorable scene �n Westm�nster Hall, we
may see that Burke had more success than at f�rst appeared. If he
d�d not conv�ct the man, he overthrew a system, and stamped �ts
pr�nc�ples w�th last�ng censure and shame. Burke had perhaps a
s�lent conv�ct�on that �t would have been better for us and for Ind�a �f
Cl�ve had succeeded �n h�s attempt to blow out h�s own bra�ns �n the
Madras count�ng-house, or �f the battle of Plassy had been a
dec�s�ve defeat �nstead of a dec�s�ve v�ctory. "All these
c�rcumstances," he once sa�d, �n reference to the results of the
�nvest�gat�on of the Select Comm�ttee, "are not, I confess, very
favourable to the �dea of our attempt�ng to govern Ind�a at all. But
there we are: there we are placed by the Sovere�gn D�sposer, and
we must do the best we can �n our s�tuat�on. The s�tuat�on of man �s
the preceptor of h�s duty." If that s�tuat�on �s better understood now
than �t was a century ago, and that duty more loft�ly conce�ved, the
result �s due, so far as such results can ever be due to one man's
act�on apart from the confluence of the deep �mpersonal elements of
t�me, to the seeds of just�ce and human�ty wh�ch were sown by Burke
and h�s assoc�ates. Nobody now bel�eves that Cl�ve was just�f�ed �n
tr�ck�ng Om�chund by forg�ng another man's name; that Impey was
just�f�ed �n hang�ng Nuncomar for comm�tt�ng the very offence for
wh�ch Cl�ve was excused or applauded, although forgery �s no grave
cr�me accord�ng to H�ndoo usage, and �t �s the gravest accord�ng to
Engl�sh usage; that Hast�ngs d�d well �n sell�ng Engl�sh troops to
ass�st �n the exterm�nat�on of a brave people w�th whom he was at
peace; that Benf�eld d�d well �n conn�v�ng w�th an Eastern pr�nce �n a
project of extort�on aga�nst h�s subjects. The whole dr�ft of op�n�on
has changed, and �t �s s�nce the tr�al of Hast�ngs that the change has
taken place. The quest�on �n Burke's t�me was whether oppress�on
and corrupt�on were to cont�nue to be the gu�d�ng max�ms of Engl�sh



pol�cy. The personal d�s�nterestedness of the ruler who had been the
ch�ef founder of th�s pol�cy, and had most openly set as�de all
pretence of r�ghteous pr�nc�ple, was dust �n the balance. It was
�mposs�ble to suppress the pol�cy w�thout str�k�ng a deadly blow at �ts
most em�nent and powerful �nstrument. That Hast�ngs was acqu�tted,
was �mmater�al. The lesson of h�s �mpeachment had been taught
w�th suff�c�ently �mpress�ve force—the great lesson that As�at�cs have
r�ghts, and that Europeans have obl�gat�ons; that a super�or race �s
bound to observe the h�ghest current moral�ty of the t�me �n all �ts
deal�ngs w�th the subject race. Burke �s ent�tled to our last�ng
reverence as the f�rst apostle and great upholder of �ntegr�ty, mercy,
and honour �n the relat�on between h�s countrymen and the�r humble
dependents.

He shared the common fate of those who dare to str�ke a blow for
human just�ce aga�nst the prejud�ces of nat�onal egot�sm. But he was
no longer able to bear obloquy and neglect, as he had borne �t
through the war w�th the colon�es. When he opened the
�mpeachment of Hast�ngs at Westm�nster, Burke was very near to h�s
s�xt�eth year. Hannah More noted �n 1786 that h�s v�vac�ty had
d�m�n�shed, and that bus�ness and pol�t�cs had �mpa�red h�s
agreeableness. The s�mpletons �n the House, now that they had at
last found �n P�tt a pol�t�cal ch�ef who could beat the Wh�g leaders on
the�r own ground of eloquence, knowledge, and dexter�ty �n debate,
took heart as they had never done under Lord North. They now
made del�berate attempts to s�lence the veteran by unmannerly and
brutal �nterrupt�ons, of wh�ch a mob of lower class m�ght have been
ashamed. Then suddenly came a moment of such exc�tement as has
not often been seen �n the annals of party. It became known one day
�n the autumn of 1788 that the k�ng had gone out of h�s m�nd.

The news naturally caused the l�vel�est ag�tat�on among the Wh�gs.
When the sever�ty of the attack forced the m�n�stry to make
preparat�ons for a Regency, the fr�ends of the Pr�nce of Wales
assumed that they would speed�ly return to power, and hastened to
form the�r plans accord�ngly. Fox was travell�ng �n Italy w�th Mrs.
Armstead, and he had been two months away w�thout hear�ng a



word from England. The Duke of Portland sent a messenger �n
search of h�m, and after a journey of ten days the messenger found
h�m at Bologna. Fox �nstantly set off �n all haste for London, wh�ch he
reached �n n�ne days. The three months that followed were a t�me of
unsurpassed act�v�ty and b�tterness, and Burke was at least as act�ve
and as b�tter as the rest of them. He was the wr�ter of the Pr�nce of
Wales's letter to P�tt, somet�mes set down to Sher�dan, and
somet�mes to G�lbert Ell�ot. It makes us feel how naturally the style of
�deal k�ngsh�p, �ts d�gn�ty, calm, and h�gh self-consc�ousness all came
to Burke. Although we read of h�s thus draw�ng up man�festoes and
protests, and dec�d�ng m�nor quest�ons for Fox, wh�ch Fox was too
�rresolute to dec�de for h�mself, yet we have �t on Burke's own
author�ty that some t�me elapsed after the return to England before
he even saw Fox; that he was not consulted as to the course to be
pursued �n the grave and d�ff�cult quest�ons connected w�th the
Regency; and that he knew as l�ttle of the �ns�de of Carlton House,
where the Pr�nce of Wales l�ved, as of Buck�ngham House, where
the k�ng l�ved. "I mean to cont�nue here," he says to Charles Fox,
"unt�l you call upon me; and I f�nd myself perfectly easy, from the
�mpl�c�t conf�dence that I have �n you and the Duke, and the certa�nty
that I am �n that you two w�ll do the best for the general advantage of
the cause. In that state of m�nd I feel no des�re whatsoever of
�nterfer�ng." Yet the letter �tself, and others wh�ch follow, test�fy to the
vehemence of Burke's �nterest �n the matter, and to the pers�stency
w�th wh�ch he would have had them follow h�s judgment, �f they
would have l�stened. It �s as clear that they d�d not l�sten.

Apart from the f�erce struggle aga�nst P�tt's Regency B�ll, Burke's
fr�ends were �ntently occup�ed w�th the reconstruct�on of the Portland
cab�net, wh�ch the k�ng had so unexpectedly d�sm�ssed f�ve years
before. Th�s was a sphere �n wh�ch Burke's g�fts were ne�ther
requ�red nor sought. We are rather �n d�stress, S�r G�lbert Ell�ot
wr�tes, for a proper man for the off�ce of Chancellor of the
Exchequer. "Lord J. Cavend�sh �s very unw�ll�ng to engage aga�n �n
publ�c affa�rs. Fox �s to be Secretary of State. Burke, �t �s thought,
would not be approved of, Sher�dan has not the publ�c conf�dence,
and so �t comes down therefore to Grey, Pelham, myself, and



perhaps W�ndham." Ell�ot was one of Burke's most fa�thful and
attached fr�ends, and he was �nt�mately concerned �n all that was
go�ng on �n the �nner c�rcle of the party. It �s worth wh�le, therefore, to
reproduce h�s account from a conf�dent�al letter to Lady Ell�ot, of the
way �n wh�ch Burke's cla�m to recogn�t�on was at th�s t�me regarded
and dealt w�th.

Although I can tell you noth�ng pos�t�ve about my own
s�tuat�on, I was made very happy �ndeed yesterday by co-
operat�ng �n the settlement of Burke's, �n a manner wh�ch
g�ves us great joy as well as comfort. The Duke of Portland
has felt d�stressed how to arrange Burke and h�s fam�ly �n a
manner equal to Burke's mer�ts, and to the Duke's own
w�shes, and at the same t�me so as to be exempt from the
many d�ff�cult�es wh�ch seem to be �n the way. He sent for
Pelham and me, as Burke's fr�ends and h�s own, to adv�se
w�th us about �t; and we d�ned yesterday w�th h�m and the
Duchess, that we m�ght have t�me to talk the th�ng over at
le�sure and w�thout �nterrupt�on after d�nner. We stayed
accord�ngly, engaged �n that subject t�ll almost twelve at n�ght,
and our conference ended most happ�ly and excess�vely to
the sat�sfact�on of us all. The Duke of Portland has the
venerat�on for Burke that W�ndham, Pelham, myself and a few
more have, and he th�nks �t �mposs�ble to do too much for
h�m. He cons�ders the reward to be g�ven to Burke as a cred�t
and honour to the nat�on, and he cons�ders the neglect of h�m
and h�s embarrassed s�tuat�on as hav�ng been long a
reproach to the country. The unjust prejud�ce and clamour
wh�ch has preva�led aga�nst h�m and h�s fam�ly only determ�ne
the Duke the more to do h�m just�ce. The quest�on was how?
F�rst, h�s brother R�chard, who was Secretary to the Treasury
before, w�ll have the same off�ce now; but the Duke �ntends to
g�ve h�m one of the f�rst off�ces wh�ch falls vacant, of about
£1000 a year for l�fe �n the customs, and he w�ll then res�gn
the Secretary to the Treasury, wh�ch, however, �n the
meanwh�le �s worth £3000 a year. Edmund Burke �s to have
the Pay-Off�ce, £4000 a year; but as that �s precar�ous and he



can leave no prov�s�on for h�s son, �t would, �n fact, be do�ng
l�ttle or noth�ng of any real or substant�al value unless some
permanent prov�s�on �s added to �t. In th�s v�ew the Duke �s to
grant h�m on the Ir�sh establ�shment a pens�on of £2000 a
year clear for h�s own l�fe, and the other half to Mrs. Burke for
her l�fe. Th�s w�ll make Burke completely happy, by leav�ng h�s
w�fe and son safe from want after h�s death, �f they should
surv�ve h�m. The Duke's affect�onate anx�ety to accompl�sh
th�s object, and h�s determ�nat�on to set all clamour at
def�ance on th�s po�nt of just�ce, was truly affect�ng, and
�ncreases my attachment for the Duke…. The Duke sa�d the
only object�on to th�s plan was that he thought �t was due from
th�s country, and that he grudged the honour of �t to Ireland;
but as noth�ng �n England was ready, th�s plan was settled.
You may th�nk �t strange that to th�s moment Burke does not
know a word of all th�s, and h�s fam�ly are �ndeed, I bel�eve,
suffer�ng a l�ttle under the apprehens�on that he may be
neglected �n the general scramble. I bel�eve there never were
three cab�net counsellors more �n harmony on any subject
than we were, nor three people happ�er �n the�r day's work.[1]

[Footnote 1: L�fe and Letters of S�r G. Ell�ot, �. 261-263.]

Th�s leaves the apparent puzzle where �t was. Why should Burke not
be approved of for Chancellor of the Exchequer? What were the
many d�ff�cult�es descr�bed as seem�ng to be �n the way of arrang�ng
for Burke �n a manner equal to Burke's mer�ts and the Duke of
Portland's w�shes? H�s personal relat�ons w�th the ch�efs of h�s party
were at th�s t�me extremely cord�al and �nt�mate. He was constantly a
guest at the Duke of Portland's most pr�vate d�nner-part�es. Fox had
gone down to Beaconsf�eld to recru�t h�mself from the fat�gues of h�s
rap�d journey from Bologna, and to spend some days �n qu�et w�th
W�ndham and the master of the house. Ell�ot and W�ndham, who
were talked about for a post for wh�ch one of them says that Burke
would not have been approved, v�ed w�th one another �n ador�ng
Burke. F�nally, Ell�ot and the Duke th�nk themselves happy �n a day's
work, wh�ch ended �n cons�gn�ng the man who not only was, but was



adm�tted to be, the most powerful gen�us of the�r party, to a th�rd-rate
post, and that most equ�vocal d�st�nct�on, a pens�on on the Ir�sh
establ�shment. The common explanat�on that �t �llustrates Wh�g
exclus�veness, cannot be ser�ously rece�ved as adequate. It �s
probable, for one th�ng, that the feel�ngs of the Pr�nce of Wales had
more to do w�th �t than the feel�ngs of men l�ke the Duke of Portland
or Fox. We can eas�ly �mag�ne how l�ttle that most worthless of
human creatures would apprec�ate the great qual�t�es of such a man
as Burke. The pa�nful fact wh�ch we are unable to conceal from
ourselves �s, that the common op�n�on of better men than the Pr�nce
of Wales leaned �n the same d�rect�on. H�s v�olence �n the course of
the Regency debates had produced strong d�sapproval �n the publ�c,
and downr�ght consternat�on �n h�s own party. On one occas�on he �s
descr�bed by a respectable observer as hav�ng "been w�lder than
ever, and la�d h�mself and h�s party more open than ever speaker
d�d. He �s folly person�f�ed, but shak�ng h�s cap and bells under the
laurel of gen�us. He f�n�shed h�s w�ld speech �n a manner next to
madness." Moore bel�eves that Burke's �nd�scret�ons �n these try�ng
and prolonged transact�ons sowed the seeds of the al�enat�on
between h�m and Fox two years afterwards. Burke's exc�ted state of
m�nd showed �tself �n small th�ngs as well as great. Go�ng w�th
W�ndham to Carlton House, Burke attacked h�m �n the coach for a
d�fference of op�n�on about the affa�rs of a fr�end, and behaved w�th
such unreasonable pass�on and such fur�ous rudeness of manner,
that h�s magnan�mous adm�rer had some d�ff�culty �n obl�terat�ng the
�mpress�on. The publ�c were less tolerant. W�ndham has told us that
at th�s t�me Burke was a man decr�ed, persecuted, and proscr�bed,
not be�ng much valued even by h�s own party, and by half the nat�on
cons�dered as l�ttle better than an �ngen�ous madman.[1] Th�s �s
ev�dence beyond �mpeachment, for W�ndham loved and honoured
Burke w�th the affect�on and reverence of a son; and he puts the
popular sent�ment on record w�th gr�ef and amazement. There �s
other test�mony to the same effect. The late Lord Lansdowne, who
must have heard the subject abundantly d�scussed by those who
were most concerned �n �t, was once asked by a very em�nent man
of our own t�me, why the Wh�gs kept Burke out of the�r cab�nets.
"Burke!" he cr�ed; "he was so v�olent, so overbear�ng, so arrogant, so



�ntractable, that to have got on w�th h�m �n a cab�net would have
been utterly and absolutely �mposs�ble."

[Footnote 1: W�ndham's D�ary, p. 213.]

On the whole, �t seems to be tolerably clear that the d�ff�cult�es �n the
way of Burke's promot�on to h�gh off�ce were h�s notor�ously
stra�tened c�rcumstances; h�s ungoverned excesses of party zeal
and pol�t�cal pass�on; f�nally, what S�r G�lbert Ell�ot calls the unjust
prejud�ce and clamour aga�nst h�m and h�s fam�ly, and what Burke
h�mself once called the hunt of obloquy that pursued h�m all h�s l�fe.
The f�rst two of these causes can scarcely have operated �n the
arrangements that were made �n the Rock�ngham and Coal�t�on
m�n�str�es. But the th�rd, we may be sure, was �ncessantly at work. It
would have needed soc�al courage al�ke �n 1782, 1783, and 1788 to
g�ve cab�net rank to a man round whose name there floated so many
d�sparag�ng assoc�at�ons. Soc�al courage �s exactly the v�rtue �n
wh�ch the constructors of a government w�ll always th�nk themselves
least able to �ndulge. Burke, we have to remember, d�d not stand
alone before the world. Ell�ot descr�bes a d�nner-party at Lord
F�tzw�ll�am's, at wh�ch four of these half-d�scred�ted Ir�shmen were
present. "Burke has now got such a tra�n after h�m as would s�nk
anybody but h�mself:—h�s son, who �s qu�te nauseated by all
mank�nd; h�s brother, who �s l�ked better than h�s son, but �s rather
offens�ve w�th an�mal sp�r�ts and w�th brogue; and h�s cous�n, W�ll
Burke, who �s just returned unexpectedly from Ind�a, as much ru�ned
as when he went many years ago, and who �s a fresh charge on any
prospects of power that Burke may ever have." It was th�s tra�n, and
the �deas of adventurersh�p that clung to them, the �next�ngu�shable
stor�es about pap�stry and Sa�nt Omer's, the tenac�ous calumny
about the letters of Jun�us, the notor�ous c�rcumstances of
embarrassment and need�ness—�t was all these th�ngs wh�ch
comb�ned w�th Burke's own defects of temper and d�scret�on, to g�ve
the Wh�g grandees as decent a reason as they could have des�red
for keep�ng all the great posts of state �n the�r own hands.



It seems d�ff�cult to deny that the quest�ons of the Regency had
caused the germs of a sort of d�ssat�sfact�on and stra�n �n the
relat�ons between Fox and Burke. The�r feel�ngs to one another have
been well compared to the mutual d�scontent between partners �n
unsuccessful play, where each suspects that �t �s the m�stakes of the
other that lost the game. Whether Burke felt consc�ous of the fa�lures
�n d�scret�on and temper, wh�ch were the real or pretended excuse
for neglect, we cannot tell. There �s one passage that reveals a
chagr�n of th�s k�nd. A few days after the meet�ng between the Duke
of Portland and Ell�ot, for the purpose of settl�ng h�s place �n the new
m�n�stry, Burke went down to Beaconsf�eld. In wr�t�ng (January 24,
1789) to �nv�te W�ndham and Pelham to come to stay a n�ght, w�th
prom�se of a leg of mutton cooked by a da�ryma�d who was not a bad
hand at a p�nch, he goes on to say that h�s health has rece�ved some
small benef�t from h�s journey to the country. "But th�s v�ew to health,
though far from unnecessary to me, was not the ch�ef cause of my
present retreat. I began to f�nd that I was grown rather too anx�ous;
and had begun to d�scover to myself and to others a sol�c�tude
relat�ve to the present state of affa�rs, wh�ch, though the�r strange
cond�t�on m�ght well warrant �t �n others, �s certa�nly less su�table to
my t�me of l�fe, �n wh�ch all emot�ons are less allowed; and to wh�ch,
most certa�nly, all human concerns ought �n reason to become more
�nd�fferent than to those who have work to do, and a good deal of
day and of �nexhausted strength to do �t �n."[1]

[Footnote 1: Correspondence, ���. 89.]

The k�ng's unexpected restorat�on to health two or three weeks later
brought to nought all the hope and amb�t�on of the Wh�gs, and
conf�rmed P�tt �n power for the rest of Burke's l�fet�me. But an event
now came to pass �n the world's h�story, wh�ch transformed Burke �n
an �nstant from a man decr�ed, persecuted, proscr�bed, �nto an object
of exultant adorat�on all over Europe.



CHAPTER VIII
THE FRENCH REVOLUTION

We have now come to the second of the two momentous changes �n
the world's affa�rs, �n wh�ch Burke played an �mpos�ng and h�stor�c
part. H�s att�tude �n the f�rst of them, the struggle for Amer�can
�ndependence, commands almost w�thout alloy the adm�rat�on and
reverence of poster�ty. H�s att�tude �n the second of them, the great
revolut�on �n France, has ra�sed controvers�es wh�ch can only be
compared �n heat and durat�on to the master controvers�es of
theology. If the h�story of soc�ety were wr�tten as learned men wr�te
the h�story of the Chr�st�an fa�th and �ts churches, Burke would f�gure
�n the same strong prom�nence, whether deplorable or glor�ous, as
Ar�us and Athanas�us, August�ne and Sabell�us, Luther and Ignat�us.
If we ask how �t �s that now, nearly a century after the event, men are
st�ll d�scuss�ng Burke's pamphlet on the Revolut�on as they are st�ll
d�scuss�ng B�shop Butler's Analogy, the answer �s that �n one case
as �n the other the quest�ons at �ssue are st�ll unsettled, and that
Burke offers �n the�r h�ghest and most comprehens�ve form all the
cons�derat�ons that belong to one s�de of the d�spute. He was not of
those, of whom Coler�dge sa�d that they proceeded w�th much
solemn�ty to solve the r�ddle of the French Revolut�on by anecdotes.
He suspended �t �n the same l�ght of great soc�al �deas and w�de
pr�nc�ples, �n wh�ch �ts authors and champ�ons professed to
represent �t. Unhapp�ly he advanced from cr�t�c�sm to pract�cal
exhortat�on, �n our op�n�on the most m�sch�evous and �ndefens�ble
that has ever been pressed by any statesman on any nat�on. But the



force of the cr�t�c�sm rema�ns, �ts fores�ght rema�ns, �ts
commemorat�on of valuable elements of l�fe wh�ch men were
forgett�ng, �ts d�scernment of the l�m�tat�ons of th�ngs, �ts sense of the
awful emergenc�es of the problem. When our grandch�ldren have
made up the�r m�nds, once for all, as to the mer�ts of the soc�al
transformat�on wh�ch dawned on Europe �n 1789, then Burke's
Reflect�ons w�ll become a mere l�terary ant�qu�ty, and not before.

From the very beg�nn�ng Burke looked upon the proceed�ngs �n
France w�th d�strust. He had not a moment of enthus�asm or
sympathy of wh�ch to repent. When the news reached England that
the �nsurgents of Par�s had stormed the Bast�lle, Fox excla�med w�th
exultat�on, how much �t was the greatest event that had ever
happened �n the world, how much the best. Is �t an �nf�rm�ty to w�sh
for an �nstant that some such phrase of generous hope had escaped
from Burke; that he had for a day or an hour undergone that f�ne
�llus�on wh�ch was l�ghted up �n the sp�r�ts of men l�ke Wordsworth
and Coler�dge? Those great poets, who were dest�ned one day to
preach even a w�ser and a loft�er conservat�sm than h�s own, have
told us what they felt—

  When France �n wrath her g�ant l�mbs upreared,
  And w�th that oath, wh�ch smote a�r, earth, and sea,
  Stamped her strong foot, and sa�d she would be free.

Burke from the f�rst esp�ed the loom�ng shadow of a catastrophe. In
August he wrote to Lord Charlemont that the events �n France had
someth�ng paradox�cal and myster�ous about them; that the outbreak
of the old Par�s�an feroc�ty m�ght be no more than a sudden
explos�on, but �f �t should happen to be character rather than
acc�dent, then the people would need a strong hand l�ke that of the�r
former masters to coerce them; that all depended upon the French
hav�ng w�se heads among them, and upon these w�se heads, �f such
there were, acqu�r�ng an author�ty to match the�r w�sdom. There �s
noth�ng here but a calm and sagac�ous suspense of judgment. It
soon appeared that the old Par�s�an feroc�ty was st�ll al�ve. In the
events of October 1789, when the mob of Par�s marched out to



Versa�lles and marched back aga�n w�th the k�ng and queen �n
tr�umphal process�on, Burke felt �n h�s heart that the beg�nn�ng of the
end had come, and that the catastrophe was already at hand. In
October he wrote a long letter to the French gentleman to whom he
afterwards addressed the Reflect�ons. "You hope, s�r," he sa�d, "that I
th�nk the French deserv�ng of l�berty. I certa�nly do. I certa�nly th�nk
that all men who des�re �t deserve �t. We cannot forfe�t our r�ght to �t,
but by what forfe�ts our t�tle to the pr�v�leges of our k�nd. The l�berty I
mean �s soc�al freedom. It �s that state of th�ngs �n wh�ch l�berty �s
secured by equal�ty of restra�nt. Th�s k�nd of l�berty �s, �ndeed, but
another name for just�ce. Whenever a separat�on �s made between
l�berty and just�ce, ne�ther �s �n my op�n�on safe." The we�ght�est and
most �mportant of all pol�t�cal truths, and worth half the f�ne th�ngs
that poets have sung about freedom—�f �t could only have been
respected, how d�fferent the course of the Revolut�on! But the
eng�neer who attempts to deal w�th the abysmal rush of the falls of
N�agara, must put as�de the tools that constructed the Br�dgewater
Canal and the Chelsea Waterworks. Nobody recogn�sed so early as
Burke that France had really embarked among cataracts and bo�l�ng
gulfs, and the p�th of all h�s f�rst cr�t�c�sms, �nclud�ng the Reflect�ons,
was the propos�t�on that to separate freedom from just�ce was
noth�ng else than to steer the sh�p of state d�rect �nto the Maelstrom.
It �s �mposs�ble to deny that th�s was true. Unfortunately �t was a truth
wh�ch the w�ld sp�r�ts that were then abroad �n the storm made of no
ava�l.

Dest�ny a�med an ev�l stroke when Burke, whose whole soul was
bound up �n order, peace, and gently enlarged precedent, found
h�mself face to face w�th the portentous man-devour�ng Sph�nx. He
who could not endure that a few clergymen should be allowed to
subscr�be to the B�ble �nstead of to the Art�cles, saw the anc�ent
Church of Chr�stendom prostrated, �ts possess�ons conf�scated, �ts
pr�ests proscr�bed, and Chr�st�an�ty �tself off�c�ally superseded. The
econom�cal reformer, who when h�s zeal was hottest decl�ned to
d�scharge a t�de-wa�ter or a scull�on �n the royal k�tchen who should
have acqu�red the shadow of a vested �nterest �n h�s post, beheld
two great orders str�pped of the�r pr�v�leges and depr�ved of much of



the�r lands, though the�r possess�on had been sanct�f�ed by the
express vo�ce of the laws and the prescr�pt�on of many centur�es. He
who was full of apprehens�on and anger at the proposal to take away
a member of Parl�ament from St. M�chael's or Old Sarum, had to
look on wh�le the most august monarchy �n Europe was overturned.
The man who dreaded fanat�cs, hated athe�sts, desp�sed pol�t�cal
theor�sers, and was dr�ven w�ld at the not�on of apply�ng
metaphys�cal r�ghts and abstract doctr�nes to publ�c affa�rs, suddenly
beheld a whole k�ngdom g�ven f�nally up to fanat�cs, athe�sts, and
theor�sers, who talked of noth�ng but the r�ghts of man, and
del�berately set as w�de a gulf as ru�n and bloodshed could make
between themselves and every �nc�dent or �nst�tut�on �n the h�story of
the�r land. The statesman who had once declared, and hab�tually
proved, h�s preference for peace over even truth, who had all h�s l�fe
surrounded h�mself w�th a mental parad�se of order and equ�l�br�um,
�n a moment found h�mself confronted by the stupendous and awful
spectre wh�ch a century of d�sorder had ra�sed �n �ts supreme hour. It
could not have been d�ff�cult for any one who had stud�ed Burke's
character and career, to foretell all that now came to pass w�th h�m.

It was from an Engl�sh, and not from a French po�nt of v�ew, that
Burke was f�rst drawn to wr�te upon the Revolut�on. The 4th of
November was the ann�versary of the land�ng of the Pr�nce of
Orange, and the f�rst act �n the Revolut�on of 1688. The members of
an assoc�at�on wh�ch called �tself the Revolut�on Soc�ety, ch�efly
composed of D�ssenters, but not w�thout a m�xture of Churchmen,
�nclud�ng a few peers and a good many members of the House of
Commons, met as usual to hear a sermon �n commemorat�on of the
glor�ous day. Dr. Pr�ce was the preacher, and both �n the morn�ng
sermon, and �n the speeches wh�ch followed �n the fest�v�t�es of the
afternoon, the French were held up to the loudest adm�rat�on, as
hav�ng carr�ed the pr�nc�ples of our own Revolut�on to a loft�er he�ght,
and hav�ng opened boundless hopes to mank�nd. By these harmless
proceed�ngs Burke's anger and scorn were aroused to a p�tch wh�ch
must seem to us, as �t seemed to not a few of h�s contemporar�es,
s�ngularly out of all proport�on to �ts cause. Deeper th�ngs were
doubtless �n s�lent mot�on w�th�n h�m. He set to work upon a



denunc�at�on of Pr�ce's doctr�nes, w�th a veloc�ty that rem�nds us of
Ar�stotle's compar�son of anger to the over-hasty servant, who runs
off w�th all speed before he has l�stened to half the message. Th�s
was the or�g�n of the Reflect�ons. The des�gn grew as the wr�ter went
on. H�s �mag�nat�on took f�re; h�s memory qu�ckened a throng of
�mpress�ve assoc�at�ons; h�s exc�ted v�s�on revealed to h�m a band of
va�n, petulant upstarts persecut�ng the m�n�sters of a sacred rel�g�on,
�nsult�ng a v�rtuous and �nnocent sovere�gn, and cover�ng w�th
hum�l�at�on the august daughter of the Caesars; h�s m�nd teemed
w�th the sage max�ms of the ph�losophy of th�ngs establ�shed, and
the precepts of the gospel of order. Every cour�er that crossed the
Channel suppl�ed new mater�al to h�s contempt and h�s alarm. He
condemned the whole method and course of the French reforms. H�s
judgment was �n suspense no more. He no longer d�strusted; he
hated, desp�sed, and began to dread.

Men soon began to wh�sper abroad that Burke thought �ll of what
was go�ng on over the water. When �t transp�red that he was wr�t�ng a
pamphlet, the world of letters was st�rred w�th the l�vel�est
expectat�on. The name of the author, the �mportance of the subject,
and the s�ngular�ty of h�s op�n�ons, so Mack�ntosh �nforms us, all
�nflamed the publ�c cur�os�ty. Soon after Parl�ament met for the
sess�on (1790), the army est�mates were brought up. Fox cr�t�c�sed
the �ncrease of our forces, and �nc�dentally h�nted someth�ng �n
pra�se of the French army, wh�ch had shown that a man could be a
sold�er w�thout ceas�ng to be a c�t�zen. Some days afterwards the
subject was rev�ved, and P�tt, as well as Fox, avowed h�mself
hopeful of the good effect of the Revolut�on upon the order and
government of France. Burke followed �n a very d�fferent ve�n, openly
procla�m�ng that d�sl�ke and fear of the Revolut�on wh�ch was to be
the one ceaseless refra�n of all that he spoke or wrote for the rest of
h�s l�fe. He deplored Fox's pra�se of the army for break�ng the�r lawful
alleg�ance, and then he proceeded w�th om�nous words to the effect
that, �f any fr�end of h�s should concur �n any measures wh�ch should
tend to �ntroduce such a democracy as that of France, he would
abandon h�s best fr�ends and jo�n w�th h�s worst enem�es to oppose
e�ther the means or the end. Th�s has unan�mously been pronounced



one of the most br�ll�ant and effect�ve speeches that Burke ever
made. Fox rose w�th d�stress on every feature, and made the often-
quoted declarat�on of h�s debt to Burke:—"If all the pol�t�cal
�nformat�on I have learned from books, all wh�ch I have ga�ned from
sc�ence, and all wh�ch my knowledge of the world and �ts affa�rs has
taught me, were put �nto one scale, and the �mprovement wh�ch I
have der�ved from my r�ght honourable fr�end's �nstruct�on and
conversat�on were placed �n the other, I should be at a loss to dec�de
to wh�ch to g�ve the preference. I have learnt more from my r�ght
honourable fr�end than from all the men w�th whom I ever
conversed." All seemed l�kely to end �n a sp�r�t of conc�l�at�on unt�l
Sher�dan rose, and �n the pla�nest terms that he could f�nd,
expressed h�s d�ssent from everyth�ng that Burke had sa�d. Burke
�mmed�ately renounced h�s fr�endsh�p. For the f�rst t�me �n h�s l�fe he
found the sympathy of the House vehemently on h�s s�de.

In the follow�ng month (March 1790) th�s unprom�s�ng �nc�dent was
succeeded by an aberrat�on wh�ch no rat�onal man w�ll now
undertake to defend. Fox brought forward a mot�on for the repeal of
the Test and Corporat�on Acts. He d�d th�s �n accordance w�th a
recent suggest�on of Burke's own, that he should strengthen h�s
pol�t�cal pos�t�on by w�nn�ng the support of the D�ssenters. Burke
h�mself had always denounced the Test Act as bad, and as an abuse
of sacred th�ngs. To the amazement of everybody, and to the �nf�n�te
scandal of h�s party, he now pronounced the D�ssenters to be
d�saffected c�t�zens, and refused to rel�eve them. Well m�ght Fox say
that Burke's words had f�lled h�m w�th gr�ef and shame.

Meanwh�le the great rhetor�cal fabr�c gradually arose. Burke rev�sed,
erased, moderated, strengthened, emphas�sed, wrote and re-wrote
w�th �ndefat�gable �ndustry. W�th the manuscr�pt constantly under h�s
eyes, he l�ngered bus�ly, pen �n hand, over paragraphs and phrases,
ant�theses and apophthegms. The Reflect�ons was no superb
�mprov�sat�on. Its compos�t�on recalls Palma G�ov�ne's account of the
m�ghty T�t�an's way of work�ng; how the master made h�s
preparat�ons w�th resolute strokes of a heav�ly-laden brush, and then
turned h�s p�cture to the wall, and by and by resumed aga�n, and



then aga�n and aga�n, redress�ng, adjust�ng, modell�ng the l�ght w�th
a rub of h�s f�nger, or dabb�ng a spot of dark colour �nto some corner
w�th a touch of h�s thumb, and f�nally work�ng all h�s sm�rches,
contrasts, abruptnesses, �nto the glor�ous harmony that we know.
Burke was so unwear�ed �n th�s �nsat�able correct�on and alterat�on
that the pr�nter found �t necessary, �nstead of mak�ng the changes
marked upon the proof-sheets, to set up the whole �n type afresh.
The work was upon the easel for exactly a year. It was November
(1790) before the result came �nto the hands of the publ�c. It was a
small octavo of three hundred and f�fty-s�x pages, �n contents rather
less than tw�ce the present volume, bound �n an unlettered wrapper
of gray paper, and sold for f�ve sh�ll�ngs. In less than twelve months �t
reached �ts eleventh ed�t�on, and �t has been computed that not
many short of th�rty thousand cop�es were sold w�th�n the next s�x
years.

The f�rst cur�os�ty had langu�shed �n the course of the long delay, but
�t was rev�ved �n �ts strongest force when the book �tself appeared. A
remarkable effect �nstantly followed. Before the Reflect�ons was
publ�shed the predom�nant sent�ment �n England had been one of
m�xed aston�shment and sympathy. P�tt had expressed th�s common
mood both �n the House of Commons and �n pr�vate. It was
�mposs�ble for England not to be amazed at the upr�s�ng of a nat�on
whom they had been accustomed to th�nk of as w�ll�ng slaves, and �t
was �mposs�ble for her, when the scene d�d not happen to be the
Amer�can colon�es or Ireland, not to profess good w�shes for the
cause of emanc�pat�on all over the world. Apart from the natural
adm�rat�on of a free people for a ne�ghbour struggl�ng to be free,
England saw no reason to lament a blow to a sovere�gn and a
government who had �nterfered on the s�de of her �nsurgent colon�es.
To th�s easy state of m�nd Burke's book put an �mmed�ate end. At
once, as contemporar�es assure us, �t d�v�ded the nat�on �nto two
part�es. On both s�des �t prec�p�tated op�n�on. W�th a long-resound�ng
blast on h�s golden trumpet Burke had unfurled a new flag, and half
the nat�on hurr�ed to rally to �t—that half wh�ch had scouted h�s v�ews
on Amer�ca, wh�ch had b�tterly d�sl�ked h�s plan of Econom�c Reform,
wh�ch had mocked h�s �deas on rel�g�ous tolerat�on, and wh�ch a



moment before had hated and rev�led h�m beyond all men l�v�ng for
h�s f�erce tenac�ty �n the �mpeachment of Warren Hast�ngs. The k�ng
sa�d to everybody who came near h�m that the book was a good
book, a very good book, and every gentleman ought to read �t. The
un�vers�t�es began to th�nk of offer�ng the scarlet gown of the�r most
honourable degree to the assa�lant of Pr�ce and the D�ssenters. The
great army of the �ndolent good, the people who lead excellent l�ves
and never use the�r reason, took v�olent alarm. The t�morous, the
weak-m�nded, the b�goted, were suddenly awakened to a sense of
what they owed to themselves. Burke gave them the key wh�ch
enabled them to �nterpret the Revolut�on �n harmony w�th the�r usual
�deas and the�r temperament.

React�on qu�ckly rose to a h�gh p�tch. One preacher �n a par�sh
church �n the ne�ghbourhood of London celebrated the ann�versary
of the restorat�on of K�ng Charles II. by a sermon, �n wh�ch the pa�ns
of eternal damnat�on were conf�dently prom�sed to pol�t�cal
d�saffect�on. Rom�lly, ment�on�ng to a fr�end that the Reflect�ons had
got �nto a fourteenth ed�t�on, wondered whether Burke was not rather
ashamed of h�s success. It �s when we come to the rank and f�le of
react�on, that we f�nd �t hard to forg�ve the man of gen�us who made
h�mself the organ of the�r self�shness, the�r t�m�d�ty, and the�r
bl�ndness. We know, alas, that the parts of h�s wr�t�ngs on French
affa�rs to wh�ch they would fly, were not l�kely to be the parts wh�ch
calm men now read w�th sympathy, but the scold�ngs, the
scream�ngs, the unworthy v�tuperat�on w�th wh�ch, espec�ally �n the
latest of them, he attacked everybody who took part �n the
Revolut�on, from Condorcet and Lafayette down to Marat and
Couthon. It was the feet of clay that they adored �n the�r �mage, and
not the head of f�ne gold and the breasts and the arms of s�lver.

On the cont�nent of Europe the exc�tement was as great among the
rul�ng classes as �t was at home. M�rabeau, who had made Burke's
acqua�ntance some years before �n England, and even been h�s
guest at Beaconsf�eld, now made the Reflect�ons the text of more
than one tremendous ph�l�pp�c. Lou�s XVI. �s sa�d to have translated
the book �nto French w�th h�s own hand. Cather�ne of Russ�a,



Volta�re's adored Sem�ram�s of the North, the benefactress of
D�derot, the ready helper of the ph�losoph�c party, pressed her
congratulat�ons on the great pont�ff of the old order, who now
thundered anathema aga�nst the ph�losophers and all the�r works.

It �s �mportant to remember the stage wh�ch the Revolut�on had
reached, when Burke was compos�ng h�s attack upon �t. The year
1790 was prec�sely the t�me when the hopes of the best men �n
France shone most br�ghtly, and seemed most reasonable. There
had been d�sorders, and Par�s st�ll had feroc�ty �n her m�en. But
Robesp�erre was an obscure f�gure on the back benches of the
Assembly. Nobody had ever heard of Danton. The name of Republ�c
had never been so much as wh�spered. The k�ng st�ll bel�eved that
const�tut�onal monarchy would leave h�m as much power as he
des�red. He had voluntar�ly gone to the Nat�onal Assembly, and �n
s�mple language had exhorted them all to �m�tate h�s example by
profess�ng the s�ngle op�n�on, the s�ngle �nterest, the s�ngle w�sh—
attachment to the new const�tut�on, and ardent des�re for the peace
and happ�ness of France. The clergy, �t �s true, were v�olently �rr�tated
by the spol�at�on of the�r goods, and the nobles had crossed the
Rh�ne, to brood �mpotently �n the safety of Coblenz over projects of a
bloody revenge upon the�r country. But France, meanwh�le, pa�d l�ttle
heed e�ther to the anger of the clergy or the menaces of the em�grant
nobles, and at the very moment when Burke was wr�t�ng h�s most
sombre pages, Par�s and the prov�nces were celebrat�ng w�th
transports of joy and enthus�asm the c�v�c oath, the federat�on, the
restorat�on of concord to the land, the f�nal establ�shment of freedom
and just�ce �n a regenerated France. Th�s was the happy scene over
wh�ch Burke suddenly stretched out the r�ght arm of an �nsp�red
prophet, po�nt�ng to the cloud of thunder and darkness that was
gather�ng on the h�lls, and procla�m�ng to them the doom that had
been wr�tten upon the wall by the f�ngers of an �nexorable hand. It �s
no wonder that when the cloud burst and the doom was fulf�lled, men
turned to Burke, as they went of old to Ah�thophel, whose counsel
was as �f a man had �nqu�red of the oracle of God.



It �s not to our purpose to d�scuss all the propos�t�ons advanced �n
the Reflect�ons, much less to reply to them. The book �s l�ke some
temple, by whose structure and des�gn we allow ourselves to be
�mpressed, w�thout be�ng careful to measure the prec�se truth or
f�tness of the worsh�p to wh�ch �t was consecrated by �ts f�rst
founders. Just as the student of the Pol�t�cs of Ar�stotle may well
accept all the w�sdom of �t, w�thout car�ng to protest at every turn
aga�nst slavery as the bas�s of a soc�ety, so we may well cher�sh all
the w�sdom of the Reflect�ons, at th�s d�stance of t�me, w�thout
mark�ng as a rubr�c on every page that half of these �mpress�ve
formulae and �nsp�r�ng declamat�ons were �rrelevant to the occas�on
wh�ch called them forth, and exerc�sed for the hour an �nfluence that
was purely m�sch�evous. T�me perm�ts to us th�s prof�table len�ty. In
read�ng th�s, the f�rst of h�s �nvect�ves, �t �s �mportant, for the sake of
clearness of judgment, to put from our m�nds the pract�cal pol�cy
wh�ch Burke afterwards so unt�r�ngly urged upon h�s countrymen. As
yet there �s no exhortat�on to England to �nterfere. We st�ll l�sten to
the vo�ce of the statesman, and are not deafened by the pass�onate
cr�es of the preacher of a crusade. When Burke wrote the
Reflect�ons he was just�f�ed �n cr�t�c�s�ng the Revolut�on as an
extraord�nary movement, but st�ll a movement profess�ng to be
conducted on the pr�nc�ples of rat�onal and pract�cable pol�t�cs. They
were the pr�nc�ples to wh�ch competent onlookers l�ke Jefferson and
Morr�s had expected the Assembly to conform, but to wh�ch the
Assembly never conformed for an �nstant. It was on the pr�nc�ples of
rat�onal pol�t�cs that Fox and Sher�dan adm�red �t. On these pr�nc�ples
Burke condemned �t. He declared that the methods of the
Const�tuent Assembly, up to the summer of 1790, were unjust,
prec�p�tate, destruct�ve, and w�thout stab�l�ty. Men had chosen to
bu�ld the�r house on the sands, and the w�nds and the seas would
speed�ly beat aga�nst �t and overthrow �t.

H�s prophecy was fulf�lled to the letter. What �s st�ll more �mportant
for the cred�t of h�s fores�ght �s, that not only d�d h�s prophecy come
true, but �t came true for the reasons that he had f�xed upon. It was,
for �nstance, the const�tut�on of the Church, �n wh�ch Burke saw the
worst of the many bad m�stakes of the Assembly. H�story, now slowly



shak�ng herself free from the pass�ons of a century, agrees that the
c�v�l const�tut�on of the clergy was the measure wh�ch, more than any
other, dec�s�vely put an end to whatever hopes there m�ght have
been of a peaceful trans�t�on from the old order to the new. A st�ll
more str�k�ng p�ece of fores�ght �s the pred�ct�on of the despot�sm of
the Napoleon�c Emp�re. Burke had compared the levell�ng pol�cy of
the Assembly �n the�r geometr�cal d�v�s�on of the departments, and
the�r �solat�on from one another of the bod�es of the state, to the
treatment wh�ch a conquered country rece�ves at the hands of �ts
conquerors. L�ke Romans �n Greece or Macedon, the French
�nnovators had destroyed the bonds of un�on, under colour of
prov�d�ng for the �ndependence of each of the�r c�t�es. "If the present
project of a Republ�c should fa�l," Burke sa�d, w�th a presc�ence really
profound, "all secur�t�es to a moderate freedom fa�l w�th �t. All the
�nd�rect restra�nts wh�ch m�t�gate despot�sm are removed; �nsomuch
that, �f monarchy should ever aga�n obta�n an ent�re ascendancy �n
France under th�s or any other dynasty, �t w�ll probably be, �f not
voluntar�ly tempered at sett�ng out by the w�se and v�rtuous counsels
of the pr�nce, the most completely arb�trary power that ever
appeared on earth." Almost at the same moment M�rabeau was
secretly wr�t�ng to the k�ng that the�r plan of reduc�ng all c�t�zens to a
s�ngle class would have del�ghted R�chel�eu. Th�s equal surface, he
sa�d, fac�l�tates the exerc�se of power, and many re�gns �n an
absolute government would not have done as much as th�s s�ngle
year of revolut�on, for the royal author�ty. T�me showed that Burke
and M�rabeau were r�ght.

H�story rat�f�es nearly all Burke's str�ctures on the lev�ty and
prec�p�tancy of the f�rst set of actors �n the revolut�onary drama. No
part of the Reflect�ons �s more energet�c than the denunc�at�on of
geometr�c and l�terary methods; and these are just what the modern
explorer h�ts upon, as one of the fatal secrets of the catastrophe. De
Tocquev�lle's chapter on the causes wh�ch made l�terary men the
pr�nc�pal persons �n France, and the effect wh�ch th�s had upon the
Revolut�on (Bk. III. ch. �.), �s only a l�ttle too cold to be able to pass
for Burke's own. Qu�net's work on the Revolut�on �s one long sermon,
full of eloquence and cogency, upon the �ncapac�ty and bl�ndness of



the men who undertook the conduct of a tremendous cr�s�s upon
mere l�terary methods, w�thout the moral courage to obey the log�c of
the�r bel�efs, w�th the student's �gnorance of the eager pass�on and
rap�d �mag�nat�on of mult�tudes of men, w�th the pedant's
m�sapprec�at�on of a people, of whom �t has been sa�d by one of
themselves, that there never was a nat�on more led by �ts sensat�ons
and less by �ts pr�nc�ples. Comte, aga�n, po�nts �mpress�vely to the
Revolut�on as the per�od wh�ch �llustrates more dec�s�vely than
another the per�l of confound�ng the two great funct�ons of
speculat�on and pol�t�cal act�on: and he speaks w�th just reprobat�on
of the preposterous �dea �n the ph�losoph�c pol�t�c�ans of the epoch,
that soc�ety was at the�r d�sposal, �ndependent of �ts past
development, devo�d of �nherent �mpulses, and eas�ly capable of
be�ng morally regenerated by the mere mod�f�cat�on of leg�slat�ve
rules.

What then was �t that, �n the m�dst of so much persp�cac�ty as to
deta�l, bl�nded Burke at the t�me when he wrote the Reflect�ons to the
true nature of the movement? Is �t not th�s, that he judges the
Revolut�on as the solut�on of a merely pol�t�cal quest�on? If the
Revolut�on had been merely pol�t�cal, h�s judgment would have been
adequate. The quest�on was much deeper. It was a soc�al quest�on
that burned under the surface of what seemed no more than a
mod�f�cat�on of external arrangements. That Burke was al�ve to the
ex�stence of soc�al problems, and that he was even tormented by
them, we know from an �nc�dental passage �n the Reflect�ons. There
he tells us how often he had reflected, and never reflected w�thout
feel�ng, upon the �nnumerable serv�le and degrad�ng occupat�ons to
wh�ch by the soc�al economy so many wretches are �nev�tably
doomed. He had pondered whether there could be any means of
rescu�ng these unhappy people from the�r m�serable �ndustry w�thout
d�sturb�ng the natural course of th�ngs, and �mped�ng the great wheel
of c�rculat�on wh�ch �s turned by the�r labour. Th�s �s the ve�n of that
str�k�ng passage �n h�s f�rst compos�t�on wh�ch I have already quoted
(p. 22). Burke d�d not yet see, and probably never saw, that one key
to the events wh�ch aston�shed and exasperated h�m was s�mply that
the persons most urgently concerned had taken the r�ddle wh�ch



perplexed h�m �nto the�r own hands, and had �n f�ery earnest set
about the�r own del�verance. The p�th of the Revolut�on up to 1790
was less the pol�t�cal const�tut�on, of wh�ch Burke says so much, and
so much that �s true, than the soc�al and econom�c transformat�on, of
wh�ch he says so l�ttle. It was not a quest�on of the power of the k�ng,
or the measure of an electoral c�rcumscr�pt�on, that made the
Revolut�on; �t was the �n�qu�tous d�str�but�on of the taxes, the scourge
of the m�l�t�a serv�ce, the scourge of the road serv�ce, the destruct�ve
tyranny exerc�sed �n the vast preserves of w�ld game, the vexat�ous
r�ghts and �mposts of the lords of manors, and all the other od�ous
burdens and heavy �mped�ments on the prosper�ty of the thr�fty and
�ndustr�ous part of the nat�on. If he had seen ever so clearly that one
of the most �mportant s�des of the Revolut�on �n progress was the
rescue of the t�ller of the so�l, Burke would st�ll doubtless have
v�ewed events w�th b�tter susp�c�on. For the process could not be
executed w�thout d�sturb�ng the natural course of th�ngs, and w�thout
v�olat�ng h�s pr�nc�ple that all changes should f�nd us w�th our m�nds
tenac�ous of just�ce and tender of property. A closer exam�nat�on
than he chose to g�ve of the current adm�n�strat�on al�ke of just�ce
and of property under the old system, would have expla�ned to h�m
that an hour had come �n wh�ch the sp�r�t of property and of just�ce
compelled a supersess�on of the letter.

If Burke had �ns�sted on r�g�dly keep�ng sens�b�l�ty to the wrongs of
the French people out of the d�scuss�on, on the ground that the
whole subject was one for pos�t�ve knowledge and log�cal �nference,
h�s pos�t�on would have been �ntell�g�ble and defens�ble. He followed
no such course. H�s plead�ng turns constantly to arguments from
feel�ng; but �t �s always to feel�ng on one s�de, and to a sens�b�l�ty that
�s only al�ve to the consecrated force of h�stor�c assoc�at�ons. How
much pure and uncontrolled emot�on had to do w�th what ought to
have been the reasoned judgments of h�s understand�ng we know on
h�s own ev�dence. He had sent the proof-sheets of a part of h�s book
to S�r Ph�l�p Franc�s. They conta�ned the famous passage descr�b�ng
the French queen as he had seen her seventeen years before at
Versa�lles. Franc�s bluntly wrote to h�m that, �n h�s op�n�on, all Burke's
eloquence about Mar�e Anto�nette was no better than pure foppery,



and he referred to the queen herself as no better than Messal�na.
Burke was so exc�ted by th�s that h�s son, �n a rather off�c�ous letter,
begged Franc�s not to repeat such st�mulat�ng remonstrance. What �s
�nterest�ng �n the �nc�dent �s Burke's own reply. He knew noth�ng, he
sa�d, of the story of Messal�na, and decl�ned the obl�gat�on of prov�ng
jud�c�ally the v�rtues of all those whom he saw suffer�ng wrong and
contumely, before he endeavoured to �nterest others �n the�r
suffer�ngs, and before endeavour�ng to k�ndle horror aga�nst m�dn�ght
assass�ns at backsta�rs and the�r more w�cked abettors �n pulp�ts.
And then he went on, "I tell you aga�n that the recollect�on of the
manner �n wh�ch I saw the Queen of France �n the year 1774 [1773],
and the contrast between that br�ll�ancy, splendour, and beauty, w�th
the prostrate homage of a nat�on to her, and the abom�nable scene
of 1789 wh�ch I was descr�b�ng, d�d draw tears from me and wetted
my paper. These tears came aga�n �nto my eyes almost as often as I
looked at the descr�pt�on—they may aga�n."

The answer was obv�ous. It was well to p�ty the unmer�ted agon�es of
Mar�e Anto�nette, though as yet, we must remember, she had
suffered noth�ng beyond the �nd�gn�t�es of the days of October at
Versa�lles. But d�d not the protracted agon�es of a nat�on deserve the
tr�bute of a tear? As Pa�ne asked, were men to weep over the
plumage, and forget the dy�ng b�rd? The bulk of the people must
labour, Burke told them, "to obta�n what by labour can be obta�ned;
and when they f�nd, as they commonly do, the success
d�sproport�oned to the endeavour, they must be taught the�r
consolat�on �n the f�nal proport�ons of eternal just�ce." When we learn
that a Lyons s�lk weaver, work�ng as hard as he could for over
seventeen hours a day, could not earn money enough to procure the
most bare and urgent necessar�es of subs�stence, we may know w�th
what ben�gn�ty of brow eternal just�ce must have presented herself �n
the garret of that hapless wretch. It was no �dle abstract�on, no
metaphys�cal r�ght of man for wh�ch the Trench cr�ed, but only the
pract�cal r�ght of be�ng perm�tted, by the�r own to�l, to save
themselves and the l�ttle ones about the�r knees from hunger and
cruel death. The ma�nmortable serfs of eccles�ast�cs are var�ously
sa�d to have been a m�ll�on and a m�ll�on and a half at the t�me of the



Revolut�on. Burke's horror, as he thought of the pr�ests and prelates
who left palaces and d�gn�t�es to earn a scanty l�v�ng by the drudgery
of teach�ng the�r language �n strange lands, should have been
allev�ated by the thought that a m�ll�on or more of men were rescued
from ghastly mater�al m�sery. Are we to be so overwhelmed w�th
sorrow over the p�t�ful dest�ny of the men of exalted rank and sacred
funct�on, as to have no tears for the forty thousand serfs �n the
gorges of the Jura, who were held �n dead-hand by the B�shop of
Sa�nt-Claude?

The s�mple truth �s that Burke d�d not know enough of the subject
about wh�ch he was wr�t�ng. When he sa�d, for �nstance, that the
French before 1789 possessed all the elements of a const�tut�on that
m�ght be made nearly as good as could be w�shed, he sa�d what
many of h�s contemporar�es knew, and what all subsequent
�nvest�gat�on and med�tat�on have proved, to be recklessly �ll-
cons�dered and untrue. As to the soc�al state of France, h�s
�nformat�on was st�ll worse. He saw the dangers and d�sorders of the
new system, but he saw a very l�ttle way �ndeed �nto the more cruel
dangers and d�sorders of the old. Mack�ntosh repl�ed to the
Reflect�ons w�th manl�ness and temperance �n the V�nd�c�cae
Gall�cae. Thomas Pa�ne repl�ed to them w�th an energy, courage,
and eloquence worthy of h�s cause, �n the R�ghts of Man. But the
substant�al and dec�s�ve reply to Burke came from h�s former
correspondent, the farmer at Bradf�eld �n Suffolk. Arthur Young
publ�shed h�s Travels �n France some e�ghteen months after the
Reflect�ons (1792), and the pages of the twenty-f�rst chapter �n wh�ch
he closes h�s performance, as a lum�nous cr�t�c�sm of the most
�mportant s�de of the Revolut�on, are worth a hundred t�mes more
than Burke, Mack�ntosh, and Pa�ne all put together. Young
afterwards became pan�c-str�cken, but h�s book rema�ned. There the
wr�ter pla�nly enumerates w�thout trope or �nvect�ve the �ntolerable
burdens under wh�ch the great mass of the French people had for
long years been groan�ng. It was the removal of these burdens that
made the very heart's core of the Revolut�on, and gave to France
that new l�fe wh�ch so soon aston�shed and terr�f�ed Europe. Yet
Burke seems profoundly unconsc�ous of the whole of them. He even



boldly asserts that, when the several orders met �n the�r ba�ll�ages �n
1789, to choose the�r representat�ves and draw up the�r gr�evances
and �nstruct�ons, �n no one of these �nstruct�ons d�d they charge, or
even h�nt at, any of those th�ngs wh�ch had drawn upon the usurp�ng
Assembly the detestat�on of the rat�onal part of mank�nd. He could
not have made a more enormous blunder. There was not a s�ngle
great change made by the Assembly, wh�ch had not been demanded
�n the l�sts of gr�evances that had been sent up by the nat�on to
Versa�lles. The d�v�s�on of the k�ngdom �nto d�str�cts, and the
proport�on�ng of the representat�on to taxes and populat�on; the
suppress�on of the �ntendants; the suppress�on of all monks and the
sale of the�r goods and estates; the abol�t�on of feudal r�ghts, dut�es,
and serv�ces; the al�enat�on of the k�ng's doma�ns; the demol�t�on of
the Bast�lle; these and all else were �n the prayers of half the
pet�t�ons that the country had la�d at the feet of the k�ng.

If th�s were merely an �nc�dental blunder �n a fact, �t m�ght be of no
�mportance. But �t was a blunder wh�ch went to the very root of the
d�scuss�on. The fact that France was now at the back of the
Assembly, �nsp�r�ng �ts counsels and rat�fy�ng �ts decrees, was the
card�nal element, and that �s the fact wh�ch at th�s stage Burke
systemat�cally �gnored. That he should have so �gnored �t, left h�m �n
a cur�ous pos�t�on, for �t left h�m w�thout any rat�onal explanat�on of
the sources of the pol�cy wh�ch k�ndled h�s �nd�gnat�on and contempt.
A publ�c�st can never be sure of h�s pos�t�on unt�l he can expla�n to
h�mself even what he does not w�sh to just�fy to others. Burke
thought �t enough to dwell upon the �mmense number of lawyers �n
the Assembly, and to show that lawyers are naturally bad statesmen.
He d�d not look the state of th�ngs stead�ly �n the face. It was no easy
th�ng to do, but Burke was a man who ought to have done �t. He set
all down to the �gnorance, folly, and w�ckedness of the French
leaders. Th�s was as shallow as the way �n wh�ch h�s enem�es, the
ph�losophers, used to set down the superst�t�on of e�ghteen centur�es
to the craft of pr�ests, and all defects �n the government of Europe to
the cruelty of tyrants. How �t came about that pr�ests and tyrants
acqu�red the�r �rres�st�ble power over men's m�nds, they never
�nqu�red. And Burke never �nqu�red �nto the enthus�ast�c



acqu�escence of the nat�on, and, what was most remarkable of all,
the acqu�escence of the army, �n the strong measures of the
Assembly. Burke was �n truth so appalled by the magn�tude of the
enterpr�se on wh�ch France had embarked, that he utterly forgot for
once the necess�ty �n pol�t�cal affa�rs of ser�ously understand�ng the
or�g�nat�ng cond�t�ons of th�ngs. He was strangely content w�th the
explanat�ons that came from the mal�gnants at Coblenz, and he
actually told Franc�s that he charged the d�sorders not on the mob,
but on the Duke of Orleans and M�rabeau, on Barnave and Ba�lly, on
Lameth and Lafayette, who had spent �mmense sums of money, and
used �nnumerable arts, to st�r up the populace throughout France to
the comm�ss�on of the enorm�t�es that were shock�ng the consc�ence
of Europe. H�s �mag�nat�on broke loose. H�s pract�cal reason was
mastered by someth�ng that was deeper �n h�m than reason.

Th�s br�ngs me to remark a really s�ngular tra�t. In sp�te of the
predom�nance of pract�cal sagac�ty, of the hab�ts and sp�r�t of publ�c
bus�ness, of v�gorous actual�ty �n Burke's character, yet at the bottom
of all h�s thoughts about commun�t�es and governments there lay a
certa�n myst�c�sm. It was no �rony, no l�terary trope, when he talked of
our hav�ng taught the Amer�can husbandman "p�ously to bel�eve �n
the myster�ous v�rtue of wax and parchment." He was us�ng no �dle
ep�thet, when he descr�bed the d�spos�t�on of a stupendous w�sdom,
"mould�ng together the great myster�ous �ncorporat�on of the human
race." To h�m there actually was an element of mystery �n the
cohes�on of men �n soc�et�es, �n pol�t�cal obed�ence, �n the sanct�ty of
contract; �n all that fabr�c of law and charter and obl�gat�on, whether
wr�tten or unwr�tten, wh�ch �s the shelter�ng bulwark between
c�v�l�sat�on and barbar�sm. When reason and h�story had contr�buted
all that they could to the explanat�on, �t seemed to h�m as �f the v�tal
force, the secret of organ�sat�on, the b�nd�ng framework, must st�ll
come from the �mpenetrable reg�ons beyond reason�ng and beyond
h�story. There was another great conservat�ve wr�ter of that age,
whose gen�us was aroused �nto a protest aga�nst the revolut�onary
sp�r�t as vehement as Burke's. Th�s was Joseph de Ma�stre, one of
the most learned, w�tty, and acute of all react�onary ph�losophers. De
Ma�stre wrote a book on the Generat�ve Pr�nc�ple of Pol�t�cal



Const�tut�ons. He could only f�nd th�s pr�nc�ple �n the operat�on of
occult and supernatural forces, produc�ng the half-d�v�ne leg�slators
who f�gure myster�ously �n the early h�story of nat�ons. Hence he
held, and w�th aston�sh�ng �ngenu�ty enforced, the doctr�ne that
noth�ng else could del�ver Europe from the Satan�c forces of
revolut�on—he used the word Satan�c �n all l�teral ser�ousness—save
the d�v�nely �nsp�red supremacy of the Pope. No natural operat�ons
seemed at all adequate e�ther to produce or to ma�nta�n the marvel
of a coherent soc�ety. We are rem�nded of a professor who, �n the
fantast�c days of geology, expla�ned the Pyram�ds of Egypt to be the
rema�ns of a volcan�c erupt�on, wh�ch had forced �ts way upwards by
a slow and stately mot�on; the h�eroglyphs were crystall�ne
format�ons; and the shaft of the great Pyram�d was the a�r-hole of a
volcano. De Ma�stre preferred a s�m�lar explanat�on of the monstrous
structures of modern soc�ety. The hand of man could never have
reared, and could never uphold them. If we cannot say that Burke
laboured �n constant trava�l w�th the same perplex�ty, �t �s at least true
that he was keenly al�ve to �t, and that one of the reasons why he
dreaded to see a f�nger la�d upon a s�ngle stone of a s�ngle pol�t�cal
ed�f�ce, was h�s consc�ousness that he saw no answer to the
perpetual en�gma how any of these ed�f�ces had ever been bu�lt, and
how the pass�on, v�olence, and waywardness of the natural man had
ever been persuaded to bow the�r necks to the strong yoke of a
common soc�al d�sc�pl�ne. Never was myst�c�sm more unseasonable;
never was an hour when men needed more carefully to remember
Burke's own w�se pract�cal precept, when he was talk�ng about the
Br�t�sh rule �n Ind�a, that we must throw a sacred ve�l over the
beg�nn�ngs of government. Many woes m�ght perhaps have been
saved to Europe, �f Burke had appl�ed th�s max�m to the government
of the new France.



Much has always been sa�d about the �ncons�stency between
Burke's enm�ty to the Revolut�on and h�s enm�ty to Lord North �n one
set of c�rcumstances, and to Warren Hast�ngs �n another. The
pamphleteers of the day made select�ons from the speeches and
tracts of h�s happ�er t�me, and the seem�ng contrast had �ts effect.
More cand�d opponents adm�tted then, as all competent persons
adm�t now, that the �ncons�stency was merely verbal and superf�c�al.
Watson, the B�shop of Llandaff, was only one of many who observed
very early that th�s was the unm�stakable temper of Burke's m�nd. "I
adm�red, as everybody d�d," he sa�d, "the talents, but not the
pr�nc�ples of Mr. Burke; h�s oppos�t�on to the Cler�cal Pet�t�on [for
relaxat�on of subscr�pt�on, 1772], f�rst exc�ted my susp�c�on of h�s
be�ng a H�gh Churchman �n rel�g�on, and a Tory, perhaps an
ar�stocrat�c Tory, �n the state." Burke had �ndeed never been anyth�ng
else than a conservat�ve. He was l�ke Falkland, who had b�tterly
assa�led Strafford and F�nch on the same pr�nc�ples on wh�ch, after
the outbreak of the c�v�l war, he consented to be secretary of state to
K�ng Charles. Coler�dge �s borne out by a hundred passages, when
he says that �n Burke's wr�t�ngs at the beg�nn�ng of the Amer�can
Revolut�on and �n those at the beg�nn�ng of the French Revolut�on,
the pr�nc�ples are the same and the deduct�ons are the same; the
pract�cal �nferences are almost oppos�te �n the one case from those
drawn �n the other, yet �n both equally leg�t�mate. It would be better to
say that they would have been equally leg�t�mate, �f Burke had been
as r�ght �n h�s facts, and as ample �n h�s knowledge �n the case of
France, as he was �n the case of Amer�ca. We feel, �ndeed, that
partly from want of th�s knowledge, he has gone too far from some of
the w�se max�ms of an earl�er t�me. What has become of the doctr�ne
that all great publ�c collect�ons of men—he was then speak�ng of the
House of Commons—"possess a marked love of v�rtue and an
abhorrence of v�ce."[1] Why was the French Assembly not to have
the benef�t of th�s adm�rable general�sat�on? What has become of all
those say�ngs about the presumpt�on, �n all d�sputes between nat�ons
and rulers, "be�ng at least upon a par �n favour of the people;" and a
populace never rebell�ng from pass�on for attack, but from
�mpat�ence of suffer�ng? And where �s now that strong d�ctum, �n the



letter to the Sher�ffs of Br�stol, that "general rebell�ons and revolts of
a whole people never were encouraged, now or at any t�me; they are
always provoked"?

[Footnote 1: Amer�can Taxat�on.]

When all these th�ngs have been noted, to hold a man to h�s
formulae w�thout reference to the�r spec�al appl�cat�on, �s pure
pedantry. Burke was the last man to lay down any pol�t�cal
propos�t�on not subject to the ever vary�ng �nterpretat�on of
c�rcumstances, and �ndependently of the part�cular use wh�ch was to
be made of �t. Noth�ng un�versal, he had always sa�d, can be
rat�onally aff�rmed on any moral or pol�t�cal subject. The l�nes of
moral�ty, aga�n, are never �deal l�nes of mathemat�cs, but are broad
and deep as well as long, adm�tt�ng of except�ons, and demand�ng
mod�f�cat�ons. "These except�ons and mod�f�cat�ons are made, not by
the process of log�c, but by the rules of prudence. Prudence �s not
only f�rst �n rank of the v�rtues, pol�t�cal and moral, but she �s the
d�rector, the regulator, the standard of them all. As no moral
quest�ons are ever abstract quest�ons, th�s, before I judge upon any
abstract propos�t�on, must be embod�ed �n c�rcumstances; for, s�nce
th�ngs are r�ght and wrong, morally speak�ng, only by the�r relat�on
and connect�on w�th other th�ngs, th�s very quest�on of what �t �s
pol�t�cally r�ght to grant, depends upon �ts relat�on to �ts effects."
"C�rcumstances," he says, never weary of lay�ng down h�s great
not�on of pol�t�cal method, "g�ve, �n real�ty, to every pol�t�cal pr�nc�ple
�ts d�st�ngu�sh�ng colour and d�scr�m�nat�ng effect. The c�rcumstances
are what render every c�v�l and pol�t�cal scheme benef�c�al or
obnox�ous to mank�nd."

Th�s �s at once the weapon w�th wh�ch he would have defended h�s
own cons�stency, and attacked the absolute proceed�ngs �n France.
He changed h�s front, but he never changed h�s ground. He was not
more pass�onate aga�nst the proscr�pt�on �n France, than he had
been aga�nst the suspens�on of Habeas Corpus �n the Amer�can war.
"I flatter myself," he sa�d �n the Reflect�ons, "that I love a manly,
moral, regulated l�berty." Ten years before he had sa�d, "The l�berty,



the only l�berty I mean, �s a l�berty connected w�th order." The court
tr�ed to regulate l�berty too severely. It found �n h�m an �nflex�ble
opponent. Demagogues tr�ed to remove the regulat�ons of l�berty.
They encountered �n h�m the b�tterest and most unceas�ng of all
remonstrants. The arb�trary major�ty �n the House of Commons forgot
for whose benef�t they held power, from whom they der�ved the�r
author�ty, and �n what descr�pt�on of government �t was that they had
a place. Burke was the most val�ant and strenuous champ�on �n the
ranks of the �ndependent m�nor�ty. He w�thstood to the face the k�ng
and the k�ng's fr�ends. He w�thstood to the face Charles Fox and the
Fr�ends of the People. He may have been wrong �n both, or �n e�ther,
but �t �s unreasonable to tell us that he turned back �n h�s course; that
he was a revolut�on�st �n 1770, and a react�on�st �n 1790; that he was
�n h�s sane m�nd when he opposed the supremacy of the Court, but
that h�s reason was totter�ng when he opposed the supremacy of the
Faubourg Sa�nt Anto�ne.

There �s no part of Burke's career at wh�ch we may not f�nd ev�dence
of h�s �nst�nct�ve and undy�ng repugnance to the cr�t�cal or
revolut�onary sp�r�t and all �ts works. From the early days when he
had parod�ed Bol�ngbroke, down to the later t�me when he
denounced Condorcet as a fanat�cal athe�st, w�th "every d�spos�t�on
to the lowest as well as the h�ghest and most determ�ned v�lla�n�es,"
he �nvar�ably suspected or denounced everybody, v�rtuous or v�c�ous,
h�gh-m�nded or �gnoble, who �nqu�red w�th too keen a scrut�ny �nto
the foundat�ons of morals, of rel�g�on, of soc�al order. To exam�ne
w�th a cur�ous or unfavourable eye the bases of establ�shed
op�n�ons, was to show a lean�ng to anarchy, to athe�sm, or to
unbr�dled l�bert�n�sm. Already we have seen how, three years after
the publ�cat�on of h�s Thoughts on the Present D�scontents, and
seventeen years before the compos�t�on of the Reflect�ons, he
denounced the ph�losophers w�th a fervour and a vehemence wh�ch
he never afterwards surpassed. When a few of the clergy pet�t�oned
to be rel�eved from some of the sever�t�es of subscr�pt�on, he had
res�sted them on the bold ground that the truth of a propos�t�on
deserves less attent�on than the effect of adherence to �t upon the
establ�shed order of th�ngs. "I w�ll not enter �nto the quest�on," he told



the House of Commons, "how much truth �s preferable to peace.
Perhaps truth may be far better. But as we have scarcely ever the
same certa�nty �n the one that we have �n the other, I would, unless
the truth were ev�dent �ndeed, hold fast to peace." In that �ntellectual
restlessness, to wh�ch the world �s so deeply �ndebted, Burke could
recogn�se but scanty mer�t. H�mself the most �ndustr�ous and act�ve-
m�nded of men, he was ever sober �n cutt�ng the channels of h�s
act�v�ty, and he would have had others equally moderate. Perce�v�ng
that pla�n and r�ghteous conduct �s the end of l�fe �n th�s world, he
prayed men not to be over-cur�ous �n search�ng for, and handl�ng,
and aga�n handl�ng, the theoret�c base on wh�ch the prerogat�ves of
v�rtue repose. Prov�ded that there was peace, that �s to say, so much
of fa�r happ�ness and content as �s compat�ble w�th the cond�t�ons of
the human lot, Burke felt that a too great �nqu�s�t�veness as to �ts
foundat�ons was not only �dle but cruel.

If the world cont�nues to read the Reflect�ons, and reads �t w�th a new
adm�rat�on that �s not d�m�n�shed by the fact that on the spec�al �ssue
�ts tendency �s every day more clearly d�scerned to have been
m�slead�ng, we may be sure that �t �s not for the sake of such th�ngs
as the prec�se character of the Revolut�on of 1688, where, for that
matter, const�tut�onal wr�ters have shown abundantly that Burke was
nearly as much �n the wrong as Dr. Sacheverell. Nor has the book
l�ved merely by �ts gorgeous rhetor�c and h�gh emot�ons, though
these have been contr�but�ng elements. It l�ves because �t conta�ns a
sent�ment, a method, a set of �nformal pr�nc�ples, wh�ch, awakened
�nto new l�fe after the Revolut�on, rap�dly transformed the current
ways of th�nk�ng and feel�ng about all the most ser�ous objects of our
attent�on, and have powerfully helped to g�ve a r�cher substance to
all modern l�terature. In the Reflect�ons we have the f�rst great s�gn
that the �deas on government and ph�losophy wh�ch Locke had been
the ch�ef agent �n sett�ng �nto European c�rculat�on, and wh�ch had
carr�ed all tr�umphantly before them throughout the century, d�d not
comprehend the whole truth nor the deepest truth about human
character—the relat�ons of men and the un�on of men �n soc�ety. It
has often been sa�d that the armoury from wh�ch the French
ph�losophers of the e�ghteenth century borrowed the�r weapons was



furn�shed from England, and �t may be added as truly that the
react�on aga�nst that whole scheme of thought came from England.
In one sense we may call the Reflect�ons a pol�t�cal pamphlet, but �t
�s much more than th�s, just as the movement aga�nst wh�ch �t was
levelled was much more than a pol�t�cal movement. The Revolut�on
rested on a ph�losophy, and Burke confronted �t w�th an antagon�st�c
ph�losophy. Those are but superf�c�al readers who fa�l to see at how
many po�nts Burke, wh�le seem�ng only to deal w�th the French
monarchy and the Br�t�sh const�tut�on, w�th Dr. Pr�ce and Mar�e
Anto�nette, was �n fact, and exactly because he dealt w�th them �n
the comprehens�ve sp�r�t of true ph�losophy, turn�ng men's m�nds to
an att�tude from wh�ch not only the pol�t�cal �nc�dents of the hour, but
the current �deas about rel�g�on, psychology, the very nature of
human knowledge, would all be seen �n a changed l�ght and clothed
�n new colour. All really profound speculat�on about soc�ety comes �n
t�me to touch the heart of every other object of speculat�on, not by
d�rectly contr�but�ng new truths or d�rectly corroborat�ng old ones, but
by sett�ng men to cons�der the consequences to l�fe of d�fferent
op�n�ons on these abstract subjects, and the�r relat�ons to the great
paramount �nterests of soc�ety, however those �nterests may happen
at the t�me to be conce�ved. Burke's book marks a turn�ng-po�nt �n
l�terary h�story, because �t was the s�gnal for that react�on over the
whole f�eld of thought, �nto wh�ch the Revolut�on drove many of the
f�nest m�nds of the next generat�on, by show�ng the supposed
consequences of pure �nd�v�dual�st�c rat�onal�sm.

We need not attempt to work out the deta�ls of th�s extens�on of a
pol�t�cal react�on �nto a un�versal react�on �n ph�losophy and poetry.
Any one may eas�ly th�nk out for h�mself what consequences �n act
and thought, as well as �n government, would be l�kely to flow, for
example, from one of the most permanently adm�rable s�des of
Burke's teach�ng—h�s respect for the collect�ve reason of men, and
h�s sense of the �mposs�b�l�ty �n pol�t�cs and morals of cons�der�ng the
�nd�v�dual apart from the exper�ence of the race. "We are afra�d," he
says, "to put men to l�ve and trade each on h�s own pr�vate stock of
reason, because we suspect that th�s stock �n each man �s small,
and that the �nd�v�duals would do better to ava�l themselves of the



general bank and cap�tal of nat�ons and of ages. Many of our men of
speculat�on, �nstead of explod�ng general prejud�ces, employ the�r
sagac�ty to d�scover the latent w�sdom wh�ch preva�ls �n them. If they
f�nd what they seek, and they seldom fa�l, they th�nk �t more w�se to
cont�nue the prejud�ce w�th the reason �nvolved, than to cast away
the coat of prejud�ce, and to leave noth�ng but the naked reason:
because prejud�ce w�th �ts reason has a mot�ve to g�ve act�on to that
reason, and an affect�on wh�ch w�ll g�ve �t permanence. Prejud�ce �s
of ready appl�cat�on �n the emergency; �t prev�ously engages the
m�nd �n a steady course of w�sdom and v�rtue, and does not leave
the man hes�tat�ng �n the moment of dec�s�on, scept�cal, puzzled, and
unresolved. Prejud�ce renders a man's v�rtue h�s hab�t, and not a
ser�es of unconnected acts. Through just prejud�ce, h�s duty
becomes a part of h�s nature." Is not th�s to say, �n other words, that
�n every man the substant�al foundat�ons of act�on cons�st of the
accumulated layers wh�ch var�ous generat�ons of ancestors have
placed for h�m; that the greater part of our sent�ments act most
effect�vely when they act most mechan�cally, and by the methods of
an unquest�oned system; that although no rule of conduct or spr�ng
of act�on ought to endure, wh�ch does not repose �n sound reason,
yet th�s naked reason �s �n �tself a less effect�ve means of �nfluenc�ng
act�on than when �t ex�sts as one part of a fabr�c of anc�ent and
endeared assoc�at�on? Interpreted by a mob�le gen�us, and
expanded by a poet�c �mag�nat�on, all th�s became the foundat�on
from wh�ch the ph�losophy of Coler�dge started, and, as M�ll has
shown �n a famous essay, Coler�dge was the great apostle of the
conservat�ve sp�r�t �n England �n �ts best form.

Though Burke here, no doubt, found a true base for the ph�losophy
of order, yet perhaps Condorcet or Barnave m�ght have justly asked
h�m whether, when we thus real�se the strong and �mmovable
foundat�ons wh�ch are la�d �n our character before we are born, there
could be any occas�on, as a matter of fact, for that vehement alarm
wh�ch moved Burke lest a few lawyers, by a score of parchment
decrees, should overthrow the venerated sent�ments of Europe
about just�ce and about property? Should he not have known better
than most men the force of the self-protect�ng elements of soc�ety?



Th�s �s not a conven�ent place for d�scuss�ng the �ssues between the
school of order and the school of progress. It �s enough to have
marked Burke's pos�t�on �n one of them. The Reflect�ons places h�m
among the great Conservat�ves of h�story. Perhaps the only
Engl�shman w�th whom �n th�s respect he may be compared, �s S�r
Thomas More,—that v�rtuous and eloquent react�on�st of the
s�xteenth century. More abounded �n l�ght, �n �ntellectual �nterests, �n
s�ngle-m�nded care for the common weal. He was as anx�ous as any
man of h�s t�me for the �mproved order�ng of the Church, but he could
not endure that reformat�on should be bought at the pr�ce of break�ng
up the anc�ent sp�r�tual un�ty of Europe. He was w�ll�ng to slay and be
sla�n rather than he would tolerate the destruct�on of the old fa�th, or
assent to the v�olence of the new statecraft. He v�ewed Thomas
Cromwell's pol�cy of reformat�on, just as Burke v�ewed M�rabeau's
pol�cy of revolut�on. Burke too, we may be very sure, would as
w�ll�ngly have sent M�rabeau and Ba�lly to pr�son or the block as
More sent Ph�ll�ps to the Tower and Ba�nham to the stake. For
ne�ther More nor Burke was of the gentle contemplat�ve sp�r�t, wh�ch
the f�rst d�sorder of a new soc�ety just burst�ng �nto l�fe merely
overshadows w�th sadden�ng regrets and poet�c gloom. The old
harmony was to them so bound up w�th the purpose and mean�ng of
l�fe, that to wage act�ve battle for the gods of the�r reverence was the
�rres�st�ble �nst�nct of self-preservat�on. More had an excuse wh�ch
Burke had not, for the pr�nc�ple of persecut�on was accepted by the
best m�nds of the s�xteenth century, but by the best m�nds of the
e�ghteenth �t was emphat�cally repud�ated.

Another �llustr�ous name of Burke's own era r�ses to our l�ps, as we
ponder mentally the too scanty l�st of those who have essayed the
great and hardy task of reconc�l�ng order w�th progress. Turgot �s
even a more �mpos�ng f�gure than Burke h�mself. The �mpress�on
made upon us by the pa�r �s �ndeed very d�fferent, for Turgot was
austere, reserved, d�stant, a man of many s�lences and much
suspense; wh�le Burke, as we know, was �mag�nat�ve, exuberant,
unrestra�ned, and, l�ke some of the greatest actors on the stage of
human affa�rs, he had assoc�ated h�s own personal�ty w�th the
prevalence of r�ght �deas and good �nfluences. In Turgot, on the



other hand, we d�scern someth�ng of the �solat�on, the sternness, the
d�sda�nful melancholy of Tac�tus. He even r�ses out of the eager,
bustl�ng, shr�ll-tongued crowd of the Volta�rean age w�th some of that
austere moral �nd�gnat�on and haughty aston�shment w�th wh�ch
Dante had watched the stubborn ways of men centur�es before. On
one s�de Turgot shared the conservat�sm of Burke, though, perhaps,
he would hardly have g�ven �t that name. He hab�tually corrected the
headlong �ns�stence of the revolut�onary ph�losophers, h�s fr�ends, by
rem�nd�ng them that ne�ther p�ty, nor benevolence, nor hope can ever
d�spense w�th just�ce; and he could never endure to hear of great
changes be�ng wrought at the cost of th�s sovere�gn qual�ty. L�ke
Burke, he held fast to the doctr�ne that everyth�ng must be done for
the mult�tude, but noth�ng by them. L�ke Burke, he real�sed how close
are the l�nks that b�nd the success�ve generat�ons of men, and make
up the long cha�n of human h�story. L�ke Burke, he never bel�eved
that the human m�nd has any spontaneous �ncl�nat�on to welcome
pure truth. Here, however, �s v�s�ble between them a hard l�ne of
d�v�s�on. It �s not error, sa�d Turgot, wh�ch opposes the progress of
truth; �t �s �ndolence, obst�nacy, and the sp�r�t of rout�ne. But then
Turgot enjo�ned upon us to make �t the a�m of l�fe to do battle �n
ourselves and others w�th all th�s �ndolence, obst�nacy, and sp�r�t of
rout�ne �n the world; wh�le Burke, on the contrary, gave to these bad
th�ngs gentler names, he surrounded them w�th the p�cturesque
assoc�at�ons of the past, and �n the great world-cr�s�s of h�s t�me he
threw all h�s pass�on and all h�s gen�us on the�r s�de. W�ll any reader
doubt wh�ch of these two types of the school of order and just�ce,
both of them noble, �s the more valuable for the race, and the
worth�er and more st�mulat�ng �deal for the �nd�v�dual?

It �s not certa�n that Burke was not somet�mes for a moment startled
by the susp�c�on that he m�ght unawares be f�ght�ng aga�nst the truth.
In the m�dst of flam�ng and b�tter pages, we now and aga�n feel a
cool breath from the d�stant reg�on of a half-pens�ve tolerance. "I do
not th�nk," he says at the close of the Reflect�ons, to the person to
whom they were addressed, "that my sent�ments are l�kely to alter
yours. I do not know that they ought. You are young; you cannot
gu�de, but must follow, the fortune of your country. But hereafter they



may be of some use to you, �n some future form wh�ch your
commonwealth may take. In the present �t can hardly rema�n; but
before �ts f�nal settlement, �t may be obl�ged to pass, as one of our
poets says, 'through great var�et�es of untr�ed be�ng,' and �n all �ts
transm�grat�ons to be pur�f�ed by f�re and blood."

He felt �n the m�dst of h�s hate that what he took for seeth�ng chaos,
m�ght after all be the struggle upwards of the germs of order. Among
the later words that he wrote on the Revolut�on were these:—"If a
great change �s to be made �n human affa�rs, the m�nds of men w�ll
be f�tted to �t; the general op�n�ons and feel�ngs w�ll draw that way.
Every fear, every hope w�ll forward �t; and then they who pers�st �n
oppos�ng th�s m�ghty current �n human affa�rs, w�ll appear rather to
res�st the decrees of Prov�dence �tself, than the mere des�gns of
men." We can only regret that these rays of the mens d�v�n�or d�d not
sh�ne w�th a more steadfast l�ght; and that a sp�r�t wh�ch, am�d the
sharp press of man�fold cares and d�stract�ons, had ever v�brated
w�th lofty sympath�es, was not now more constant to �ts fa�th �n the
benef�cent powers and processes of the Unseen T�me.



CHAPTER IX
BURKE AND HIS PARTY—PROGRESS OF THE REVOLUTION—IRELAND—
LAST YEARS

For some months after the publ�cat�on of the Reflect�ons, Burke kept
up the relat�ons of an armed peace w�th h�s old pol�t�cal fr�ends. The
�mpeachment went on, and �n December (1790) there was a pr�vate
meet�ng on the bus�ness connected w�th �t, between P�tt, Burke, Fox,
and Dundas, at the house of the Speaker. It was descr�bed by one
who knew, as most snug and am�able, and there seems to have
been a general �mpress�on �n the world at th�s moment that Fox
m�ght by some means be �nduced to jo�n P�tt. What troubled the
slumbers of good Wh�gs l�ke G�lbert Ell�ot, was the prospect of Fox
comm�tt�ng h�mself too strongly on French affa�rs. Burke h�mself was
�n the deepest deject�on at the prospect; for Fox d�d not cease to
express the most unqual�f�ed d�sapproval of the Reflect�ons; he
thought that, even �n po�nt of compos�t�on, �t was the worst th�ng that
Burke had ever publ�shed. It was already feared that h�s fr�endsh�p
for Sher�dan was draw�ng h�m farther away from Burke, w�th whom
Sher�dan had quarrelled, �nto a course of pol�t�cs that would both
damage h�s own reputat�on and break up the strong un�on of wh�ch
the Duke of Portland was the nom�nal head.

New floods �n France had not yet carr�ed back the sh�p of state �nto
rag�ng waters. P�tt was th�nk�ng so l�ttle of danger from that country
that he had plunged �nto a pol�cy of �ntervent�on �n the affa�rs of
Eastern Europe. When wr�ters charge Burke w�th break�ng v�olently
�n upon P�tt's system of peace abroad and reform at home, they



overlook the fact that before Burke had begun to preach h�s crusade
aga�nst the Jacob�ns, P�tt had already prepared a war w�th Russ�a.
The nat�on refused to follow. They agreed w�th Fox that �t was no
concern of the�rs whether or not Russ�a took from Turkey the country
between the Boug and Dn�ester; they felt that Br�t�sh �nterests would
be more damaged by the expenses of a war than by the acqu�s�t�on
by Russ�a of Ockzakow. P�tt was obl�ged to throw up the scheme,
and to extr�cate h�mself as well as he could from rash engagements
w�th Pruss�a. It was on account of h�s serv�ces to the cause of peace
on th�s occas�on that Cather�ne ordered the Russ�an ambassador to
send her a bust of Fox �n wh�te marble, to be placed �n her
colonnade between Demosthenes and C�cero. We may take �t for
granted that after the Revolut�on rose to �ts full he�ght the bust of Fox
accompan�ed that of Volta�re down to the cellar of the Herm�tage.

Wh�le the affa�r of the Russ�an armament was st�ll occupy�ng the
m�n�ster, an event of s�gnal �mportance happened �n the ranks of h�s
pol�t�cal adversar�es. The all�ance wh�ch had lasted between Burke
and Fox for f�ve and twenty years came to a sudden end, and th�s r�ft
gradually w�dened �nto a destruct�ve breach throughout the party.
There �s no parallel �n our parl�amentary h�story to the fatal scene. In
Ireland, �ndeed, only e�ght years before, Flood and Grattan, after
f�ght�ng s�de by s�de for many years, had all at once sprung upon one
another �n the Parl�ament House w�th the fury of vultures: Flood had
screamed to Grattan that he was a mend�cant patr�ot, and Grattan
had called Flood an �ll-omened b�rd of n�ght, w�th a sepulchral note, a
cadaverous aspect, and a broken beak. The Ir�sh, l�ke the French,
have the art of mak�ng th�ngs dramat�c, and Burke was the greatest
of Ir�shmen. On the open�ng of the sess�on of 1791, the Government
had �ntroduced a b�ll for the better government of Canada. It
�ntroduced quest�ons about church establ�shments and hered�tary
leg�slators. In d�scuss�ng these Fox made some references to
France. It was �mposs�ble to refer to France w�thout touch�ng the
Reflect�ons on the French Revolut�on. Burke was not present, but he
heard what Fox had sa�d, and before long Fox aga�n �ntroduced
French affa�rs �n a debate on the Russ�an armament. Burke rose �n
v�olent heat of m�nd to reply, but the House would not hear h�m. He



resolved to speak when the t�me came for the Canada B�ll to be
recomm�tted. Meanwh�le some of h�s fr�ends d�d all that they could to
d�ssuade h�m from press�ng the matter farther. Even the Pr�nce of
Wales �s sa�d to have wr�tten h�m a letter. There were many s�gns of
the rupture that was so soon to come �n the Wh�g ranks. Men so
equally devoted to the common cause as W�ndham and Ell�ot nearly
came to a quarrel at a d�nner-party at Lord Malmesbury's, on the
subject of Burke's des�gn to speak; and W�ndham, who for the
present s�ded w�th Fox, enters �n h�s d�ary that he was glad to
escape from the room w�thout speak�ng to the man whom, s�nce the
death of Dr. Johnson, he revered before all other men bes�des.

On the day apo�nted for the Canada B�ll, Fox called at Burke's
house, and after some talk on Burke's �ntent�on to speak, and on
other matters, they walked down to Westm�nster and entered the
House together, as they had so many a t�me done before, but were
never to do aga�n. They found that the debate had been adjourned,
and �t was not unt�l May 6th that Burke had an opportun�ty of
expla�n�ng h�mself on the Revolut�on �n France. He had no sooner
r�sen than �nterrupt�ons broke out from h�s own s�de, and a scene of
great d�sorder followed. Burke was �ncensed beyond endurance by
th�s treatment, for even Fox and W�ndham had taken part �n the
tumult aga�nst h�m. W�th much b�tterness he commented on Fox's
prev�ous eulog�es of the Revolut�on, and f�nally there came the fatal
words of severance. "It �s �nd�screet," he sa�d, "at any per�od, but
espec�ally at my t�me of l�fe, to provoke enem�es, or g�ve my fr�ends
occas�on to desert me. Yet �f my f�rm and steady adherence to the
Br�t�sh Const�tut�on place me �n such a d�lemma, I am ready to r�sk �t,
and w�th, my last words to excla�m, 'Fly from the French
Const�tut�on.'" Fox at th�s po�nt eagerly called to h�m that there was
no loss of fr�ends. "Yes, yes," cr�ed Burke, "there �s a loss of fr�ends. I
know the pr�ce of my conduct. I have done my duty at the pr�ce of my
fr�end. Our fr�endsh�p �s at an end."

The members who sat on the same s�de were aghast at proceed�ngs
wh�ch went beyond the�r worst apprehens�ons. Even the
m�n�ster�al�sts were shocked. P�tt agreed much more w�th Fox than



w�th Burke, but he would have been more than human �f he had not
watched w�th complacency h�s two most form�dable adversar�es
turn�ng the�r swords aga�nst one another. W�lberforce, who was more
d�s�nterested, lamented the spectacle as shameful. In the galler�es
there was hardly a dry eye. Fox, as m�ght have been expected from
h�s warm and generous nature, was deeply moved, and �s descr�bed
as weep�ng even to sobb�ng. He repeated h�s former
acknowledgment of h�s debt to Burke, and he repeated h�s former
express�on of fa�th �n the bless�ngs wh�ch the abol�t�on of royal
despot�sm would br�ng to France. W�th unabated vehemence Burke
aga�n rose to denounce the French Const�tut�on—"a bu�ld�ng
composed of untempered mortar—the work of Goths and Vandals,
where everyth�ng was d�sjo�nted and �nverted." After a short rejo�nder
from Fox the scene came to a close, and the once fr�endly
�ntercourse between the two heroes was at an end. When they met
�n the Managers' box �n Westm�nster Hall on the bus�ness of
Hast�ngs's tr�al, they met w�th the formal�t�es of strangers. There �s a
story that when Burke left the House on the n�ght of the quarrel �t
was ra�n�ng, and Mr. Curwen, a member of the Oppos�t�on, took h�m
home �n h�s carr�age. Burke at once began to decla�m aga�nst the
French. Curwen dropped some remark on the other s�de. "What!"
Burke cr�ed out, grasp�ng the check-str�ng, "are you one of these
people! Set me down!" It needed all Curwen's force to keep h�m
where he was; and when they reached h�s house Burke stepped out
w�thout say�ng a s�ngle word.

We may agree that all th�s d�d not �nd�cate the perfect sobr�ety and
self-control proper to a statesman, �n what was a ser�ous cr�s�s both
to h�s party and to Europe. It was about th�s t�me that Burke sa�d to
Add�ngton, who was then Speaker of the House of Commons, that
he was not well. "I eat too much, Speaker," he sa�d, "I dr�nk too
much, and I sleep too l�ttle." It �s even sa�d that he felt the f�nal
breach w�th Fox as a rel�ef from unendurable suspense; and he
quoted the l�nes about Aeneas, after he had f�nally resolved to qu�t
D�do and the Carthag�n�an shore, at last be�ng able to snatch
slumber �n h�s sh�p's tall stern. There can be no doubt how severe
had been the tens�on. Yet the performance to wh�ch Burke now



appl�ed h�mself �s one of the gravest and most reasonable of all h�s
compos�t�ons. He felt �t necessary to v�nd�cate the fundamental
cons�stency between h�s present and h�s past. We have no d�ff�culty
�n �mag�n�ng the abuse to wh�ch he was exposed from those whose
abuse gave h�m pa�n. In a country governed by party, a pol�t�c�an
who qu�ts the all�es of a l�fet�me must expect to pay the penalty. The
Wh�g papers told h�m that he was expected to surrender h�s seat �n
Parl�ament. They �mputed to h�m all sorts of s�n�ster mot�ves. H�s
name was �ntroduced �nto �ron�cal toasts. For a whole year there was
scarcely a member of h�s former party who d�d not stand aloof from
h�m. W�ndham, when the feel�ng was at �ts he�ght, sent word to a
host that he would rather not meet Burke at d�nner. Dr. Parr, though
he thought Mr. Burke the greatest man upon earth, declared h�mself
most �nd�gnantly and most f�xedly on the s�de of Mr. Sher�dan and
Mr. Fox. The Duke of Portland, though always descr�bed as strongly
and fondly attached to h�m, and G�lbert Ell�ot, who thought that Burke
was r�ght �n h�s v�ews on the Revolut�on, and r�ght �n express�ng
them, st�ll could not forg�ve the open catastrophe, and for many
months all the old hab�ts of �nt�macy among them were ent�rely
broken off.

Burke d�d not bend to the storm. He went down to Margate, and
there f�n�shed the Appeal from the New to the Old Wh�gs. Meanwh�le
he despatched h�s son to Coblenz to g�ve adv�ce to the royal�st
ex�les, who were then ma�nly �n the hands of Calonne, one of the
very worst of the m�n�sters whom Lou�s XVI. had tr�ed between h�s
d�sm�ssal of Turgot �n 1774, and the meet�ng of the States-General �n
1789. Th�s measure was taken at the request of Calonne, who had
v�s�ted Burke at Margate. The Engl�sh Government d�d not
d�sapprove of �t, though they naturally decl�ned to �nvest e�ther young
Burke or any one else w�th author�ty from themselves. As l�ttle came
of the m�ss�on as m�ght have been expected from the fr�volous,
unmanly, and enraged sp�r�t of those to whom �t was addressed.

In August (1791), wh�le R�chard Burke was at Coblenz, the Appeal
was publ�shed. Th�s was the last p�ece that Burke wrote on the
Revolut�on, �n wh�ch there �s any pretence of measure, sobr�ety, and



calm judgment �n face of a form�dable and perplex�ng cr�s�s.
Henceforth �t �s not pol�t�cal ph�losophy, but the m�natory exhortat�on
of a prophet. We deal no longer w�th pr�nc�ples and �deas, but w�th a
part�san denunc�at�on of part�cular acts, and a part�san �nc�tement to
a g�ven pract�cal pol�cy. We may apprec�ate the pol�cy as we choose,
but our apprec�at�on of Burke as a th�nker and a contr�butor to
pol�t�cal w�sdom �s at an end. He �s now only Demosthenes
thunder�ng aga�nst Ph�l�p, or C�cero shr�ek�ng aga�nst Mark Antony.

The Reflect�ons had not been publ�shed many months before Burke
wrote the Letter to a Member of the Nat�onal Assembly (January
1791), �n wh�ch strong d�sapproval had grown �nto fur�ous hatred. In
conta�ns the elaborate d�atr�be aga�nst Rousseau, the grave
panegyr�c on Cromwell for choos�ng Hale to be Ch�ef Just�ce, and a
sound cr�t�c�sm on the lax�ty and want of fores�ght �n the manner �n
wh�ch the States-General had been convened. Here f�rst Burke
advanced to the pos�t�on that �t m�ght be the duty of other nat�ons to
�nterfere to restore the k�ng to h�s r�ghtful author�ty, just as England
and Pruss�a had �nterfered to save Holland from confus�on, as they
had �nterfered to preserve the hered�tary const�tut�on �n the Austr�an
Netherlands, and as Pruss�a had �nterfered to snatch even the
mal�gnant and the turban'd Turk from the pounce of the Russ�an
eagle. Was not the K�ng of France as much an object of pol�cy and
compass�on as the Grand Se�gn�or? As th�s was the f�rst p�ece �n
wh�ch Burke h�nted at a crusade, so �t was the f�rst �n wh�ch he
began to heap upon the heads, not of Hébert, Fouqu�er-T�nv�lle,
B�llaud, nor even of Robesp�erre or Danton—for none of these had
yet been heard of—but of able and consc�ent�ous men �n the
Const�tuent Assembly, language of a v�rulence wh�ch Fox once sa�d
ser�ously that Burke had p�cked, even to the phrases of �t, out of the
wr�t�ngs of Salmas�us aga�nst M�lton, but wh�ch �s really only to be
paralleled by the much worse language of M�lton aga�nst Salmas�us.
It was �n truth exactly the k�nd of �ncensed speech wh�ch, at a later
date, the fact�ons �n Par�s levelled aga�nst one another, when
G�rond�ns screamed for the heads of Jacob�ns, and Robesp�erre
denounced Danton, and Tall�en cr�ed for the blood of Robesp�erre.



Burke decl�ned most w�sely to suggest any plan for the Nat�onal
Assembly. "Perm�t me to say,"—th�s �s �n the letter of January 1791,
to a member of the Assembly,—"that �f I were as conf�dent as I ought
to be d�ff�dent �n my own loose general �deas, I never should venture
to broach them, �f but at twenty leagues' d�stance from the centre of
your affa�rs. I must see w�th my own eyes; I must �n a manner touch
w�th my own hands, not only the f�xed, but momentary
c�rcumstances, before I could venture to suggest any pol�t�cal project
whatsoever. I must know the power and d�spos�t�on to accept, to
execute, to persevere. I must see all the a�ds and all the obstacles. I
must see the means of correct�ng the plan, where correct�ves would
be wanted. I must see the th�ngs: I must see the men. W�thout a
concurrence and adaptat�on of these to the des�gn, the very best
speculat�ve projects m�ght become not only useless but m�sch�evous.
Plans must be made for men. People at a d�stance must judge �ll of
men. They do not always answer to the�r reputat�on when you
approach them. Nay, the perspect�ve var�es, and shows them qu�te
other than you thought them. At a d�stance, �f we judge uncerta�nly of
men, we must judge worse of opportun�t�es, wh�ch cont�nually vary
the�r shapes and colours, and pass away l�ke clouds." Our
adm�rat�on at such words �s qu�ckly st�fled when we recall the
conf�dent, unspar�ng, �mmoderate cr�t�c�sm wh�ch both preceded and
followed th�s truly rat�onal expos�t�on of the danger of adv�s�ng, �n
cases where we know ne�ther the men nor the opportun�t�es. Why
was savage and unfalter�ng denunc�at�on any less unbecom�ng than,
as he adm�ts, crude prescr�pt�ons would have been unbecom�ng?

By the end of 1791, when he wrote the Thoughts on French Affa�rs,
he had penetrated st�ll farther �nto the essent�al character of the
Revolut�on. Any not�on of a reform to be effected after the decorous
pattern of 1688, so consp�cuous �n the f�rst great man�festo, had
wholly d�sappeared. The changes �n France he allowed to bear l�ttle
resemblance or analogy to any of those wh�ch had been prev�ously
brought about �n Europe. It �s a revolut�on, he sa�d, of doctr�ne and
theoret�c dogma. The Reformat�on was the last revolut�on of th�s sort
wh�ch had happened �n Europe; and he �mmed�ately goes on to
remark a po�nt of str�k�ng resemblance between them. The effect of



the Reformat�on was "to �ntroduce other �nterests �nto all countr�es
than those wh�ch arose from the�r local�ty and natural
c�rcumstances." In l�ke manner other sources of fact�on were now
opened, comb�n�ng part�es among the �nhab�tants of d�fferent
countr�es �nto a s�ngle connect�on. From these sources, effects were
l�kely to ar�se fully as �mportant as those wh�ch had formerly ar�sen
from the jarr�ng �nterests of the rel�g�ous sects. It �s a spec�es of
fact�on wh�ch "breaks the local�ty of publ�c affect�ons."[1]

[Footnote 1: De Tocquev�lle has unconsc�ously �m�tated Burke's very
phrases. "Toutes les révolut�ons c�v�les et pol�t�ques ont eu une
patr�e, et s'y sont enfermées. La Révolut�on. frança�se … on l'a vue
rapprocher ou d�v�ser les hommes en dép�t des lo�s, des trad�t�ons,
des caractères, de langue, rendant parfo�s ennem�s des
compatr�otes, et frères des étrangers; ou plutôt elle a formé
audessus de toutes les nat�onal�tés part�cul�ères, une patr�e
�ntellectuelle commune dont les hommes de toutes les nat�ons ont
pu deven�r c�toyens."—Anc�en Rég�me, p. 15.]

He was thus launched on the full t�de of h�s pol�cy. The French
Revolut�on must be hemmed �n by a cordon of f�re. Those who
sympath�sed w�th �t �n England must be gagged, and �f gagg�ng d�d
not suff�ce, they must be taught respect for the const�tut�on �n
dungeons and on the gallows. H�s cry for war abroad and harsh
coerc�on at home waxed louder every day. As Fox sa�d, �t was lucky
that Burke took the royal s�de �n the Revolut�on, for h�s v�olence
would certa�nly have got h�m hanged �f he had happened to take the
other s�de.

It was �n the early summer of 1792 that M�ss Burney aga�n met
Burke at Mrs. Crewe's v�lla at Hampstead. He entered �nto an
an�mated conversat�on on Lord Macartney and the Ch�nese
exped�t�on, rev�v�ng all the old enthus�asm of h�s compan�on by h�s
allus�ons and anecdotes, h�s br�ll�ant fanc�es and w�de �nformat�on.
When pol�t�cs were �ntroduced, he spoke w�th an eagerness and a
vehemence that �nstantly ban�shed the graces, though �t redoubled
the energ�es of h�s d�scourse. "How I w�sh," M�ss Burney wr�tes, "that



you could meet th�s wonderful man when he �s easy, happy, and w�th
people he cord�ally l�kes! But pol�t�cs, even on h�s own s�de, must
always be excluded; h�s �rr�tab�l�ty �s so terr�ble on that theme, that �t
g�ves �mmed�ately to h�s face the express�on of a man who �s go�ng
to defend h�mself from murderers."

Burke st�ll rema�ned w�thout a follow�ng, but the ranks of h�s old all�es
gradually began to show s�gns of waver�ng. H�s pan�c about the
Jacob�ns w�th�n the gates slowly spread. H�s old fa�th, about wh�ch
he had once talked so much, �n the anc�ent rust�c, manly, home-bred
sense of the Engl�sh people, he d�sm�ssed as �f �t had been some
�dle dream that had come to h�m through the �vory gate. H�s f�ne
compar�son of the nat�on to a majest�c herd, brows�ng �n peace am�d
the �mportunate ch�rrup�ngs of a thousand cr�ckets, became so l�ttle
appropr�ate, that he was now bes�de h�mself w�th apprehens�on that
the cr�ckets were about to rend the oxen �n p�eces. Even then, the
herd stood tranqu�lly �n the�r pastures, only occas�onally turn�ng a dull
eye, now to France, and now to Burke. In the autumn of 1791 Burke
d�ned w�th P�tt and Lord Grenv�lle, and he found them resolute for an
honest neutral�ty �n the affa�rs of France, and "qu�te out of all
apprehens�ons of any effect from the French Revolut�on �n th�s
k�ngdom, e�ther at present or any t�me to come." Franc�s and
Sher�dan, �t �s true, spoke as �f they almost w�shed for a domest�c
convuls�on; and cool observers who saw h�m da�ly, even accused
Sher�dan of w�sh�ng to st�r up the lower ranks of the people by the
hope of plunder�ng the�r betters. But men who afterwards became
alarm�sts, are found, so late as the spr�ng of 1792, declar�ng �n the�r
most conf�dent�al correspondence that the party of confus�on made
no way w�th the country, and produced no effect. Horne Tooke was
�ts most consp�cuous ch�ef, and nobody pretended to fear the
subvers�on of the realm by Horne Tooke. Yet Burke, �n letters where
he adm�ts that the democrat�c party �s ent�rely d�scountenanced, and
that the Jacob�n fact�on �n England �s under a heavy cloud, was so
possessed by the spectre of pan�c, as to declare that the Duke of
Brunsw�ck was as much f�ght�ng the battle of the crown of England,
as the Duke of Cumberland fought that battle at Culloden.



T�me and events, meanwh�le, had been powerfully tell�ng for Burke.
Wh�le he was wr�t�ng h�s Appeal, the French k�ng and queen had
destroyed whatever conf�dence sangu�ne dreamers m�ght have had
�n the�r loyalty to the new order of th�ngs, by attempt�ng to escape
over the front�er. They were brought back, and a manful attempt was
made to get the new const�tut�on to work, �n the w�nter of 1791-92. It
was soon found out that M�rabeau had been r�ght when he sa�d that
for a monarchy �t was too democrat�c, and for a republ�c there was a
k�ng too much. Th�s was Burke's Reflect�ons �n a nutshell. But �t was
fore�gn �ntervent�on that f�nally ru�ned the k�ng, and destroyed the
hope of an orderly �ssue. Freder�ck the Great had set the f�rst
example of what some call �n�qu�ty and v�olence �n Europe, and
others �n m�lder terms call a readjustment of the equ�l�br�um of
nat�ons. He had taken S�les�a from the house of Austr�a, and he had
shared �n the f�rst part�t�on of Poland. Cather�ne II. had followed h�m
at the expense of Poland, Sweden, and Turkey. However we may
v�ew these transact�ons, and whether we descr�be them by the stern
words of the moral�st, or the more deprecatory words of the
d�plomat�st, they are the f�rst sources of that storm of lawless rap�ne
wh�ch swept over every part of Europe for f�ve and twenty years to
come. The �ntervent�on of Austr�a and Pruss�a �n the affa�rs of France
was or�g�nally less a del�berate des�gn for the benef�t of the old order,
than an �nterlude �n the �ntr�gues of Eastern Europe. But the f�rst
effect of �ntervent�on on behalf of the French monarchy was to br�ng
�t �n a few weeks to the ground.

In the spr�ng of 1792 France repl�ed to the preparat�ons of Austr�a
and Pruss�a for �nvas�on by a declarat�on of war. It was �nev�table
that the French people should assoc�ate the court w�th the fore�gn
enemy that was com�ng to �ts del�verance. Everybody knew as well
then as we know �t now that the queen was as b�tterly �ncensed
aga�nst the new order of th�ngs, and as resolutely unfa�thful to �t, as
the most fur�ous em�grant on the Rh�ne. Even Burke h�mself, wr�t�ng
to h�s son at Coblenz, was constra�ned to talk about Mar�e Anto�nette
as that "most unfortunate woman, who was not to be cured of the
sp�r�t of court �ntr�gue even by a pr�son." The k�ng may have been
loyally res�gned to h�s pos�t�on, but res�gnat�on w�ll not defend a



country from the �nvader; and the nat�on d�strusted a ch�ef who only
a few months before had been arrested �n full fl�ght to jo�n the
nat�onal enemy. Power naturally fell �nto the hands of the men of
conv�ct�on, energy, pass�on, and resource. Patr�ot�sm and
republ�can�sm became synonymous, and the const�tut�on aga�nst
wh�ch Burke had prophes�ed was henceforth a dead letter. The sp�r�t
of �nsurrect�on that had slumbered s�nce the fall of the Bast�lle and
the march to Versa�lles �n 1789, now awoke �n form�dable v�olence,
and after the prel�m�nary rehearsal of what �s known �n the
revolut�onary calendar as the 20th of June (1792), the people of
Par�s responded to the Duke of Brunsw�ck's �nsensate man�festo by
the more memorable day of the 10th of August. Brunsw�ck,
accept�ng the hateful language wh�ch the French em�grants put �nto
h�s mouth, had declared that every member of the nat�onal guard
taken w�th arms �n h�s hands would be �mmed�ately put to death; that
every �nhab�tant who should dare to defend h�mself would be put to
death and h�s house burnt to the ground; and that �f the least �nsult
was offered to the royal fam�ly, then the�r Austr�an and Pruss�an
majest�es would del�ver Par�s to m�l�tary execut�on and total
destruct�on. Th�s �s the v�nd�ct�ve feroc�ty wh�ch only c�v�l war can
k�ndle. To conv�nce men that the man�festo was not an empty threat,
on the day of �ts publ�cat�on a force of nearly 140,000 Austr�ans,
Pruss�ans, and Hess�ans entered France. The sect�ons of Par�s
repl�ed by march�ng to the Tu�ler�es, and after a fur�ous confl�ct w�th
the Sw�ss guards, they stormed the chateau. The k�ng and h�s fam�ly
had fled to the Nat�onal Assembly. The same even�ng they were
thrown �nto pr�son, whence the k�ng and queen only came out on
the�r way to the scaffold.

It was the k�ng's execut�on �n January 1793 that f�nally ra�sed feel�ng
�n England to the �ntense heat wh�ch Burke had for so long been
crav�ng. The even�ng on wh�ch the cour�er brought the news was
never forgotten by those who were �n London at the t�me. The
playhouses were �nstantly closed, and the aud�ences �ns�sted on
ret�r�ng w�th half the amusement for wh�ch they had pa�d. People of
the lowest and the h�ghest rank al�ke put on mourn�ng. The French
were un�versally denounced as f�ends upon earth. It was hardly safe



for a Frenchman to appear �n the streets of London. Placards were
posted on every wall, call�ng for war, and the crowds who gathered
round them read them w�th loud hurrahs.

* * * * *

It would be a great m�stake to say that P�tt ever lost h�s head, but he
lost h�s feet. The momentary pass�on of the nat�on forced h�m out of
the pac�f�c path �n wh�ch he would have chosen to stay. Burke had
become the greatest power �n the country, and was �n closer
commun�cat�on w�th the m�n�sters than any one out of off�ce. He went
once about th�s t�me w�th W�ndham and Ell�ot to �nform P�tt as to the
uneas�ness of the publ�c about the slackness of our naval and
m�l�tary preparat�on. "Burke," says one of the party, "gave P�tt a l�ttle
pol�t�cal �nstruct�on �n a very respectful and cord�al way, but w�th the
author�ty of an old and most �nformed statesman; and although
nobody ever takes the whole of Burke's adv�ce, yet he often, or
always rather, furn�shes very �mportant and useful matter, some part
of wh�ch st�cks and does good. P�tt took �t all very pat�ently and
cord�ally."

It was �n the December of 1792 that Burke had enacted that famous
b�t of melodrama out of place known as the Dagger Scene. The
Government had brought �n an Al�en B�ll, �mpos�ng certa�n pa�ns and
restr�ct�ons on fore�gners com�ng to th�s country. Fox denounced �t as
a concess�on to fool�sh alarms, and was followed by Burke, who
began to storm as usual aga�nst murderous athe�sts. Then w�thout
due preparat�on he began to fumble �n h�s bosom, suddenly drew out
a dagger, and w�th an extravagant gesture threw �t on the floor of the
House, cry�ng that th�s was what they had to expect from the�r
all�ance w�th France. The stroke m�ssed �ts mark, and there was a
general �ncl�nat�on to t�tter, unt�l Burke, collect�ng h�mself for an effort,
called upon them w�th a vehemence to wh�ch h�s l�steners could not
choose but respond, to keep French pr�nc�ples from the�r heads, and
French daggers from the�r hearts; to preserve all the�r bland�shments
�n l�fe, and all the�r consolat�ons �n death; all the bless�ngs of t�me,
and all the hopes of etern�ty. All th�s was not prepared long



beforehand, for �t seems that the dagger had only been shown to
Burke on h�s way to the House as one that had been sent to
B�rm�ngham to be a pattern for a large order. Whether prepared or
unprepared, the scene was one from wh�ch we gladly avert our eyes.

Negot�at�ons had been go�ng on for some months, and they
cont�nued �n var�ous stages for some months longer, for a coal�t�on
between the two great part�es of the State. Burke was pers�stently
anx�ous that Fox should jo�n P�tt's Government. P�tt always adm�tted
the �mportance of Fox's ab�l�t�es �n the d�ff�cult affa�rs wh�ch lay
before the m�n�stry, and declared that he had no sort of personal
an�mos�ty to Fox, but rather a personal good-w�ll and good-l�k�ng.
Fox h�mself sa�d of a coal�t�on, "It �s so damned r�ght, to be sure, that
I cannot help th�nk�ng �t must be." But the d�ff�cult�es were
�nsuperable. The more rap�dly the Government dr�fted �n Burke's
d�rect�on, the more �mposs�ble was �t for a man of Fox's pol�t�cal
sympath�es and conv�ct�ons to have any deal�ngs w�th a cab�net
comm�tted to a pol�cy of �rrat�onal pan�c, to be carr�ed out by a costly
war abroad and cruel repress�on at home. "What a very wretched
man!" was Burke's angry exclamat�on one day, when �t became
certa�n that Fox meant to stand by the old flag of freedom and
generous common sense.

When the coal�t�on at length took place (1794), the only man who
carr�ed Burke's pr�nc�ples to the�r fullest extent �nto P�tt's cab�net was
W�ndham. It �s �mposs�ble not to feel the attract�on of W�ndham's
character, h�s am�ab�l�ty, h�s reverence for great and v�rtuous men,
h�s pass�on for knowledge, the versat�l�ty of h�s �nterests. He �s a
str�k�ng example of the fact that l�terature was a common pursu�t and
occupat�on to the ch�ef statesmen of that t�me (always except�ng
P�tt), to an extent that has been gradually tend�ng to become rarer.
W�ndham, �n the m�dst of h�s devot�on to publ�c affa�rs, to the
bus�ness of h�s country, and, let us add, a zealous attendance on
every pr�ze f�ght w�th�n reach, was never happy unless he was
work�ng up po�nts �n l�terature and mathemat�cs. There was a l�terary
and class�cal sp�r�t abroad, and �n sp�te of the fur�ous preoccupat�ons
of fact�on, a certa�n ready d�sengagement of m�nd preva�led. If



W�ndham and Fox began to talk of horses, they seemed to fall
naturally �nto what had been sa�d about horses by the old wr�ters.
Fox held that long ears were a mer�t, and W�ndham met h�m by the
author�ty of Xenophon and Opp�an �n favour of short ones, and f�nally
they went off �nto what �t was that V�rg�l meant when he called a
horse's head argutum caput. Burke and W�ndham travelled �n
Scotland together �n 1785, and the�r conversat�on fell as often on old
books as on Hast�ngs or on P�tt. They d�scussed V�rg�l's s�m�les;
Johnson and L'Estrange, as the extremes of Engl�sh style; what
Stephens and A. Gell�us had to say about C�cero's use of the word
grat�osus. If they came to l�brar�es, W�ndham ran �nto them w�th
eagerness, and very strongly enjoyed all "the feel that a l�brary
usually exc�tes." He �s constantly reproach�ng h�mself w�th a
rem�ssness, wh�ch was purely �mag�nary, �n keep�ng up h�s
mathemat�cs, h�s Greek traged�es, h�s Lat�n h�stor�ans. There �s no
more cur�ous example of the remorse of a book-man �mpeded by
affa�rs. "What progress m�ght men make �n the several parts of
knowledge," he says very truly, �n one of these moods, "�f they could
only pursue them w�th the same eagerness and ass�du�ty as are
exerted by lawyers �n the conduct of a su�t." But th�s d�stract�on
between the tastes of the book-man and the pursu�ts of publ�c
bus�ness, un�ted w�th a certa�n qual�ty of h�s const�tut�on to produce
one great defect �n h�s character, and �t was the worst defect that a
statesman can have. He became the most �rresolute and vac�llat�ng
of men. He wastes the f�rst half of a day �n dec�d�ng wh�ch of two
courses to take, and the second half �n blam�ng h�mself for not
hav�ng taken the other. He �s constantly late at enterta�nments,
because he cannot make up h�s m�nd �n proper t�me whether to go or
to stay at home; hes�tat�on whether he shall read �n the red room or
�n the l�brary, loses h�m three of the best hours of a morn�ng; the
d�ff�culty of early r�s�ng he f�nds to cons�st less �n r�s�ng early than �n
sat�sfy�ng h�mself that the pract�ce �s wholesome; h�s m�nd �s torn for
a whole forenoon �n an absurd contest w�th h�mself, whether he
ought to �ndulge a strong w�sh to exerc�se h�s horse before d�nner.
Every page of h�s d�ary �s a reg�ster of the symptoms of th�s unhappy
d�sease. When the Revolut�on came, he was absolutely forced, by
the �ron necess�ty of the case, after certa�n perturbat�ons, to go e�ther



w�th Fox or w�th Burke. Under th�s compuls�on he took one headlong
plunge �nto the pol�cy of alarm. Everybody knows how desperately
an hab�tually �rresolute man �s capable of cl�ng�ng to a pol�cy or a
conv�ct�on, to wh�ch he has once been dr�ven by d�re stress of
c�rcumstance. W�ndham hav�ng at last made up h�s m�nd to be
fr�ghtened by the Revolut�on, was more v�olently and �nconsolably
fr�ghtened than anybody else.

P�tt, after he had been forced �nto war, at least �ntended �t to be a war
on the good old-fash�oned pr�nc�ples of se�z�ng the enemy's colon�es
and keep�ng them. He was taunted by the alarm�sts w�th car�ng only
for sugar �slands, and mak�ng h�mself master of all the �slands �n the
world except Great Br�ta�n and Ireland. To Burke all th�s was an
abom�nat�on, and W�ndham followed Burke to the letter. He even
declared the holy rage of the Th�rd Letter on a Reg�c�de Peace,
publ�shed after Burke's death, to conta�n the purest w�sdom and the
most unanswerable pol�cy. It was through W�ndham's eloquence and
perseverance that the monstrous �dea of a crusade, and all Burke's
other v�olent and exc�ted precepts, ga�ned an effect�ve place and
hear�ng �n the cab�net, �n the royal closet, and �n the House of
Commons, long after Burke h�mself had left the scene.

We have already seen how �mportant an element Ir�sh affa�rs
became �n the war w�th Amer�ca. The same sp�r�t wh�ch had been
st�rred by the Amer�can war was �nev�tably k�ndled �n Ireland by the
French Revolut�on. The assoc�at�on of Un�ted Ir�shmen now came
�nto ex�stence, w�th a�ms avowedly revolut�onary. They jo�ned the
party wh�ch was str�v�ng for the rel�ef of the Cathol�cs from certa�n
d�sab�l�t�es, and for the�r adm�ss�on to the franch�se. Burke had
watched all movements �n h�s nat�ve country, from the Wh�teboy
�nsurrect�on of 1761 downwards, w�th steady v�g�lance, and he
watched the new movement of 1792 w�th the keenest eyes. It made
h�m profoundly uneasy. He could not endure the thought of ever so
momentary and �nd�rect an assoc�at�on w�th a revolut�onary party,
e�ther �n Ireland or any other quarter of the globe, yet he was eager
for a pol�cy wh�ch should reconc�le the Ir�sh. He was so for two
reasons. One of them was h�s pol�t�cal sense of the �nexped�ency of



proscr�b�ng men by whole nat�ons, and exclud�ng from the franch�se
on the ground of rel�g�on a people as numerous as the subjects of
the K�ng of Denmark or the K�ng of Sard�n�a, equal to the populat�on
of the Un�ted Netherlands, and larger than were to be found �n all the
states of Sw�tzerland. H�s second reason was h�s sense of the
urgency of fac�ng trouble abroad w�th a nat�on un�ted and contented
at home; of abol�sh�ng �n the heart of the country that "bank of
d�scontent, every hour accumulat�ng, upon wh�ch every descr�pt�on
of sed�t�ous men may draw at pleasure."

In the beg�nn�ng of 1792 Burke's son went to Dubl�n as the agent
and adv�ser of the Cathol�c Comm�ttee, who at f�rst l�stened to h�m
w�th the respect due to one �n whom they expected to meet the
qual�t�es of h�s father. They soon found out that he was utterly
w�thout e�ther tact or judgment; that he was arrogant, �mpert�nent,
va�n, and empty. Wolfe Tone declared h�m to be by far the most
�mpudent and op�n�onat�ve fellow that he had ever known �n h�s l�fe.
Noth�ng could exceed the absurd�ty of h�s conduct, and on one
occas�on he had a very narrow escape of be�ng taken �nto custody
by the Serjeant-at-arms, for rush�ng down from the gallery �nto the
Ir�sh House of Commons, and attempt�ng to make a speech �n
defence of a pet�t�on wh�ch he had drawn up, and wh�ch was be�ng
attacked by a member �n h�s place. R�chard Burke went home, �t �s
sa�d, w�th two thousand gu�neas �n h�s pocket, wh�ch the Cathol�cs
had cheerfully pa�d as the pr�ce of gett�ng r�d of h�m. He returned
shortly after, but only helped to plunge the bus�ness �nto further
confus�on, and f�nally left the scene covered w�th od�um and
d�scred�t. H�s father's Letter to S�r Hercules Langr�she (1792)
rema�ns an adm�rable monument of w�se statesmansh�p, a s�ngular
�nterlude of calm and sol�d reason�ng �n the m�dst of a f�ery wh�rlw�nd
of �ntense pass�on. Burke perhaps felt that the state of Ireland was
pass�ng away from the sphere of calm and sol�d reason, when he
knew that Dumour�ez's v�ctory over the all�es at Valmy, wh�ch f�lled
Beaconsf�eld w�th such gloom and d�smay, was celebrated at Dubl�n
by an �llum�nat�on.



Burke, who was now �n h�s s�xty-fourth year, had for some t�me
announced h�s �ntent�on of leav�ng the House of Commons as soon
as he had brought to an end the prosecut�on of Hast�ngs. In 1794 the
tr�al came to a close; the thanks of the House were formally voted to
the managers of the �mpeachment; and when the scene was over
Burke appl�ed for the Ch�ltern Hundreds. Lord F�tzw�ll�am nom�nated
R�chard Burke for the seat wh�ch h�s father had thus vacated at
Malton. P�tt was then mak�ng arrangements for the access�on of the
Portland Wh�gs to h�s Government, and �t was natural, �n connect�on
w�th these arrangements, to confer some favour on the man who had
done more than anybody else to promote the new all�ance. It was
proposed to make Burke a peer under the style of Lord Beaconsf�eld,
—a t�tle �n a later age wh�ms�cally borrowed for h�mself by a man of
gen�us w�th a del�ght �n �rony. To the t�tle �t was proposed to attach a
yearly �ncome for two or more l�ves. But the bolt of dest�ny was at
th�s �nstant launched. R�chard Burke, the adored centre of all h�s
father's hopes and affect�ons, was se�zed w�th �llness and d�ed
(August 1794). We cannot look w�thout trag�c emot�on on the pathos
of the scene, wh�ch left the remnant of the old man's days desolate
and vo�d. A Roman poet has descr�bed �n touch�ng words the woe of
the aged Nestor, as he beheld the funeral p�le of h�s son, too
unt�mely sla�n—

                               Oro parumper
  Attendas quantum de leg�bus �pse queratur
  Fatorum et n�m�o de stam�ne, quum v�det acr�s
  Ant�loch� barbam ardentem: quum quaer�t ab omn�
  Qu�squ�s adest soc�us, cur haec �n tempora duret,
  Quod fac�nus d�gnum tam longo adm�ser�t aevo.

Burke's gr�ef f�nds a nobler express�on. "The storm has gone over
me, and I l�e l�ke one of those old oaks wh�ch the late hurr�cane has
scattered about me. I am str�pped of all my honours; I am torn up by
the roots and l�e prostrate on the earth…. I am alone. I have none to
meet my enem�es �n the gate…. I l�ve �n an �nverted order. They who
ought to have succeeded me have gone before me. They who
should have been to me as poster�ty are �n the place of ancestors."



Burke only l�ved three years after th�s desolat�ng blow. The
arrangements for a peerage, as a matter of course, came to an end.
But P�tt was well aware of the ser�ous embarrassments by wh�ch
Burke was so pressed that he saw actual beggary very close at
hand. The k�ng, too,—who had once, by the way, granted a pens�on
to Burke's detested Rousseau, though Rousseau was too proud to
draw �t—seems to have been honourably �nterested �n mak�ng a
prov�s�on for Burke. What P�tt offered was an �mmed�ate grant of
£1200 a year from the C�v�l L�st for Mrs. Burke's l�fe, to be followed
by a propos�t�on to Parl�ament �n a message from the k�ng, to confer
an annu�ty of greater value upon a statesman who had served the
country to h�s own loss for th�rty years. As a matter of fact, the grant,
£2500 a year �n amount, much to Burke's chagr�n, was never
brought before Parl�ament, but was conferred d�rectly by the Crown,
as a charge on the four and a half per cent fund for two or more
l�ves. It seems as �f P�tt were afra�d of challeng�ng the op�n�on of
Parl�ament; and the storm wh�ch the pens�on ra�sed out of doors,
was a measure of the trouble wh�ch the defence of �t would have
�nfl�cted on the Government �ns�de the House of Commons.
Accord�ng to the rumour of the t�me, Burke sold two of h�s pens�ons
upon l�ves for £27,000, and there was left the th�rd pens�on of £1200.
By and by, when the resentment of the Oppos�t�on was roused to the
h�ghest p�tch by the �nfamous Treason and Sed�t�on B�lls of 1795, the
Duke of Bedford and Lord Lauderdale, seek�ng to accumulate every
poss�ble compla�nt aga�nst the Government, assa�led the grant to
Burke, as made w�thout the consent of Parl�ament, and as a v�olent
contrad�ct�on to the whole pol�cy of the plan for econom�c reform.
The attack, �f not unjust�f�able �n �tself, came from an unlucky quarter.
A ch�ef of the house of Bedford was the most unf�t person �n the
world to protest aga�nst grants by favour of the Crown, Burke was
too pract�sed a rhetor�c�an not to see the open�ng, and h�s Letter to a
Noble Lord �s the most splend�d repartee �n the Engl�sh language.

It �s not surpr�s�ng that Burke's defence should have provoked
rejo�nder. A cloud of pamphlets followed the Letter to a Noble Lord—
some �n doggerel verse, others �n a magn�loquent prose �m�tated
from h�s own, others mere po�sonous scurr�l�ty. The nearest



approach to a just stroke that I can f�nd, after turn�ng over a p�le of
th�s trash, �s an express�on of wonder that he, who was �nconsolable
for the loss of a beloved son, should not have reflected how many
tender parents had been made ch�ldless �n the profus�on of blood, of
wh�ch he h�mself had been the most relentless champ�on. Our
d�sgust at the pages of �nsult wh�ch were here levelled at a great
man, �s perhaps moderated by the thought that Burke h�mself, who
of all people ought to have known better, had held up to publ�c scorn
and obloquy men of such v�rtue, atta�nments, and real serv�ce to
mank�nd as R�chard Pr�ce and Joseph Pr�estley.

It was dur�ng these months that he composed the Letters on a
Reg�c�de Peace, though the th�rd and fourth of them were not
publ�shed unt�l after h�s death. There have been those to whom
these compos�t�ons appeared to be Burke's masterp�eces. In fact
they are deplorable. They conta�n passages of f�ne ph�losophy and of
sk�lful and plaus�ble reason�ng, but such passages only make us
wonder how they come to be where they are. The reader �s �n no
humour for them. In splendour of rhetor�c, �n f�ne �mages, �n
sustent�on, �n �rony, they surpass anyth�ng that Burke ever wrote, but
of the qual�t�es and pr�nc�ples that, far more than h�s rhetor�c, have
made Burke so adm�rable and so great—of just�ce, of f�rm grasp of
fact, of a reasonable sense of the probab�l�t�es of th�ngs—there are
only traces enough to l�ght up the gulfs of empty words, reckless
phrases, and senseless v�tuperat�ons, that surge and bo�l around
them.

It �s w�th the same emot�on of "gr�ef and shame" w�th wh�ch Fox
heard Burke argue aga�nst rel�ef to D�ssenters, that we hear h�m
abus�ng the courts of law because they d�d not conv�ct Hardy and
Horne Tooke. The pages aga�nst d�vorce and c�v�l marr�age, even
grant�ng that they po�nt to the r�ght judgment �n these matters,
express �t w�th a vehemence that �s �rrat�onal, and �n the d�alect, not
of a statesman, but of an enraged Capuc�n. The h�ghly wrought
passage �n wh�ch Burke descr�bes external aggrand�sement as the
or�g�nal thought and the ult�mate a�m of the earl�er statesmen of the
Revolut�on, �s no better than �ngen�ous nonsense. The whole



performance rests on a gross and �nexcusable anachron�sm. There
�s a contemptuous refusal to d�scr�m�nate between groups of men
who were as d�fferent from one another as Ol�ver Cromwell was
d�fferent from James Nayler, and between per�ods wh�ch were as
unl�ke �n all the�r cond�t�ons as the Athens of the Th�rty Tyrants was
unl�ke Athens after Thrasybulus had dr�ven the Tyrants out. He
assumes that the men, the pol�cy, the max�ms of the French
Government are the men, the pol�cy, and the max�ms of the handful
of obscure m�screants who had hacked pr�ests and nobles to p�eces
at the doors of the pr�sons four years before. Carnot �s to h�m merely
"that sangu�nary tyrant," and the hero�c Hoche becomes "that old
pract�sed assass�n," wh�le the Pr�nce of Wales, by the way, and the
Duke of York are the hope and pr�de of nat�ons. To heap up that
�ncessant �terat�on about th�eves, murderers, housebreakers,
assass�ns, band�ts, bravoes w�th the�r hands dr�pp�ng w�th blood and
the�r maw gorged w�th property, desperate paramours, bombast�cal
players, the refuse and rejected offal of stroll�ng theatres, bloody
buffoons, bloody felons—all th�s was as unjust to hundreds of
d�s�nterested, honest, and patr�ot�c men who were then earnestly
str�v�ng to restore a true order and sol�d c�t�zensh�p �n France, as the
foul-mouthed scurr�l�ty of an Ir�sh Orangeman �s unjust to m�ll�ons of
devout Cathol�cs.

Burke was the man who m�ght have been expected before all others
to know that �n every system of government, whatever may have
been the cr�mes of �ts or�g�n, there �s sure, by the bare necess�ty of
th�ngs, to r�se up a party or an �nd�v�dual, whom the�r pol�t�cal �nst�nct
w�ll force �nto res�stance to the fatal�t�es of anarchy. Man �s too
strongly a pol�t�cal an�mal for �t to be otherw�se. It was so at each
per�od and d�v�s�on �n the Revolut�on. There was always a party of
order, and by 1795, when Burke penned these reckless ph�l�pp�cs,
order was only too easy �n France. The Revolut�on had worn out the
pass�on and moral enthus�asm of �ts f�rst years, and all the best men
of the revolut�onary t�me had been consumed �n a flame of f�re.
When Burke talked about th�s war be�ng wholly unl�ke any war that
ever was waged �n Europe before, about �ts be�ng a war for just�ce
on the one s�de, and a fanat�cal bloody propagand�sm on the other,



he shut h�s eyes to the pla�n fact that the D�rectory had after all really
sunk to the moral level of Freder�ck and Cather�ne, or for that matter,
of Lou�s the Fourteenth h�mself. Th�s war was only too l�ke the other
great wars of European h�story. The French Government had
become pol�t�cal, exactly �n the same sense �n wh�ch Thugut and
Mettern�ch and Herzberg were pol�t�cal. The French Republ�c �n 1797
was ne�ther more nor less aggress�ve, �mmoral, p�rat�cal, than the
monarch�es wh�ch had part�t�oned Poland, and had �ntended to
red�str�bute the cont�nent of Europe to su�t the�r own amb�t�ons. The
Coal�t�on began the game, but France proved too strong for them,
and they had the worst of the�r game. Jacob�n�sm may have �nsp�red
the or�g�nal f�re wh�ch made her arm�es �rres�st�ble, but Jacob�n�sm of
that stamp had now gone out of fash�on, and to denounce a peace
w�th the D�rectory because the or�g�n of the�r government was
reg�c�dal, was as ch�ld�sh as �t would have been �n Mazar�n to decl�ne
a treaty of reg�c�de peace w�th the Lord Protector.

What makes the Reg�c�de Peace so repuls�ve �s not that �t
recommends energet�c prosecut�on of the war, and not that �t
abounds �n glar�ng fallac�es �n deta�l, but that �t �s �n d�rect
contrad�ct�on w�th that strong, pos�t�ve, rat�onal, and sane method
wh�ch had before un�formly marked Burke's pol�t�cal ph�losophy. Here
lay h�s �ncons�stency, not �n abandon�ng democrat�c pr�nc�ples, for he
had never held them, but �n forgett�ng h�s own rules that nat�ons act
from adequate mot�ves relat�ve to the�r �nterests, and not from
metaphys�cal speculat�on; that we cannot draw an �nd�ctment aga�nst
a whole people; that there �s a spec�es of host�le just�ce wh�ch no
asper�ty of war wholly ext�ngu�shes �n the m�nds of a c�v�l�sed people.
"Steady �ndependent m�nds," he had once sa�d, "when they have an
object of so ser�ous a concern to mank�nd as government under the�r
contemplat�on, w�ll d�sda�n to assume the part of sat�r�sts and
decla�mers." Show the th�ng that you ask for, he cr�ed dur�ng the
Amer�can war, to be reason, show �t to be common sense. We have
a measure of the reason and common sense of Burke's att�tude �n
the Reg�c�de Peace, �n the language wh�ch �t �nsp�red �n W�ndham
and others, who denounced W�lberforce for cant�ng when he spoke
of peace; who st�gmat�sed P�tt as weak and a pander to nat�onal



avar�ce for th�nk�ng of the cost of the war; and who actually charged
the l�verymen of London who pet�t�oned for peace w�th open sed�t�on.

It �s a str�k�ng �llustrat�on of the versat�l�ty of Burke's moods that
�mmed�ately before s�tt�ng down to wr�te the Fourth Letter on a
Reg�c�de Peace he had composed one of the most luc�d and
accurately med�tated of all of h�s tracts, wh�ch, short as �t �s, conta�ns
�deas on free trade wh�ch were only too far �n advance of the op�n�on
of h�s t�me. In 1772 a Corn B�ll had been �ntroduced—�t was passed
�n the follow�ng year—of wh�ch Adam Sm�th sa�d that �t was l�ke the
laws of Solon, not the best �n �tself, but the best wh�ch the s�tuat�on
and tendency of the t�mes would adm�t. In speak�ng upon th�s
measure, Burke had la�d down those sens�ble pr�nc�ples on the trade
�n corn, wh�ch he now �n 1795 worked out �n the Thoughts and
Deta�ls on Scarc�ty. Those who do not concern themselves w�th
econom�cs w�ll perhaps be �nterested �n the s�ngular passage,
v�gorously objected to by Dugald Stewart, �n wh�ch Burke sets up a
gen�al defence of the consumpt�on of ardent sp�r�ts. It �s �nterest�ng
as an argument, and �t �s most character�st�c of the author.

The curta�n was now fall�ng. All who saw h�m felt that Burke's l�fe
was qu�ckly draw�ng to a close. H�s son's death had struck the f�nal
blow. We could only w�sh that the years had brought to h�m what �t
ought to be the fervent prayer of us all to f�nd at the close of the long
struggle w�th ourselves and w�th c�rcumstance,—a d�spos�t�on to
happ�ness, a composed sp�r�t to wh�ch t�me has made th�ngs clear,
an unrebell�ous temper, and hopes und�mmed for mank�nd. If th�s
was not so, Burke at least bus�ed h�mself to the end �n great
�nterests. H�s char�ty to the unfortunate em�grants from France was
d�l�gent and unwear�ed. Among other sol�d serv�ces he establ�shed a
school near Beaconsf�eld for s�xty French boys, pr�nc�pally the
orphans of Qu�beron, and the ch�ldren of other em�grants who had
suffered �n the cause. Almost the last gl�mpse that we have of Burke
�s �n a record of a v�s�t to Beaconsf�eld by the author of the V�nd�c�ae
Gall�cae. Mack�ntosh had wr�tten to Burke to express h�s adm�rat�on
for h�s character and gen�us, and recant�ng h�s old defence of the
Revolut�on. "S�nce that t�me," he sa�d, "a melancholy exper�ence has



undece�ved me on many subjects, �n wh�ch I was then the dupe of
my enthus�asm." When Mack�ntosh went to Beaconsf�eld (Chr�stmas,
1796) he was as much amazed as every one else w�th the
exuberance of h�s host's m�nd �n conversat�on. Even then Burke
entered w�th cord�al glee �nto the sports of ch�ldren, roll�ng about w�th
them on the carpet, and pour�ng out �n h�s gambols the subl�mest
�mages, m�xed w�th the most wretched puns. He sa�d of Fox, w�th a
deep s�gh, "He �s made to be loved." There was the �rres�st�ble
outbreak aga�nst "that putr�d carcase, that mother of all ev�l—the
French Revolut�on." It rem�nded h�m of the accursed th�ngs that
crawled �n and out of the mouth of the v�le hag �n Spenser's Cave of
Error; and he repeated the nauseous stanza. Mack�ntosh was to be
the fa�thful kn�ght of the romance, the br�ghtness of whose sword
was to flash destruct�on on the f�lthy progeny.

It was on the 9th of July 1797 that, �n the s�xty-e�ghth year of h�s age,
preserv�ng h�s facult�es to the last moment, he exp�red. W�th
magnan�mous tenderness Fox proposed that he should be bur�ed
among the great dead �n Westm�nster Abbey; but Burke had left
str�ct �njunct�ons that h�s funeral should be pr�vate, and he was la�d �n
the l�ttle church at Beaconsf�eld. It was a terr�ble moment �n the
h�story of England and of Europe. An open mut�ny had just been
quelled �n the fleet. There had been s�gns of d�saffect�on �n the army.
In Ireland the sp�r�t of revolt was smoulder�ng, and �n a few months
broke out �n the f�erce flames of a great rebell�on. And �t was the year
of the pol�t�cal cr�me of Campo Form�o, that s�n�ster pac�f�cat�on �n
wh�ch v�olence and fraud once more asserted the�r unve�led
ascendancy �n Europe. These sombre shadows were fall�ng over the
western world when a l�fe went out wh�ch, notw�thstand�ng some
grave aberrat�ons, had made great spaces �n human dest�ny very
lum�nous.



CHAPTER X
BURKE'S LITERARY CHARACTER

A story �s told that �n the t�me when Burke was st�ll at peace w�th the
D�ssenters, he v�s�ted Pr�estley, and after see�ng h�s l�brary and h�s
laboratory, and hear�ng how h�s host's hours were g�ven to
exper�ment and med�tat�on, he excla�med that such a l�fe must make
h�m the happ�est and most to be env�ed of men. It must somet�mes
have occurred to Burke to wonder whether he had made the r�ght
cho�ce when he locked away the fragments of h�s H�story, and
plunged �nto the torment of party and Parl�ament. But h�s �nterests
and apt�tudes were too strong and overmaster�ng for h�m to have
been r�ght �n do�ng otherw�se. Contact w�th affa�rs was an
�nd�spensable cond�t�on for the full use of h�s great facult�es, �n sp�te
of the�r be�ng less facult�es of affa�rs than of speculat�on. Publ�c l�fe
was the actual f�eld �n wh�ch to test, and work out, and use w�th good
effect the moral �deas wh�ch were Burke's most s�ncere and genu�ne
�nterests. And he was able to br�ng these moral �deas �nto such
effect�ve use because he was so ent�rely unfettered by the narrow�ng
sp�r�t of formula. No man, for �nstance, who thought �n formulae
would have wr�tten the cur�ous passage that I have already referred
to, �n wh�ch he eulog�ses g�n, because "under the pressure of the
cares and sorrows of our mortal cond�t�on, men have at all t�mes and
�n all countr�es called �n some phys�cal a�d to the�r moral
consolat�on." He valued words at the�r proper rate, that �s to say, he
knew that some of the greatest facts �n the l�fe and character of man,
and �n the �nst�tut�ons of soc�ety, can f�nd no descr�pt�on and no



measurement �n words. Publ�c l�fe, as we can eas�ly perce�ve, w�th �ts
sh�bboleths, �ts exclus�ve part�es, �ts measurement by convent�onal
standards, �ts attent�on to small exped�enc�es before the larger ones,
�s not a f�eld where such character�st�cs are l�kely to make an �nstant
effect.

Though �t �s not wrong to say of Burke that as an orator he was
transcendent, yet �n that �mmed�ate �nfluence upon h�s hearers wh�ch
�s commonly supposed to be the mark of orator�cal success, all the
ev�dence �s that Burke generally fa�led. We have seen how h�s
speech aga�nst Hast�ngs affected M�ss Burney, and how the speech
on the Nabob of Arcot's debts was judged by P�tt not to be worth
answer�ng. Perhaps the greatest that he ever made was that on
conc�l�at�on w�th Amer�ca; the w�sest �n �ts temper, the most closely
log�cal �n �ts reason�ng, the amplest �n appropr�ate top�cs, the most
generous and conc�l�atory �n the substance of �ts appeals. Yet
Ersk�ne, who was �n the House when th�s was del�vered, sa�d that �t
drove everybody away, �nclud�ng people who, when they came to
read �t, read �t over and over aga�n, and could hardly th�nk of
anyth�ng else. As Moore says rather too flor�dly, but w�th truth,—"In
va�n d�d Burke's gen�us put forth �ts superb plumage, gl�tter�ng all
over w�th the hundred eyes of fancy—the ga�t of the b�rd was heavy
and awkward, and �ts vo�ce seemed rather to scare than attract."
Burke's gestures were clumsy; he had sonorous but harsh tones; he
never lost a strong Ir�sh accent; and h�s utterance was often hurr�ed
and eager. Apart from these d�sadvantages of acc�dent wh�ch have
been overcome by men �nf�n�tely �nfer�or to Burke, �t �s easy to
perce�ve, from the matter and texture of the speeches that have
become Engl�sh class�cs, that the very qual�t�es wh�ch are
excellences �n l�terature were drawbacks to the spoken d�scourses. A
l�stener �n Westm�nster Hall or the House of Commons, unl�ke the
reader by h�s f�res�de �n the next century, �s always th�nk�ng of
arguments and facts that bear d�rectly on the spec�al �ssue before
h�m. What he w�shes to hear �s some part�cular�ty of event or
�nference wh�ch w�ll e�ther help h�m to make up h�s m�nd, or w�ll
just�fy h�m �f h�s m�nd �s already made up. Burke never neglected
these part�cular�t�es, and he never went so w�de as to fall for an



�nstant �nto vagueness, but he went w�de enough �nto the
general�t�es that lent force and l�ght to h�s v�ew, to weary men who
cared for noth�ng, and could not be expected to care for anyth�ng,
but the bus�ness actually �n hand and the most exped�t�ous way
through �t. The content�ousness �s not close enough and rap�d
enough to hold the �nterest of a pract�cal assembly, wh�ch, though �t
was a hundred t�mes less busy than the House of Commons to-day,
seems to have been eager �n the �nverse proport�on of what �t had to
do, to get that l�ttle qu�ckly done.

Then we may doubt whether there �s any �nstance of an orator
throw�ng h�s spell over a large aud�ence, w�thout frequent resort to
the h�gher forms of commonplace. Two of the greatest speeches of
Burke's t�me are supposed to have been Grattan's on T�thes and
Fox's on the Westm�nster Scrut�ny, and these were ev�dently full of
the splend�d commonplaces of the f�rstrate rhetor�c�an. Burke's m�nd
was not read�ly set to these tunes. The emot�on to wh�ch he
commonly appealed was that too rare one, the love of w�sdom; and
he comb�ned h�s thoughts and knowledge �n propos�t�ons of w�sdom
so we�ghty and strong, that the m�nds of ord�nary hearers were not
on the �nstant prepared for them.

It �s true that Burke's speeches were not w�thout effect of an �nd�rect
k�nd, for there �s good ev�dence that at the t�me when Lord North's
m�n�stry was totter�ng, Burke had r�sen to a pos�t�on of the f�rst
em�nence �n Parl�ament. When Boswell sa�d to h�m that people
would wonder how he could br�ng h�mself to take so much pa�ns w�th
h�s speeches, know�ng w�th certa�nty that not one vote would be
ga�ned by them, Burke answered that �t �s very well worth wh�le to
take pa�ns to speak well �n Parl�ament; for �f a man speaks well, he
gradually establ�shes a certa�n reputat�on and consequence �n the
general op�n�on; and though an Act that has been ably opposed
becomes law, yet �n �ts progress �t �s softened and mod�f�ed to meet
object�ons whose force has never been acknowledged d�rectly. "Aye,
s�r," Johnson broke �n, "and there �s a grat�f�cat�on of pr�de. Though
we cannot outvote them, we w�ll out-argue them."



Out-argu�ng �s not perhaps the r�ght word for most of Burke's
performances. He �s at heart th�nk�ng more of the subject �tself than
of those on whom �t was h�s apparent bus�ness to �mpress a
part�cular v�ew of �t. He surrenders h�mself wholly to the matter, and
follows up, though w�th a strong and close tread, all the excurs�ons to
wh�ch �t may g�ve r�se �n an elast�c �ntell�gence—"mot�on," as De
Qu�ncey says, "propagat�ng mot�on, and l�fe throw�ng off l�fe." But
then th�s exuberant way of th�nk�ng, th�s w�ll�ngness to let the subject
lead, �s less apt �n publ�c d�scourse than �t �s �n l�terature, and from
th�s comes the l�terary qual�ty of Burke's speeches.

W�th all h�s hatred for the book-man �n pol�t�cs, Burke owed much of
h�s own d�st�nct�on to that generous r�chness and breadth of
judgment wh�ch had been r�pened �n h�m by l�terature and h�s
pract�ce �n �t. L�ke some other men �n our h�story, he showed that
books are a better preparat�on for statesmansh�p than early tra�n�ng
�n the subord�nate posts and among the permanent off�c�als of a
publ�c department. There �s no cop�ousness of l�terary reference �n
h�s works, such as over-abounded �n c�v�l and eccles�ast�cal
publ�c�sts of the seventeenth century. Nor can we truly say that there
�s much, though there �s certa�nly some, of that tact, wh�ch l�terature
�s alleged to confer on those who approach �t �n a just sp�r�t and w�th
the true g�ft. The �nfluence of l�terature on Burke lay partly �n the
d�rect�on of emanc�pat�on from the mechan�cal formulae of pract�cal
pol�t�cs; partly �n the assoc�at�on wh�ch �t engendered, �n a powerful
understand�ng l�ke h�s, between pol�t�cs and the moral forces of the
world, and between pol�t�cal max�ms and the old and great
sentences of morals; partly �n draw�ng h�m, even when rest�ng h�s
case on prudence and exped�ency, to appeal to the w�dest and
h�ghest sympath�es; partly, and more than all, �n open�ng h�s
thoughts to the many cond�t�ons, poss�b�l�t�es, and "var�et�es of
untr�ed be�ng" �n human character and s�tuat�on, and so g�v�ng an
�ncomparable flex�b�l�ty to h�s methods of pol�t�cal approach.

Th�s flex�b�l�ty �s not to be found �n h�s manner and compos�t�on. That
der�ves �ts �mmense power from other sources; from pass�on,
�ntens�ty, �mag�nat�on, s�ze, truth, cogency of log�cal reason. If any



one has �mbued h�mself w�th that exact�ng love of del�cacy, measure,
and taste �n express�on, wh�ch was unt�l our own day a sacred
trad�t�on of the French, then he w�ll not l�ke Burke. Those who �ns�st
on charm, on w�nn�ngness �n style, on subtle harmon�es and
exqu�s�te suggest�on, are d�sappo�nted �n Burke; they even f�nd h�m
st�ff and over-coloured. And there are blem�shes of th�s k�nd. H�s
banter �s nearly always unga�nly, h�s w�t blunt, as Johnson sa�d of �t,
and very often unseasonable. We feel that Johnson must have been
r�ght �n declar�ng that though Burke was always �n search of
pleasantr�es, he never made a good joke �n h�s l�fe. As �s usual w�th a
man who has not true humour, Burke �s also w�thout true pathos. The
thought of wrong or m�sery moved h�m less to p�ty for the v�ct�m than
to anger aga�nst the cause. Then, there are some gratu�tous and
unredeemed vulgar�t�es; some �mages whose barbar�ty makes us
shudder, of creep�ng ascar�des and �nexpugnable tapeworms. But �t
�s the mere foppery of l�terature to suffer ourselves to be long
deta�ned by specks l�ke these.

The var�et�es of Burke's l�terary or rhetor�cal method are very str�k�ng.
It �s almost �ncred�ble that the superb �mag�nat�ve ampl�f�cat�on of the
descr�pt�on of Hyder Al�'s descent upon the Carnat�c should be from
the same pen as the grave, s�mple, unadorned Address to the K�ng
(1777), where each sentence falls on the ear w�th the accent of
some golden-tongued oracle of the w�se gods. H�s str�de �s the str�de
of a g�ant, from the sent�mental beauty of the p�cture of Mar�e
Anto�nette at Versa�lles, or the red horror of the tale of Deb� S�ng �n
Rungpore, to the learn�ng, pos�t�veness, and cool jud�c�al mastery of
the Report on the Lords' Journals (1794), wh�ch Ph�l�p Franc�s, no
mean judge, declared on the whole to be the "most em�nent and
extraord�nary" of all h�s product�ons. Even �n the coolest and dryest
of h�s p�eces, there �s the mark of greatness, of grasp, of
comprehens�on. In all �ts var�et�es Burke's style �s noble, earnest,
deep-flow�ng, because h�s sent�ment was lofty and ferv�d, and went
w�th s�ncer�ty and ardent d�sc�pl�ned trava�l of judgment. Fox told
Franc�s Horner that Dryden's prose was Burke's great favour�te, and
that Burke �m�tated h�m more than any one else. We may well
bel�eve that he was attracted by Dryden's ease, h�s cop�ousness, h�s



ga�ety, h�s manl�ness of style, but there can hardly have been any
consc�ous attempt at �m�tat�on. The�r top�cs were too d�fferent. Burke
had the style of h�s subjects, the ampl�tude, the we�ght�ness, the
labor�ousness, the sense, the h�gh fl�ght, the grandeur, proper to a
man deal�ng w�th �mper�al themes, the freedom of nat�ons, the just�ce
of rulers, the fortunes of great soc�et�es, the sacredness of law.
Burke w�ll always be read w�th del�ght and ed�f�cat�on, because �n the
m�dst of d�scuss�ons on the local and the acc�dental, he scatters
apophthegms that take us �nto the reg�ons of last�ng w�sdom. In the
m�dst of the torrent of h�s most strenuous and pass�onate
del�verances, he suddenly r�ses aloof from h�s �mmed�ate subject,
and �n all tranqu�ll�ty rem�nds us of some permanent relat�on of
th�ngs, some endur�ng truth of human l�fe or soc�ety. We do not hear
the organ tones of M�lton, for fa�th and freedom had other notes �n
the seventeenth century. There �s none of the complacent and w�se-
browed sagac�ty of Bacon, for Burke's were days of eager personal
str�fe and party f�re and c�v�l d�v�s�on. We are not exh�larated by the
cheerfulness, the pol�sh, the f�ne manners of Bol�ngbroke, for Burke
had an anx�ous consc�ence, and was earnest and �ntent that the
good should tr�umph. And yet Burke �s among the greatest of those
who have wrought marvels �n the prose of our Engl�sh tongue.

The �nfluence of Burke on the publ�c�sts of the generat�on after the
Revolut�on was much less cons�derable than m�ght have been
expected. In Germany, where there has been so much excellent
wr�t�ng about Staatsw�ssenschaft, w�th such poverty and darkness �n
the w�sdom of pract�cal pol�t�cs, there �s a long l�st of wr�ters who
have drawn the�r �nsp�rat�on from Burke. In France, publ�c�sts of the
sent�mental school, l�ke Chateaubr�and, and the pol�t�co-
eccles�ast�cal school, l�ke De Ma�stre, fash�oned a track of the�r own.
In England Burke made a deep mark on contemporary op�n�on
dur�ng the last years of h�s l�fe, and then h�s �nfluence underwent a
certa�n ecl�pse. The off�c�al Wh�gs cons�dered h�m a renegade and a
heres�arch, who had comm�tted the deadly s�n of break�ng up the
party; and they never ment�oned h�s name w�thout b�tterness. To
men l�ke Godw�n, the author of Pol�t�cal Just�ce, Burke was as
ant�chr�st. Bentham and James M�ll thought of h�m as a decla�mer



who l�ved upon applause, and who, as one of them says, was for
protect�ng everyth�ng old, not because �t was good but because �t
ex�sted. In one quarter only d�d he exert a profound �nfluence. H�s
max�m that men m�ght employ the�r sagac�ty �n d�scover�ng the latent
w�sdom wh�ch underl�es general prejud�ces and old �nst�tut�ons,
�nstead of explod�ng them, �nsp�red Coler�dge, as I have already
sa�d; and the Coler�dg�an school are Burke's d�rect descendants,
whenever they deal w�th the s�gn�f�cance and the relat�ons of Church
and State. But they connected these v�ews so closely w�th the�r
v�ews �n metaphys�cs and theology, that the assoc�at�on w�th Burke
was effectually d�sgu�sed.

The only Engl�sh wr�ter of that age whom we can name along w�th
Burke �n the l�terature of endur�ng power, �s Wordsworth, that great
representat�ve �n another and a h�gher f�eld, and w�th many rare
elements added that were all h�s own of those harmon�s�ng and
conc�l�atory forces and �deas that make man's dest�ny eas�er to h�m,
through p�ety �n �ts oldest and best sense; through reverence for the
past, for duty, for �nst�tut�ons. He was born �n the year of the Present
D�scontents (1770), and when Burke wrote the Reflect�ons,
Wordsworth was stand�ng, w�th France "on the top of golden hours,"
l�sten�ng w�th del�ght among the ru�ns of the Bast�lle, or on the banks
of the Lo�re, to "the homeless sound of joy that was �n the sky."
When France lost fa�th and freedom, and Napoleon had bu�lt h�s
throne on the�r grave, he began to see those strong elements wh�ch
for Burke had all h�s l�fe been the true and fast foundat�on of the
soc�al world. W�de as �s the d�fference between an orator�cal and a
declamatory m�nd l�ke Burke's, and the least orator�cal of all poets,
yet under th�s d�fference of form and temper there �s a str�k�ng
l�keness �n sp�r�t. There was the same energet�c feel�ng about moral
�deas, the same frame of counsel and prudence, the same love for
the slowness of t�me, the same sl�ght account held of mere
�ntellectual knowledge, and even the same rul�ng sympathy w�th that
s�de of the character of Engl�shmen wh�ch Burke exulted �n, as "the�r
awe of k�ngs and reverence for pr�ests," "the�r sullen res�stance of
�nnovat�on" "the�r unalterable perseverance �n the w�sdom of
prejud�ce."



The conservat�ve movement �n England ran on for many years �n the
eccles�ast�cal channel rather than among quest�ons where Burke's
wr�t�ngs m�ght have been brought to bear. On the pol�t�cal s�de the
most act�ve m�nds, both �n pract�ce and theory, worked out the
pr�nc�ples of l�beral�sm, and they d�d so on a plan and by methods
from wh�ch Burke's ut�l�tar�an l�beral�sm and h�s h�stor�c conservat�sm
were equally remote. There are many s�gns around us that th�s
epoch �s for the moment at an end. The h�stor�c method, f�tt�ng �n
w�th certa�n dom�nant concept�ons �n the reg�on of natural sc�ence, �s
br�ng�ng men round to a way of look�ng at soc�ety for wh�ch Burke's
max�ms are exactly su�ted; and �t seems probable that he w�ll be
more frequently and more ser�ously referred to w�th�n the next twenty
years than he has been w�th�n the whole of the last e�ghty.
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