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Glossary

artificial: Resulting from human intelligence and skill.

Antonym of ‘natural’; not in the least dyslogistic.

assignat: ‘Promissory note issued by the revolutionary
government of France on the security of State lands’. (OED)

bull: papal edict. Burke’s application of this term to Price’s
sermon is one of several mocking indications that he thinks
Price is pontificating like a Pope, an ‘archpontiff.

cabal: Small plotting group.

description: This used to have as one of its meanings ‘kind’
or ‘type’ or ‘class’, and in Burke’s usage it usually means
‘kind (etc.) of men’. For example, on page 19: ‘the various
descriptions of which your community was composed’.

dissenter: Adherent of a protestant denomination other
than the Church of England.

emolument: Income by virtue of work or position; salary.

entailed inheritance: Inheritance of property that passes
down the family line and is forbidden by law to go anywhere
else.

estate: sce states.

job: ‘A public service or position of trust turned to private or
party advantage’ (OED).

levity: Unseriousness.
manly: Upright.

meretricious: Glittery and cheaply decorative (from Latin
meretrix = ‘prostitute’).

mess-john: Scottish slang term for ‘priest’.

Old Jewry: A street in central London. The meeting-house
in it for dissenters was famous.

orders: see states.
parlements: Courts of justice and tribunals.
pecuniary: Having to do with money.

popular: Here it means ‘of the people’, and doesn’t imply
‘liked by the people’.

positive law: Man-made law (in contrast with natural law).
Similarly (on pages 11-12) ‘positive authority’, ‘positive insti-
tution’.

prejudice: A preconceived or long-held opinion, not neces-
sarily concerning race, sex, etc.

prescription: The legal doctrine that something’s being in
effect for long enough eventually creates a right to it—e.g.
a public path through private land. Burke’s concern here
is with prescription as a basis of ownership—e.g. a family
that has had the use and control of a landed estate for
centuries thereby owns it-and as a basis for the legitimacy
of a government, something that ‘through long usage mellows
into legality governments that started in violence’ (page 90).

prince: As was common in his day, Burke often uses ‘prince’
to mean ‘monarch’.

principle: On pages 4, 26, 28, and a number of other places
Burke uses this word in a now-obsolete sense in which it
means ‘source’, ‘cause’, ‘driver’, ‘energiser’, or the like.

revolution: When Burke speaks of ‘our revolution’ or ‘the
glorious revolution’ he is referring to the events of 1688
in which James II was replaced by the Dutch William and
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Mary of Orange as joint sovereigns of England. (William was
invited in by many powerful people; he came with an army,
but had no need to use it.) Before William and Mary were
crowned, arrangements and agreements were made which
had the effect of establishing a constitutional monarchy.

sentiment: This can mean ‘feeling’ or ‘belief, and when
certain early modern writers speak of ‘moral sentiments’
they may mean both at once, or be exploiting the word’s
ambiguity. On page 42 Burke speaks of ‘a mixture of opinion
and sentiment’, which clearly treats sentiment as feeling.

sophistry: Tricky and deceptive logic.

states: The three segments of the French nation: the clergy,

the nobility, and the common people. Burke also calls them
‘estates’ and ‘orders’.

States-General: A French advisory parliament in three
assemblies for the three ‘states’ of the French nation (see
preceding entry). As the Revolution developed, the three
were merged into one, the National Assembly, and went from
being merely advisory to having legislative and executive
power.

Third Estate: The ‘common people’ part of the States-
General.

tolerable: reasonable, allowable, fairly acceptable.
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Part 2

Part 2

Corrupt head versus natural heart

Why do I feel so differently from the Reverend Dr Price and
those of his lay flock who will choose to adopt the sentiments
of his discourse? For this plain reason: *because it is natural
I should; *because we are so made as to be affected at
such spectacles with melancholy sentiments regarding the
unstable condition of mortal prosperity and the tremendous
uncertainty of human greatness; *because in those natural
feelings we learn great lessons; *because in events like these
our passions instruct our reason; *because when kings are
hurled from their thrones by the Supreme Director of this
great drama and become the objects of insult to the base and
of pity to the good, we behold disasters in the moral order
of things like beholding a miracle in the physical order. We
are alarmed into reflection; our minds (as it has long since
been observed) are purified by terror and pity, our wealk,
unthinking pride is humbled under the dispensations of a
mysterious wisdom. Some tears might be drawn from me
if such a spectacle were exhibited on the stage. I would be
truly ashamed of finding in myself that superficial, theatrical
sense of painted distress if I could rejoice over it in real
life. With such a perverted mind I could never venture to
show my face at a -theatrical- tragedy. People would think
the tears that fine actors have extorted from me were the

tears of hypocrisy; I would know them to be the tears of folly.

[He means: if he accepted what he takes to be the French revolutionaries’
thoughts and feelings about human distress he would think it was simply
stupid to weep at distress shown on the stage.]

Indeed, the theatre is a better school of moral sentiments
than churches, where the feelings of humanity are thus
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outraged. Poets who have to deal with an audience not
yet graduated from the school of the ‘rights of men’ and
who must apply themselves to the moral constitution of the
heart would not dare to produce such a ‘triumph’ -as that of
6.x.1789- as a matter for rejoicing. In the theatre, where men
follow their natural impulses, they would not bear the odious
maxims of a Machiavellian policy, whether applied to the
achievement of monarchic tyranny or democratic tyranny.
They would reject them on the modern stage as they once
did on the ancient one, where they could not bear even
the hypothetical proposal of such wickedness in the mouth
of someone acting a tyrant, even if it was suitable to the
character he was portraying. No theatrical audience in
Athens would bear what has been borne in the midst of the
real tragedy of this triumphal day: a principal actor weighing
(as it were) in scales hung in a shop of horrors so much
actual crime against so much resultant advantage and, after
putting in and out weights, declaring that the balance was
on the side of the advantages. They would not bear to see
the crimes of new democracy posted as in a ledger against
the crimes of old despotism, and the book-keepers of politics
finding democracy still in debt but by no means unable or
unwilling to pay the balance. In the theatre the first intuitive
glance, without any elaborate process of reasoning, will show
that this method of political computation would justify every
extent of crime. They would see that on these principles,
even where the very worst acts were not perpetrated, this
was because of the fortune of the conspirators rather than
because of their parsimony in the expenditure of treachery
and blood. They would soon see that criminal methods once
*tolerated are soon *preferred. They present a short cut to
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the objective instead of a longer route through the highway
of the moral virtues. Justifying treachery and murder for
public benefit, public benefit would soon become the excuse
and treachery and murder the end, until rapacity, malice,
revenge, and fear more dreadful than revenge could satiate
their insatiable appetites. Such must be the consequences
of losing, in the splendour of these triumphs of the ‘rights of
men’, all natural sense of wrong and right.

‘An arbitrary monarch’

But the reverend pastor rejoices in this ‘leading in triumph’,
because truly Louis XVI was ‘an arbitrary monarch’; which
means neither more nor less than because he was Louis XVI
and because he had the misfortune to be born king of France,
with the prerogatives that had been put in his possession
by a long line of ancestors and a long acquiescence of the
people, without any act of his. It has indeed turned out
to be a misfortune him that he was born king of France.
But misfortune is not crime, nor is indiscretion always the
greatest guilt. I shall never think that a prince
whose whole reign involved a series of concessions to
his subjects, who was willing to relax his authority,
to remit his prerogatives, to call his people to a share
of freedom that their ancestors had not known and
perhaps had not desired,
that such a prince,
even if he had the common frailties attached to
men and to princes, and even if he once thought
it necessary to provide force against the desperate
designs obviously launched against his person and
the remnants of his authority
—though all this should be taken into consideration—I can-
not think that such a prince deserves the cruel and insulting
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triumph of Paris and of Dr Price. I tremble for the cause of
liberty when such an example is given to kings. I tremble
for the cause of humanity in the unpunished outrages of
the most wicked of mankind. But there are some people
whose way of thinking is so low and degenerate that they
look up with a sort of complacent awe and admiration to
kings who know to keep firm in their seat, to hold a strict
hand over their subjects, to assert their prerogative, and
by the awakened vigilance of a severe despotism to guard
against the very first approaches to freedom. They never raise
their voice against such as these. Deserters from principle,
enlisted with fortune, they never see any good in suffering
virtue or any crime in prosperous usurpation.

If it could have been made clear to me that the king
and queen of France (I mean those who were king and
queen before the triumph) were inexorable and cruel tyrants,
that they had formed a deliberate scheme for massacring
the National Assembly (I think I have seen something like
that insinuated in certain publications), I would think their
captivity just. If this were true, much more ought to have
been done, though in my opinion done in another manner.
The punishment of real tyrants is a noble and awe-inspiring
act of justice; and it has truly been said to be consolatory to
the human mind. But if I were to punish a wicked king, I
would have a concern for the dignity with which the crime
was avenged. dJustice is grave and decorous, and in its
punishment seems to *submit to a necessity rather than
to *make a choice. Had Nero, or Agrippina, or Louis XI, or
Charles IX been the subject; if Charles XII of Sweden after
the murder of Patkul, or his predecessor Christina after the
murder of Monaldeschi had fallen into your hands, Sir, or
into mine, I am sure our conduct would have been different.

If the French king, or king of the French (or whatever he
is called in the new vocabulary of your constitution), has
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in his own person and that of his queen really deserved
these. . . .murderous attempts and those frequent indignities
more cruel than murder, such a person would not deserve
even the ‘subordinate executive trust’ that I understand is
to be placed in him, nor is he fit to be called chief in a
nation that he has outraged and oppressed. A worse choice
for such an office in a new commonwealth than that of a
deposed tyrant could not possibly be made. But to degrade
and insult a man as the worst of criminals and afterwards
to trust him in your highest concerns as a faithful, honest,
and zealous servant is not consistent in reasoning, prudent
in policy, or safe in practice. Those who could make such
an appointment must be guilty of a more flagrant breach of

trust than any they have yet committed against the people.

As this is the only crime in which your leading politicians
could have acted inconsistently, I conclude that there is no
basis for these horrid insinuations -against the king-. . ..

Speaking on behalf of England

In England we give no credit to them. We are generous
enemies; we are faithful allies. We kick away with disgust
and indignation the slanders of those who bring us their
anecdotes with the confirmation of the fleur-de-lys on their
shoulder. We have Lord George Gordon locked up in Newgate;
and neither his being a public proselytiser to Judaism, nor
his having in his zeal against Catholic priests and all sorts of
ecclesiastics raised a mob that pulled down all our prisons,
have preserved for him a liberty that he did not make himself
worthy of by using it virtuously. ... We have prisons almost
as strong as the Bastille for those who dare to libel the queens
of France. In this spiritual retreat, let the noble libeller
remain. Let him there meditate on his Talmud until he learns
a conduct more suitable to his birth and abilities, and not so
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disgraceful to the ancient religion for which he has become
a proselytiser; or until some persons from your side of the
water, to please your new Hebrew brethren, shall ransom
him. [Burke now embarks on a complex joke about the
compound interest over 1790 years on thirty pieces of silver.
Then:] Send us your Popish archbishop of Paris, and we will
send you our Protestant Rabbin [meaning Lord George Gordonl].
We shall treat the person you send us like a gentleman and
an honest man, as he is; but please let him bring with him
the fund of his hospitality, bounty, and charity, and we
shall never confiscate a shilling of that honourable and pious
fund, nor think of enriching the treasury with the spoils of
the poor-box.

To tell you the truth, my dear Sir, I think the honour
of our nation is somewhat concerned in disclaiming the
proceedings of this society of the Old Jewry and the London
Tavern. I have not been appointed to speak. I speak only for
myself when I disclaim, as I do with all possible earnestness,
all connection with those who took part in that triumph or
with those who admire it. When I assert anything regarding
the people of England I speak from observation, not from au-
thority, but I speak from the experience I have had in a pretty
extensive and mixed communication with the inhabitants of
this kingdom, of all descriptions and ranks, and after a series
of attentive observations begun early in life and continued
for nearly forty years [he was 61 when he wrote this]. Considering
that we are divided from you only by a slender dyke of about
twenty-four miles, and that the two-way contact between
the two countries has recently been very great, I have often
been astonished to find how little you seem to know of us.
I suspect that this is because you form a judgment of this
nation from certain publications that represent the opinions
and dispositions generally prevalent in England either very
erroneously or not at all. The vanity, restlessness, petulance,
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and spirit of intrigue of several little cabals [see Glossary] who
try to hide their total unimportance in bustle and noise,
puffing, and mutual quotation of each other, makes you
think that our contemptuous neglect of their abilities is a
mark of general acceptance of their opinions. No such thing,
I assure you. Because half a dozen grasshoppers under a
fern make the field ring with their importunate chink!, while
thousands of cattle lying beneath the shadow of the British
oak chew the cud and are silent, don’t think that those
who make the noise are *the only inhabitants of the field,
are *very numerous, or indeed are *anything but the little,
shrivelled, meagre, hopping, though loud and troublesome,
insects of the hour!

I almost venture to affirm that not one in a hundred

among us shares in the ‘triumph’ of the Revolution Society.

If the king and queen of France, and their children, were
to fall into our hands by the chance of war, in the most
acrimonious of all hostilities (I deplore such an event, I
deplore such hostility), they would be treated with another
sort of triumphal entry into London. We have had a king
of France in that situation [John II, after the battle of Poitiers
in 1356]; you have read how he was treated by the victor

in the field, and how he was then received in England.

Four hundred years have passed but I believe we are not
significantly changed since that period. Thanks to our sullen
resistance to innovation, thanks to the cold sluggishness
of our national character, we still bear the stamp of our
forefathers. We have not (I think) lost the generosity and
dignity of thinking of the 14th century, nor as yet have we
subtilised [here = ‘refined’] ourselves into savages. We are not
the converts of Rousseau; we are not the disciples of Voltaire;
Helvetius has made no progress among us. Atheists are not
our preachers; madmen are not our lawgivers. We know that
we have made no discoveries in morality, and we think that
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no discoveries are to be made there, nor many in the great
principles of government or in the ideas of liberty, which were
understood long before we were born quite as well as they
will be after. .. .-our death-. In England our natural entrails
have not yet been completely ripped out; we still feel within
us, and we cherish and cultivate, those inbred sentiments
that are the faithful guardians and active monitors of our
duty, the true supporters of all liberal and manly morals. We
have not been disemboweled and tied up so as to be filled,
like stuffed birds in a museum, with chaff and rags and
paltry blurred shreds of paper about the rights of men. We
preserve the whole of our feelings still native and entire, not
made tricky by pedantry and infidelity. We have real hearts
of flesh and blood beating in our bosoms. We fear God; we
look up with awe to kings, with affection to parliaments,
with duty to magistrates, with reverence to priests, and with
respect to nobility. Why? Because when such ideas are
brought before our minds it is natural to have such feelings;
because all other feelings are false and spurious and tend to
corrupt our minds, to vitiate our primary morals, to make
us unfit for rational liberty, and, by teaching us a servile,
licentious, and abandoned insolence, to be our low sport
for a few holidays, to make us perfectly fit for, and justly
deserving of, slavery through the whole course of our lives.

In defence of prejudices

You see, Sir, that in this ‘enlightened’ age I am bold enough
to confess that we are generally men of untaught feelings,
that instead of throwing away all our old prejudices [see
Glossary] we cherish them to a very considerable degree,
and—to increase our shame!—we cherish them because they
are prejudices; and the longer they have lasted and the
more widespread they have been, the more we cherish them.
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We are afraid to have men try to live and trade each on his
own private stock of reason, because we suspect that this
stock in each man is small, and that individuals would do
better to avail themselves of the general bank and capital
of nations and of ages. Many of our thinkers, instead of
exploding general prejudices, use their skill to discover
the wisdom that lies hidden in them. If they find what
they seek (which they usually do), they think it wiser to
continue the prejudice with the reason nested in it than
to throw away the coat of prejudice and to leave nothing
but the naked reason; because prejudice, with its reason,
has a motive to give action to that reason and a feeling that
will give it permanence. Prejudice is ready for application
in an emergency; it has the mind already engaged in a
steady course of wisdom and virtue, and doesn’t leave the
man hesitating—sceptical, puzzled, and unresolved—at the
moment of decision. Prejudice makes a man’s virtue his
habit, and not a series of unconnected acts. Through just
prejudice his duty becomes a part of his nature.

Your literary men and your politicians essentially differ
in these points, and so do the whole clan of the ‘enlightened’
among us. They have no respect for the wisdom of others,
but they pay it off by a very full measure of confidence in their
own. A scheme of things being old is, for them, a sufficient
motive to destroy it. As for the new, they have no fears about
the duration of a building put up in haste, because duration
is not a goal for those who think that little or nothing has
been done before their time, and who place all their hopes in
discovery. They conceive, very systematically, that all things
that provide permanence are harmful, so they are at war—a
war that can’t be settled—with all establishments. They think
that government can vary like fashions in dress, and with as
little bad effect; that all we need to attach ourselves to any
constitution of the state is a sense of present convenience.
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They always speak as if they thought that there is a singular
species of contract between them and their magistrates that
binds the magistrate but has nothing reciprocal in it—the
majesty of the people has a right to dissolve the government
without any reason but its will. Their attachment to their
country itself is conditional on its agreeing with some of their
fleeting projects; it begins and ends with the political scheme
that squares with their momentary opinion.

These doctrines, or rather these sentiments, seem preva-
lent with your new statesmen. But they are wholly different
from the ones we have always acted on in this country.

If anyone tried to push England France’s way. ..

I hear that it is sometimes said in France that what is going
on among you follows the example of England. I beg leave
to affirm that hardly anything done with you has originated
from the practice or the prevalent opinions of this people,
either *what you are doing or °the spirit in which you are
doing it. Let me add that we are as unwilling to learn
these lessons from France as we are sure that we never
taught them to that nation. The cabals here who take
a sort of share of your transactions still contain only a
handful of people. If by their intrigues, their sermons, their
publications, and by a confidence derived from an expected
union with the counsels and forces of the French nation,
they draw considerable numbers into their faction and then
seriously attempt anything here in imitation of what has
been done in France, I dare venture to prophesy that the
outcome—causing some trouble to their country along the
way—will be their own early destruction. The English people
long ago refused to change their law out of respect for the
infallibility of popes, and they will not now alter it from a
pious implicit faith in the dogmatism of philosophers, though
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the pope was armed with the anathema and crusade, and
though the philosophers should act with pamphlets and
lamp-posts [see note on page 29].

Formerly, your affairs were your own concern only. We
felt for them as *men, but we kept apart from them because
we were not citizens of France. But when we see the model
held up to ourselves, we must feel as *Englishmen, and
feeling in that way we must behave as Englishmen. We
did not want this, but our own interests now involve your
affairs, at least in having us keep your panacea or plague at
a distance. If it is a panacea, we do not want it. We know
the results of taking unnecessary medicines. If it is a plague,
it is of such a kind that the most severe quarantine ought to
be established against it.

I hear on all hands that a cabal [see Glossary] calling
itself ‘philosophic’ receives the glory of many of the recent
proceedings, and that their opinions and systems are the
true actuating spirit of the whole of them. I have heard of
no literary or political party in England known by such a
description. Is yours composed of men whom the vulgar
in their blunt, homely style commonly call ‘atheists’ and
‘infidels? If so, I admit that we too have had writers of
that description who made some noise in their day. At
present they repose in lasting oblivion. Who, born within
the last forty years, has read one word of Collins, Toland,
Tindal, Chubb, or Morgan, or that whole race who called
themselves ‘freethinkers? Who now reads Bolingbroke? Who
ever read him through? Ask the booksellers of London what
is become of all these lights of the world! In as few years
their few successors will also be buried and forgotten. But
whatever they were or are, with us they were and are wholly
unconnected individuals—they were not gregarious. They
never acted as a body or were known as a faction in the state,
or presumed under the label ‘Freethinkers’ to influence any

50

of our public concerns. Whether they ought so to exist
and be permitted so to act is another question. Because
such cabals have not existed in England, the cabal spirit
had never had any influence in establishing the original
structure of our constitution or in any of the various repairs
and improvements it has undergone. The whole thing has
been done under the auspices of religion and piety, and is
confirmed by their sanctions. It has emanated from the
simplicity of our national character and from a sort of native
plainness and directness of understanding, which for a long
time characterised the men who have successively obtained
authority among us. This disposition still remains, at least
in the great body of the people.

Religion as the basis of civil society

We know—and, what is better, we feel inwardly—that religion
is the basis of civil society and the source of all good and of
all comfort. In England we are so convinced of this that there
is no rust of superstition that the accumulated absurdity
of the human mind might have crusted religion over with
in the course of ages, that ninety-nine in a hundred of the
people of England wouldn’t prefer to impiety. We shall never
be such fools as to call on an enemy to the substance of
any system to remove its corruptions, to fill its gaps, or to
complete its construction. If our religious tenets ever need
further elucidation, we shall not call on atheism to explain
them. ... Violently condemning neither the Greek nor the
Armenian nor (since heats have subsided) the Roman system
of religion, we prefer the Protestant, not because we think it
has less of the Christian religion in it but because we think
it has more. We are Protestants not from indifference but
from zeal.

We know, and are proud to know, that man is by his
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constitution a religious animal; that atheism is against not
only our reason but our instincts; and that it cannot prevail
long. But if, in the moment of riot and in a drunken delirium
from the hot spirit drawn out of the alembic of hell that is
now so furiously boiling in France we should uncover our
nakedness by throwing off the Christian religion that has
hitherto been our boast and comfort, and one great source
of civilisation among us and among many other nations, we
fear (being well aware that the mind will not endure a void)
that some uncouth, pernicious, and degrading superstition
might take its place.

For that reason we don’t want to deprive our establish-
ment of the natural, human means of estimation and give it
up to contempt, as you have done and thereby incurred the
penalties you deserve to suffer, until we are shown something
to put in its place. Then we shall form our judgment.

On the basis of these ideas, instead of quarrelling with
establishments, as some do who have made a philosophy
and a religion of their hostility to such institutions, we cling
to them. We are resolved to keep an established *church, an
established *monarchy, an established ®aristocracy, and an
established *democracy, each in the degree it exists, and in
no greater. I shall show you presently how much of each of
these we possess. [On page 90 Burke announces a change of mind:
he won’t deal with three of those four in this ‘letter’.]

It has been the misfortune (not, as these gentlemen think,
the glory) of this age that everything is to be discussed as if
the constitution of our country were to be always a subject
of arguments rather than enjoyment. For this reason, as
well as for the satisfaction of those among you (if there are
any such among you) who may wish to profit from examples,
I venture to trouble you with a few thoughts about each of
these establishments. I do not think they were unwise in
ancient Rome, when they wished to new-model their laws, to
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set commissioners to examine the best constituted republics
within their reach.

An established church

First, let me speak of our church establishment, which is
the first of our prejudices, not a prejudice destitute of reason
but containing profound and extensive wisdom. It is first
and last and midst in our minds. For, taking ground on the
religious system that we now have, we continue to act on the
early-received and uniformly-continued sense of mankind.
That sense has not only (like a wise architect) *built up the
imposing structure of states, but—wanting like a provident
proprietor to preserve the structure from profanation and
ruin, as a sacred temple purged from all the impurities of
fraud and violence and injustice and tyranny—has *solemnly
and forever consecrated the commonwealth and all who
officiate in it. This consecration is made so that all who
administer the government of men, in which they stand in
for God himself, should have high and worthy notions of
their function and destination, that their hope should be full
of immortality, that they should not look to the trivial gains
of the moment or to the temporary and transient praise of the
vulgar, but to a solid, permanent existence in the permanent
part of their nature, and to a permanent fame and glory in
the example they leave as a rich inheritance to the world.
Such high principles ought to be infused into persons in
high places, and religious establishments should be provided
that may continually revive and enforce them. Every sort
of moral, every sort of civil, every sort of politic institution,
aiding the rational and natural ties that connect the human
understanding and affections to the divine, are needed to
build up that wonderful structure Man, whose prerogative
it is to be to a large extent a creature of his own making,
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and who (when made as he ought to be made) is destined to
occupy a significant place in the creation. But whenever a
man is put over men. ..., it is especially important that he
should be as near as possible to his perfection [here = ‘to being
completely finished’].

The consecration of the state by a state religious es-
tablishment is needed also to produce a wholesome awe
in free citizens. To secure their freedom, they must have
some determinate portion of power; so *for them a religion
connected with the state and with their duty toward it
becomes even more necessary than °for societies where
the people are confined by the terms of their subjection to
private sentiments and the management of their own family
concerns. All persons having any power ought to be strongly
impressed with the awesome idea that they act in trust, and
that they will have to account for their conduct in that trust
to the one great Master, Author, and Founder of society.

This principle ought to be even more strongly im-
pressed on the minds of *those who compose the collective
sovereignty than on the minds of *single princes. Without
instruments, these princes can do nothing. Whoever uses
instruments in finding helps also finds difficulties. So
their power is far from complete, and they are not safe
from extreme abuse. However elevated they are by flattery,
arrogance, and self-opinion, princes must be aware that they
are. .. .in some way or other accountable even here—and
not only before God on the day of judgment-—for any abuse
of their trust. If they are not cut off by a rebellion of their
people, they may be strangled by the very guards kept for
their security against all other rebellion. Thus we have seen
the king of France sold by his soldiers for an increase of pay.
But where popular [see Glossary] authority is absolute and
unrestrained, the people’s confidence in their own power is
infinitely greater because far better founded. To a consider-
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able extent they are themselves their own instruments. They
are nearer to their objects. Besides, they are less answerable
to one of the greatest controlling powers on earth, namely
the sense of fame and admiration. The share of infamy
that comes to each individual in public acts is likely to be
small indeed, because the operation of opinion is inversely
proportional to the number of those who abuse power. Their
own approval of their own acts appears to them as a public
judgment in their favour. A perfect democracy is therefore
the most shameless thing in the world—and also the most
fearless: no man has a sense that he personally can be
subjected to punishment. Certainly the people at large never
ought to be, because all punishments are meant as examples,
aimed at protecting the people at large; so the people at large
can never become the subject of punishment by any human
hand. It is therefore infinitely important that they should
not be allowed to think that their will is the standard of right
and wrong, any more than a king’s is. They ought to be
convinced that

°they are no more entitled -than a king is- to use any
arbitrary power whatsoever, and that they are much less
qualified than a king is to use arbitrary power in a way that
doesn’t threaten their own safety; and that therefore

*they are not (under a false show of liberty) to exercise an
unnatural, inverted domination, tyrannically exacting from
those who officiate in the state not an entire devotion to their
interest (which is their right) but an abject submission to
their passing whims, extinguishing in those who serve them
all moral principle, all sense of dignity, all use of judgment,
and all consistency of character; while by the very same
process they turn themselves into a proper, a suitable, but
a most contemptible prey to the servile ambition of popular
rabble-rousers or courtly flatterers.
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Caution in amending the state

When the people have emptied themselves of all the cravings
of selfish will (which without religion they can’t possibly do),
when they are conscious that they exercise. . ..the power
that can’t be legitimate unless it squares with the eternal,
immutable law in which will and reason are the same, they
will be more careful about putting power into base and
incompetent hands. In picking people to exercise authority,
they won't treat this as though it were appoint them to a
pitiful job [see Glossary], but as to a holy function. They won'’t
select according to their sordid, selfish interest, or to their
wild whims, or to their arbitrary will; rather, they will confer
that power (which any man may well tremble to give or to
receive) only on those in whom they can see that predomi-
nant proportion of active virtue and wisdom. . . .that can be
found in the great mixed mass of human imperfections and
infirmities.

When they are habitually convinced that to someone
whose essence is good it is unacceptable to do evil or to per-
mit it, they will be better able to sweep out of the minds of all
magistrates—civil, ecclesiastical, or military—anything that
has the least resemblance to proud and lawless domination.

But one of the first and most leading principles on which
the commonwealth and the laws are consecrated is that
power-holders. . . .should not have a right to cut off the entail
[i.e. to block the inheriting of property] or commit waste on the
inheritance by choosing to destroy the whole original fabric of
their society, risking leaving a ruin instead of a habitation to
those who come after them—and teaching these successors
to respect their contrivances as little as they had respected
the institutions of their forefathers. By this unprincipled
readiness to change the state as often, as much, and as
variously as there are floating fancies or fashions, the whole
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chain and continuity of the commonwealth would be broken.
No one generation could link with the next. Men would
become little better than the flies of a summer.

And first of all, the science of jurisprudence would be
regarded as a heap of old exploded errors, and would be no
longer studied. (Actually, it is the pride of the human intel-
lect, which—with all its defects, redundancies, and errors—is
the collected reason of ages, combining the principles of
original justice with the infinite variety of human concerns.)
Personal self-sufficiency and arrogance, which are always
found in those who have never experienced a wisdom greater
than their own, would usurp the tribunal. No certain laws
establishing invariable grounds of hope and fear would keep
men’s actions on a certain course or direct them to a certain
goal. Nothing stable in the ways of holding property or
exercising functions could form a solid basis on which any
parent could think through the education of his offspring
or a choice for their future establishment in the world. No
principles would be early worked into people’s habits. As
soon as the most able instructor had completed his laborious
work, instead of sending forth his pupil, accomplished in
a virtuous discipline and fitted to get attention and respect
for him in his place in society, he would find that he had
turned out a poor creature to the contempt and derision
of a world that was ignorant of the true grounds of esteem.
Who could ensure that a tender and delicate sense of honour
would beat almost with the first pulses of the heart, when
no man could know what would be the test of honour in
a nation continually varying the standard of its coin? No
part of life would retain its acquisitions. Barbarism with
regard to science and literature, unskilfulness with regard
to arts and manufactures, would inevitably follow the lack of
a steady education and settled principle; and thus in a few
generations the commonwealth itself would crumble away,
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be broken up into the dust and powder of individuality, and
at length dispersed to all the winds of heaven.

The evils of inconstancy and changeability are ten thou-
sand times worse than those of obstinacy and the blindest
prejudice. To avoid them, therefore, we have consecrated
the state, so that no man should come close to look into
its defects or corruptions except with due caution, that he
should never dream of starting to reform it by subverting
it, that he should come to the faults of the state as to the
wounds of a father, with pious awe and trembling solicitude.
By this wise prejudice we are taught to look with horror
on those children of their country who are prompt rashly to
hack that aged parent in pieces and put him into the kettle of
magicians, in hopes that by their poisonous weeds and wild
incantations they may regenerate the paternal constitution
and renovate their father’s life.

Society as a contract

Society is indeed a contract. Subordinate contracts for
objects of mere occasional interest may be dissolved at
pleasure; but the state ought not to be considered as nothing
better than a partnership agreement in a trade of pepper
and coffee, calico, or tobacco, or some other such low
concern, to be taken up for a little temporary interest and
dissolved at the wish of the parties. It is to be looked on
with reverence, because it is not a partnership in temporary
and perishable things that are subservient only to our gross
animal existence. It is a partnership in

eall science,

eall art,

*every virtue, and

eall perfection.
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The goals of such a partnership can be obtained only over
many generations, so it becomes a partnership not only
making connections among those who are living, but one
connecting those who are living with those who are dead
and those who are not yet born. Each contract of each
particular state is only a clause in the great primeval contract
of eternal society, linking the lower with the higher natures,
connecting the visible with the invisible world, according
to a fixed contract sanctioned by the inviolable oath that
holds all physical and moral natures in their appointed
places. This law is not subject to the will of those who—by an
obligation infinitely superior to them—are bound to submit
their will to that law. The municipal corporations of that
universal kingdom are not morally free, at their pleasure
and on their theories about a contingent improvement, to
tear apart the bands of their subordinate community and to
dissolve it into an unsocial, uncivil, unconnected chaos of
elementary principles. The only thing that can justify a resort
to anarchy is the first and supreme necessity, a necessity
that is not chosen but chooses, a necessity that is paramount
to deliberation, admitting no discussion and demanding no
evidence. This necessity is no exception to the rule, because
this necessity is itself also a part of the moral and physical
disposition of things to which man must be obedient by
consent or force; but if something that is only submission
to necessity is made the object of choice, the law is broken,
nature is disobeyed, and the rebellious are outlawed, cast
out and exiled from this world of reason, order, peace, virtue,
and fruitful penitence into the antagonist world of madness,
discord, vice, confusion, and unavailing sorrow.

These, my dear Sir, are, were, and (I think) long will be
the sentiments of people who are not the least learned and
reflective part of this kingdom. They form their opinions on
such grounds as such persons ought to form them. Less
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inquiring people receive the opinions from an authority which
those whom Providence dooms to live on trust need not be
ashamed to rely on. These two sorts of men move in the
same direction, though in a different place. They both move
with the order of the universe.
They all know or feel this great ancient truth:
‘To the great and all-powerful God who rules this
entire universe, nothing is more pleasing than the
unions and gatherings of men bound together by laws
that are called states.’ [Burke gives it in Cicero’s Latin]
They take this tenet of the head and heart not from the
great name which it immediately bears, nor from the greater
from which it is derived, but from the only thing that can
give true weight and sanction to any learned opinion, the
common nature and common relation of men.... They
see themselves as bound to perform their national homage
to the institutor and author and protector of civil society;
without which civil society man could not possibly arrive
at the perfection his nature is capable of, or even make a
remote and faint approach to it. They conceive that He who
gave our nature to be perfected by our virtue willed also the
necessary means of its perfection. So He willed the state—He
willed its connection with the source and original archetype
of all perfection. They who are convinced of this His will,
which is the law of laws and the sovereign of sovereigns,
cannot think it wrong that our -praise of the state- should
be performed as all solemn public acts are performed, in
buildings, in music, in decoration, in speech, in the dignity
of persons, according to the customs taught to mankind by
their nature; that is, with modest splendour and unassuming
state, with mild majesty and sober pomp. [In that sentence
‘praise of the state’ replaces a very flowery two-line noun phrase.] For
those purposes they think some part of the wealth of the
country is as usefully employed as it can be in promoting
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the luxury of individuals. It is the public ornament. It is the
public consolation. It nourishes the public hope. The poorest
man finds his own importance and dignity in it, whereas the
wealth and pride of individuals at every moment makes the
man of humble rank and fortune aware of his low position
and drags it even lower. It is to help the man in humble life,
and to raise his nature and to put him in mind of a state
in which the privileges of wealth will cease, when he will be
equal by nature and may be more than equal by virtue, that
this portion of the general wealth of his country is employed
and sanctified.

[ assure you I am not aiming at originality here. I give you
opinions that have been accepted among us continuously
from very early times until today, and that are -so thor-
oughly- worked into my mind that I am unable to distinguish
what I have learned from others from the results of my own
meditation.

English attitudes

It is on some such principles that the majority of the people of
England, far from thinking a national religious establishment
unlawful, hardly think it lawful not to have one. If you in
France do not believe that we are attached to this above all
other things and beyond all other nations, you are wholly
mistaken; and when this people has acted unwisely and
unjustifiably in its favour (as sometimes they most certainly
have done), their very errors will at least show to you their
zeal.

This principle runs through their whole political structure.
They consider their church establishment not as -merely-
°convenient but as *essential to their state—not as something
heterogeneous and separable, an add-on that they may
keep or lay aside according to their temporary ideas of
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convenience. They regard it as the foundation of their whole
constitution, with which (and with every part of which) it is
indissolubly united. Church and state are ideas inseparable
in their minds, and scarcely is the one ever mentioned
without mentioning the other.

Our education is formed in a way that confirms and
fixes this impression. Our education is in a way wholly
in the hands of ecclesiastics, at all stages from infancy
to manhood. Even when our youth, leaving schools and
universities, enter that most important period of life that
begins to link study with experience, and when with that
view they visit other countries, they are not accompanied
by old domestics whom we see as governors to principal
men from other lands; three-fourths of those who go abroad
with our young nobility and gentlemen are ecclesiastics, and
they go not as austere masters or mere followers, but as
friends and companions of a graver character, and quite
often persons as well-born as those whose companions they
are. They stay closely connected to them through life. We
think that by this connection we attach our gentlemen to the
church, and we liberalise the church by conversation with
the leading characters of the country.

We are so tenacious of the old ecclesiastical modes and
fashions of institution that very little alteration has been
made in them since the 14th or 15th century; adhering in
this as in everything to our old settled maxim never entirely
or suddenly depart from antiquity. We found these old insti-
tutions, on the whole, favourable to morality and discipline,
and we thought they could be amended without altering their
foundations. We thought that they were capable of receiving
and improving and (above all) preserving the gains in science
and literature, as the order of Providence should successively
produce them. And after all, with this Gothic and monkish
education (for that’s what it is in the foundations) we may
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claim that our share in the improvements in science, in arts,
and in literature that have illuminated and adorned the mod-
ern world is as large and as early as that of any other nation
in Europe. We think one main cause of this improvement
was our not despising the patrimony of knowledge left to us
by our forefathers.

It is because of our attachment to a church establishment
that the English nation did not think it wise to entrust that
great fundamental interest of the whole to what they don’t
trust with any part of their civil or military public service,
that is, to the unsteady and precarious contribution of indi-
viduals. They go further. They never did and never will suffer
the fixed estate of the church to be converted into a pension,
to depend on the treasury and to be delayed, withheld, or
perhaps even extinguished by fiscal difficulties. I mean both
esupposed difficulties announced for political purposes and
ereal difficulties caused by the extravagance, negligence, and
thievery of politicians. The people of England think that
they have constitutional reasons as well as religious ones
for rejecting any project of turning their independent clergy
into ecclesiastical pensioners of state. They tremble for their
liberty, from the influence of a clergy dependent on the crown;
they tremble for the public tranquillity from the disorders
of a factious clergy depending on anything other than the
crown. So they made their church, like their king and their
nobility, independent.

From the combined considerations of religion and consti-
tutional policy, from their view about the duty to make sure
provision for helping the feeble and instructing the ignorant,
they have included the estate of the church in the great
mass of private property, of which the state is in no way the
proprietor but only the guardian and the regulator. They
have ordained that the income of this establishment is to be
as stable as the earth on which it stands, and should not
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fluctuate with the come and go of funds and actions.

The men of England—I mean the men who provide light
and leadership in England—whose wisdom (if they have any)
is open and direct, would be ashamed to profess verbally any
religion which by their actions they appear to contemn; they
would regard this as a silly deceitful trick. They understand
that if by their conduct (the only language that rarely lies)
they seemed to regard the great ruling principle of the moral
and the natural world as a mere invention to keep the
vulgar in obedience, such conduct would defeat the political
purpose they have in view. They would find it difficult to
make others believe in a system which they obviously don’t
believe themselves. The Christian statesmen of this land
would indeed first provide for the multitude, because it is the
multitude and is therefore the first object in the ecclesiastical
institution, and in all institutions. They have been taught
that the gospel’s being preached to the poor was one of the
great tests of its true mission. So they think that those who
do not take care to have it preached to the poor do not believe
it. But as they know that charity is not confined to any one
description, but ought to apply itself to all men who have
wants, they also have a due and anxious sensation of pity
for the miserable great who are in distress. They are not
repelled through a fastidious delicacy at the stench of their
arrogance and presumption, from a medicinal attention to
their mental blotches and running sores. They are aware
that religious instruction matters more to them than to any
others, because of:

*the greatness of the temptation to which they are
exposed;

*the important consequences that come with their
faults;

*the contagion of the bad example they set;

*the need to bow down the stubborn neck of their pride
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and ambition to the yoke of moderation and virtue;
*the facts about the fat stupidity and gross ignorance
concerning what imports men most to know, which
prevails at courts and at the head of armies and in
senates, as much as at the loom and in the field.

[Burke now has a paragraph about religious ‘consolation’
needed by ‘the great’ when they are unhappy. And they very
often are, he says, speaking of the need for something ‘to fill
the gloomy void that reigns in minds which have nothing on
earth to hope or fear’ and to ‘relieve the languor and lassitude
of those who have nothing to do’.]

The people of England know how little influence the
teachers of religion are likely to have on the wealthy and
powerful of long standing, and how much less on the newly
fortunate, if they (-the teachers:) appear to be much lower
in social rank than those with whom they must associate
and over whom they must sometimes even exercise a kind
of authority. What must the wealthy and powerful think
of that body of teachers if they see it at the level of their
domestic servants? If their poverty were voluntary, there
might be some difference. Strong instances of self-denial
operate powerfully on our minds, and a man who has no
wants has obtained great freedom and firmness and even
dignity. But the mass of any description of men are only
men, and in most cases their poverty cannot be voluntary; so
the disrespect that comes with all *lay poverty will also come
with *ecclesiastical poverty. ... For these reasons, we have
not relegated religion (like something we were ashamed to
show) to obscure municipalities or rustic villages. N