Viewpoint 1

“The fresh ruins of France . . . are the sad but
instructive monuments of rash and ignorant
counsel in time of profound peace.”

Revolting Against
the Monarchy Was
an Irrational Act

Edmund Burke

One of the most notable evaluators of the French Revolution
was the British statesman and orator Edmund Burke. In 1790 he
published the book Reflections on the Revolution in France. In
the following viewpoint, excerpted from that work, Burke criti-
cizes the decision of the French citizenry to revolt against the
monarchy of Louis XVI. According to Burke, starting the
French Revolution was a rash and irrational act. He contends
that France should have built upon its existing constitution and
society instead of turning to violence against a lawful king. The
immediate result of the revolution, according to Burke, was to
impoverish the French people and plunge them into chaos.

[The English] political system is placed in a just correspon-
dence and symmetry with the order of the world, and with
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the mode of existence decreed to a permanent body composed of
transitory parts; wherein, by the disposition of a stupendous wis-’
dom, moulding together the great mysterious incorporation of
the human race, the whole, at one time, is never old, or middle-
aged, or young, but in a condition of unchangeable constancy,
moves on through the varied tenour of perpetual decay, fall, ren-
ovation, and progression. Thus, by preserving the method of na-
ture in the conduct of the state, in what we improve we are never
wholly new; in what we retain we are never wholly obsolete. By
adhering in this manner and on those principles to our forefa-
thers, we are guided not by the superstition of antiquarians, but
by the spirit of philosophic analogy. In this choice of inheritance
we have given to our frame of polity the image of a relation in
blood; binding up the constitution of our country with our dear-
est domestic ties; adopting our fundamental laws into the bosom
of our family affections; keeping inseparable, and cherishing with
the warmth of all their combined and mutually reflected charities,
our state, our hearths, our sepulchres, and our altars.

Through the same plan of a conformity to nature in our artifi-
cial institutions, and by calling in the aid of her unerring and pow-
erful instincts, to fortify the fallible and feeble contrivances of our
reason, we have derived several other, and those no small bene-
fits, from considering our liberties in the light of an inheritance.
Always acting as if in the presence of canonized forefathers, the
spirit of freedom, leading in itself to misrule and excess, is tem-
pered with an awful gravity. This idea of a liberal descent inspires
us with a sense of habitual native dignity, which prevents that up-
start insolence almost inevitably adhering us and disgracing those
who are the first acquirers of any distinction. By this means our
liberty becomes a noble freedom. It carries an imposing and ma-
jestic aspect. It has a pedigree and illustrating ancestors. It has its

" bearings and its ensigns armorial. It has its gallery of portraits; its

monumental inscriptions; its records, evidences, and titles. We

" procure reverence to our civil institutions on the principle upon

which nature teaches us to revere individual men; on account of
their age; and on account of those from whom they are descended.

- All your sophisters cannot produce any thing better adapted to

preserve a rational and manly freedom than the course that we
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have pursued, who have chosen our nature rather than our spec-
ulations, our breasts rather than our inventions, for the great con-
servatories and magazines of our rights and privileges.

An Example for the French

You might, if you pleased, have profited of our example, and have
given to your recovered freedom a correspondent dignity. Your
privileges, though discontinued, were not lost to memory. Your
constitution, it is true, whilst you were out of possession, suffered
waste and dilapidation; but you possessed in some parts the walls,
and in all the foundations of a noble and venerable castle. You
might have repaired those walls; you might have built on those old
foundations. Your constitution was suspended before it was per-
fected; but you had the elements of a constitution very nearly as
good as could be wished. In your old states you possessed that va-
riety of parts corresponding with the various descriptions of which
your community was happily composed; you had all that combi-
nation, and all that opposition of interests, you had that action and
counteraction which, in the natural and in the political world, from
the reciprocal struggle of discordant powers, draws out the harmony
of the universe. These opposed and conflicting interests, which you
considered as so great a blemish in your old and in our present con-
stitution, interpose a salutary check to all precipitate resolutions;
They render deliberation a matter not of choice, but of necessity;
they make all change a subject of compromise, which naturally begets
moderation; they produce temperaments, preventing the sore evil
of harsh, crude, unqualified reformations; and rendering all the
headlong exertions of arbitrary power, in the few or in the many,
for ever impracticable. Through that diversity of members and in-
terests, general liberty had as many securities as there were separate
views in the several orders; whilst by pressing down the whole by
the weight of a real monarchy, the separate parts would have been
prevented from warping and starting from their allotted places.
You had all these advantages in your antient states; but you
chose to act as if you had never been moulded into civil society,
and had every thing to begun anew. You began ill, because you be-
gan by despising every thing that belonged to you. You set up your
trade without a capital. If the last generations of your country ap-
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peared without much lustre in your eyes, you might have passed
them by, and derived your claims from a more early race of an-
cestors. Under a pious predilection for those ancestors, your imag-
inations would have realized in them a standard of virtue and wis-
dom, beyond the vulgar practice of the hour: and you would have
risen with the example to whose imitation you aspired. Respect-
ing your forefathers, you would have been taught to respect your-
selves. You would not have chosen to consider the French asa
people of yesterday, as a nation of low-born servile wretches until
the emancipating year of 1789. In order to furnish, at the expence
of your honour, an excuse to your apologists here for several enor-
mities of yours, you would not have been content to be repre-
sented as a gang of Maroon [fugitive] slaves, suddenly broke loose
from the house of bondage, and therefore to be pardoned for your
abuse of the liberty to which you were not accustomed and ill fit-
ted. Would it not, my worthy friend, have been wiser to have you
thought, what I, for one, always thought you, a generous and gal-
lant nation, long misled to your disadvantage by your high and ro-
mantic sentiments of fidelity, honour, and loyalty; that events had
been unfavourable to you, but that you were not enslaved through
any illiberal or servile disposition; that in your most devoted sub-
mission, you were actuated by a principle of public spirit, and that
it was your country you worshipped, in the person of your king?
Had you made it to be understood, that in the delusion of this ami-
able error you had gone further than your wise ancestors; that you
were resolved to resume your ancient privileges, whilst you pre-
served the spirit of your ancient and your recent loyalty and hon-
our; or, if diffident of yourselves, and not clearly discerning the al-
most obliterated constitution of your ancestors, you had looked to
your neighbours in this land, who had kept alive the ancient prin-

‘ciples and models of the old common law of Europe meliorated

and adapted to its present state—by following wise examples you

'would have given new examples of wisdom to the world. You

would have rendered the cause of liberty venerable in the eyes of
every worthy mind in every nation. You would have shamed
despotism from the earth, by shewing that freedom was not only
reconcileable, but as, when well disciplined it is, auxiliary to law.
You would have had an unoppressive but a productive revenue.
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You would have had a flourishing commerce to feed it. You would
have had a free constitution; a potent monarchy; a disciplined
army; a reformed and venerated clergy; a mitigated but spirited
nobility, to lead your virtue, not to overlay it; you would have had
a liberal order of commons, to emulate and to recruit that nobil-
ity; you would have had a protected, satisfied, laborious, and obe-
dient people, taught to seek and to recognize the happiness that is
to be found by virtue in all conditions; in which consists the true
moral equality of mankind, and not in that monstrous fiction,
which, by inspiring false ideas and vain expectations into men des-
tined to travel in the obscure walk of laborious life, serves only to
aggravate and imbitter that real inequality, which it never can re-
move; and which the order of civil life establishes as much for the
benefit of those whom it must leave in an humble state, as those
whom it is able to exalt to a condition more splendid, but not
more happy. You had a smooth and easy career of felicity and glory
laid open to you, beyond any thing recorded in the history of the
world; but you have shewn that difficulty is good for man.

A Disgraceful Situation

Compute your gains: see what is got by those extravagant and pre-
sumptuous speculations which have taught your leaders to despise
all their predecessors, and all their contemporaries, and even to
despise themselves, until the moment in which they became truly
despicable. By following those false lights, France has bought
undignified calamities at a higher price than any nation has pur-
chased the most unequivocal blessings! France has bought poverty
by crime! France has not sacrificed her virtue to her interest; but
she has abandoned her interest, that she might prostitute her
virtue. All other nations have begun the fabric of a new govern-
ment, or the reformation of an old, by establishing originally, or
by enforcing with greater exactness some rites or other of religion.
All other people have laid the foundations of civil freedom in sev-
erer manners, and a system of a more austere and masculine
morality. France, when she let loose the reins of regal authority,
doubled the licence, of a ferocious dissoluteness in manners, and
of an insolent irreligion in opinions and practices; and has ex-
tended through all ranks of life, as if she were communicating
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some privilege, or laying open some secluded benefit, all the un-
happy corruptions that usually were the disease of wealth and
power. This is one of the new principles of equality in France.
France, by the perfidy of her leaders, has utterly disgraced the
tone of lenient council in the cabinets of princes, and disarmed it
of its most potent topics. She has sanctified the dark suspicious
maxims of tyrannous distrust; and taught kings to tremble at
(what will hereafter be called) the delusive plausibilities, of moral
politicians. Sovereigns will consider those who advise them to
place an unlimited confidence in their people, as subverters of
their thrones; as traitors who aim at their destruction, by leading
their easy good-nature, under specious pretences, to admit com-
binations of bold and faithless men into a participation of their
power. This alone (if there were nothing else) is an irreparable
calamity to you and to mankind. Remember that your parliament
of Paris told your king, that in calling the states together, he had
nothing to fear but the prodigal excess of their zeal in providing
for the support of the throne. It is right that these men should hide
their heads. It is right that they should bear their part in the ruin
which their counsel has brought on their sovereign and their
country. Such sanguine declarations tend to lull authority asleep;
to encourage it rashly to engage in perilous adventures of untried
policy; to neglect those provisions, preparations, and precautions,
which distinguish benevolence from imbecillity; and without
which no man can answer for the salutary effect of any abstract
plan of government or of freedom. For want of these, they have
seen the medicine of the state corrupted into its poison. They have
seen the French rebel against a mild and lawful monarch, with

- more fury, outrage, and insult, than ever any people has been

known to rise against the most illegal usurper, or the most san-

. guinary tyrant. Their resistance was made to concession; their re-

volt was from protection; their blow was aimed at a hand holding
out graces, favours, and immunities.

_ This was unnatural. The rest is in order. They have found their
punishment in their success. Laws overturned; tribunals sub-
verted; industry without vigour; commerce expiring; the revenue
unpaid, yet the people impoverished; a church pillaged, and a state
not relieved; civil and military anarchy made the constitution of
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the kingdom; every thing human and divine sacrificed to the idol
of public credit, and national bankruptcy the consequence; and
to crown all, the paper securities of new, precarious, tottering
power, the discredited paper securities of impoverished fraud, and
beggared rapine, held out as a currency for the support of an em-
pire, in lieu of the two great recognized species that represent the
lasting conventional credit of mankind, which disappeared and
hid themselves in the earth from whence they came, when the
principle of property, whose creatures and representatives they
are, was systematically subverted.

A Rash and Ignorant Decision

Were all these dreadful things necessary? were they the inevitable
results of the desperate struggle of determined patriots, compelled
to wade through blood and tumult, to the quiet shore of a tran-
quil and prosperous liberty? No! nothing like it. The fresh ruins
of France, which shock our feelings wherever we can turn our
eyes, are not the devastation of civil war; they are the sad but in-
structive monuments of rash and ignorant counsel in time of pro-
found peace. They are the display of inconsiderate and presump-
tuous, because unresisted and irresistible authority. The persons
who have thus squandered away the precious treasure of their
crimes, the persons who have made this prodigal and wild waste
of public evils (the last stake reserved for the ultimate ransom of
the state) have met in their progress with little, or rather with no
opposition at all. Their whole march was more like a triumphal
procession than the progress of a war. Their pioneers have gone
before them, and demolished and laid every thing level at their
feet. Not one drop of their blood have they shed in the cause of
the country they have ruined. They have made no sacrifices to
their projects of greater consequence than their shoe-bucKles,
whilst they were imprisoning their king, murdering their fellow
citizens, and bathing in tears, and plunging in poverty and dis-
tress, thousands of worthy men and worthy families. Their cru-
elty has not even been the base result of fear. It has been the effect
of their sense of perfect safety, in authorizing treasons, robberies,
rapes, assassinations, slaughters, and burnings throughout their
harrassed land. But the cause of all was plain from the beginning.
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Viewpoint 2

“In the instance of France we see a revolution
generated in the rational contemplation of the
rights of man.”

Revolting Against the
Monarchy Was a
Rational Act

Thomas Paine

Thomas Paine was an Anglo-American political philosopher
known for pamphlets he wrote in support of the American
Revolution. In 1791 he wrote The Rights of Man, a response to
Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France. In the
following viewpoint, excerpted from his book, Paine defends
the decision of French citizens to revolt against the monarchy.
He argues that the French people were not rebelling against the
person of King Louis XVI, who was a good king, but against the
endemic despotism that marked all political, economic, and re-

ligious affairs in France. He contends that the French masses

quite reasonably wanted to overcome this political and eco-

‘nomic repression and establish new civil and political rights.

Thomas Paine, The Rights of Man, 1791.
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We now come more particularly to the affairs of France. Mr.
[Edmund] Burke’s book [Reflections on the Revolution in
France] has the appearance of being written as instruction to the
French Nation; but if I may permit myself the use of an extrava-
gant metaphor, suited to the extravagance of the case, It is dark-
ness attempting to illuminate light.

While I am writing this there are accidentally before me some
proposals for a declaration of rights by the Marquis de la Fayette
(I ask his pardon for using his former address, and do it only for
distinction’s sake) to the National Assembly, on the 11th of July,
1789, three days before the taking of the Bastille;' and I cannot but
remark with astonishment how opposite the sources are from
which that gentleman and Mr. Burke draw their principles. In-
stead of referring to musty records and mouldy parchments to
prove that the rights of the living are lost, “renounced and abdi-
cated for ever,” by those who are now no more, as Mr. Burke has
done, M. de la Fayette applies to the living world, and emphati-
cally says, “Call to mind the sentiments which Nature has en-
graved in the heart of every citizen, and which take a new force
when they are solemnly recognised by all: For a Nation to love
Liberty, it is sufficient that she knows it; and to be free, it is suffi-
cient that she wills it.” How dry, barren, and obscure is the source
from which Mr. Burke labours; and how ineffectual, though gay
with flowers, are all his declamation and his arguments compared
with these clear, concise, and soul-animating sentiments! Few and
short as they are, they lead to a vast field of generous and manly
thinking, and do not finish, like Mr. Burke’s periods, with music
in the ear, and nothing in the heart.

As I have introduced M. de la Fayette, I will take the liberty of
adding an anecdote respecting his farewell address to the Con-
gress of America in 1783, which occurred fresh to my mind, when
I saw Mr. Burke’s thundering attack on the French Revolution.
M. de la Fayette went to America at an early period of the [Amer-
ican Revolutionary] war, and continued a volunteer in her ser-

1. The Bastille was a large fortress and prison located on the outskirts of Paris.
On July 14, 1789, a large crowd of French citizens stormed the Bastille in search
of weapons in case the king ordered his troops to attack the city.
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vice to the end. His conduct through the whole of that enterprise
is one of the most extraordinary that is to be found in the history
of a young man, scarcely then twenty years of age. Situated in a
country that was like the lap of sensual pleasure, and with the
means of enjoying it, how few are there to be found who would
exchange such a scene for the woods and wildernesses of Amer-
ica, and pass the flowery years of youth in unprofitable danger
and hardship! But such is the fact. When the war ended, and he
was on the point of taking his final departure, he presented him-
self to Congress, and contemplating, in his affectionate farewell,
the Revolution he had seen, expressed himself in these words:
“May this great monument raised to Liberty, serve asa lesson to
the oppressor, and an example to the oppressed!” When this ad-
dress came to the hands of Dr. [Benjamin] Franklin, who was
then in France, he applied to Count Vergennes to have it inserted
in the French Gazette, but never could obtain his consent. The fact
was that Count Vergennes was an aristocratical despot at home,
and dreaded the example of the American Revolution in France,
as certain other persons now dread the example of the French
Revolution in England; and Mr. Burke’s tribute of fear (for in this
light his book must be considered) runs parallel with Count Ver-
gennes’ refusal. But to return more particularly to his work—
“We have seen,” says Mr. Burke, “the French rebel against a
mild and lawful Monarch, with more fury, outrage, and insult,
than any people has been known to rise against the most illegal
usurper, or the most sanguinary tyrant.” This is one among a
thousand other instances, in which Mr. Burke shows that he is ig-

-norant of the springs and principles of the French Revolution.

It was not against Louis XV1., but against the despotic principles

.of the government, that the Nation revolted. These principles had

not their origin in him, but in the original establishment, many
centuries back; and they were become too deeply rooted to be re-
moved, and the Augean stable of parasites and plunderers too
abominably filthy to be cleansed,? by anything short of a complete
and universal Revolution. When it becomes necessary to do a

2. Paine is referring to the mythical figure Hercules, who was assigned twelve im-
possible tasks, including cleaning the Augean stables.
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thing, the whole heart and soul should go into the measure, or not
attempt it. That crisis was then arrived, and there remained no
choice but to act with determined vigour, or not to act at all. The
King was known to be the friend of the Nation, and this circum-
stance was favourable to the enterprise. Perhaps no man bred up
in the style of an absolute King, ever possessed a heart so little dis-
posed to the exercise of that species of power as the present King
of France. But the principles of the Government itself still remained
the same. The Monarch and the Monarchy were distinct and sep-
arate things; and it was against the established despotism of the lat-
ter, and not against the person or principles of the former, that the
revolt commenced, and the Revolution has been carried.

Mr. Burke does not attend to the distinction between men and
principles; and, therefore, he does not see that a revolt may take
place against the despotism of the latter, while there lies no charge
of despotism against the former.

The natural moderation of Louis XVI. contributed nothing to
alter the hereditary despotism of the Monarchy. All the tyrannies
of former reigns, acted under that hereditary despotism, were still
liable to be revived in the hands of a successor. It was not the
respite of a reign that would satisfy France, enlightened as she then
was become. A casual discontinuance of the practice of despotism,
is not a discontinuance of its principles; the former depends on the
virtue of the individual who is in immediate possession of the
power; the latter, on the virtue and fortitude of the nation. In the
case of Charles I. and James IL of England, the revolt was against
the personal despotism of the men; whereas in France, it was
against the hereditary despotism of the established government.
But men who can consign over the rights of posterity for ever on
the authority of a mouldy parchment, like Mr. Burke, are not
qualified to judge of this Revolution. It takes in a field too vast for
their views to explore, and proceeds with a mightiness of reason
they cannot keep pace with.

But there are many points of view in which this Revolution may
be considered. When despotism has established itself for ages in
a country, as in France, it is not in the person of the King only that
it resides. It has the appearance of being so in show, and in nom-
inal authority; but it is not so in practice and in fact. It has its stan-
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dard everywhere. Every office and department has its despotism,
founded upon custom and usage. Every place has its Bastille, and
every Bastille its despot. The original hereditary despotism resi-
dent in the person of the King, divides and subdivides itself into
a thousand shapes and forms, till at last the whole of it is acted by
deputation. This was the case in France; and against this species
of despotism, proceeding on through an endless labyrinth of of-
fice till the source of it is scarcely perceptible, there is no mode of
redress. It strengthens itself by assuming the appearance of duty,
and tyrannises under the pretence of obeying.

When a man reflects on the condition which France was in from
the nature of her Government, he will see other causes for revolt
than those which immediately connect themselves with the person
or character of Louis XVI. There were, if I may so express it, a
thousand despotisms to be reformed in France, which had grown
up under the hereditary despotism of the monarchy, and became
so rooted as to be in great measure independent of it. Between the
Monarchy, the Parliament, and the Church, there was a rivalship
of despotism; besides the feudal despotism operating locally, and
the ministerial despotism operating everywhere. But Mr. Burke,
by considering the King as the only possible object of a revolt,
speaks as if France was a village, in which everything that passed
must be known to its commanding officer, and no oppression
could be acted but what he could immediately controul. Mr. Burke
might have been in the Bastille his whole life, as well under Louis
XV1. as Louis XIV., and neither the one nor the other have known

that such a man as Mr. Burke existed. The despotic principles of

the Government were the same in both reigns, though the dispo-

sitions of the men were as remote as tyranny and benevolence.

What Mr. Burke considers as a reproach to the French Revolu-
tion (that of bringing it forward under a reign more mild than the
preceding ones) is one of its highest honours. The Revolutions
that have taken place in other European countries, have been ex-
cited by personal hatred. The rage was against the man, and he
became the victim. But, in the instance of France we see a revo-
lution generated in the rational contemplation of the rights of
man, and distinguishing from the beginning between persons and
principles.



