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4. How is The Declaration of the Rights of Man similar to the position
expressed by other eighteenth-century political thinkers, such as Jetfer-
son and Rousseau? '

5. Compare the Righis of Man with the Rights of Woman. How are they differ-
ent? How are they alike?

6. What have women achieved in the Revolution, according to de Gouges?

Reflections on the Revolution in France

(1790)

Edmund Burke (1729-97) came from the Anglo-Irish gentry. He received
| a legal education but was always more interested in politics and political
theory than the practice of law. Burke entered the House of Commons in
1765, where he remained for almost 30 years. In the 1770s, Burke favored
conciliation with the American colonies and argued for a less oppressive gov-
ernment in Ireland. Despite these liberal views, however, he is generally char-
acterized as a conservative political thinker. The French Revolution deeply
alarmed him, and he spent much of the rest of his life warning of its dangers.

Reflections is the most important expression of Burke’s opposition to revo-
lution. He wrote in defense of tradition and hierarchy in society. Burke
believed that the institutions of his day owed much to the wisdom of past gen-
erations and that to overthrow them in favor of a new theory or speculation
was as dangerous as it was foolish. Burke’s conservative arguments against rad-
ical change have become vital to conservative thought everywhere.

ol

You might, if you pleased, have profited of our
example, and have given to your recovered free-
dom a correspondent dignity. Your privileges,
though discontinued, were not lost to memory.
Your constitution, it is true, whilst you were out
f possession, suffered waste and dilapidation;

ut you possessed in some parts the walls, and in
all the foundations of a noble and venerable cas-
tle. 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 constitu-
tion very nearly as good as could be wished.

You had all these advantages in your ancient
states; but you chose to act as if you had never
been moulded into civil society, and had every-
thing to begin anew. You began ill, because you
began by despising every thing that belonged to
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you. You set up your trade without a capital. If
the last generations of your country appeared
without much lustre in your eyes, you might
have passed them by, and derived your claims
from a more early race of ancestors. Under a
pious predilection to those ancestors, your imag-
inations would have realized in them a standard
- of virtué and wisdom, beyond the yulgar prac-
tice of the hour: and you would have risen with
the example to whose imitation you aspired.
Respecting your forefathers, you would have
been taught to respect yourselves. You would not
have chosen to consider the French as a people
of yesterday, as a nation of low-born servile
wretches until the emancipating year of 1789. In
order to furnish, at the expense of your honour,
an excuse to your apologists here for several
enormities of yours, you would not have been
content to be represented as a gang of Maroon
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 accus-
tomed and ill fitted.

By following wise examples you would have

given new examples of wisdom to the world. You:

would have rendered the cause of liberty venera-
ble in the eyes of every worthy mind in every
nation. You would have shamed despotism from
the earth, by showing that freedom was not only
reconcilable, but as, when well disciplined it is,
auxiliary to law. You would have had an unop-
pressive but a productive revenue. You would
have had a flourishing commerce to feed it. You
would have had a {ree constitution; a potent
monarchy; a disciplined army; 2 reformed and
venerated clergy; a mitigated but spirited nobili-
ty, to lead your virtue, not to overlay it; you
would have had a liberal order of commons, to
emulate and to recruit that nobility; you would
have had a protected, satisfied, laborious, and
obedient people, taught to seek and to recog-
nize 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 mon-
strous fiction, which, by inspiring false ideas and
vain expectations into men destined to travel in

the obscure walk of laborious life, serves only to
aggravate and embitter that real inequality, -

which it never can remove; 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 dif-
ficulty is good for man.

Compute your gains: see what is got by those
extravagant and presumptuous speculations
which have taught your leaders to despise all
their predecessors, and all their contempo-
raries, and even to despise themselves, until the
moment in which they became truly despicable.
By following those false lights, France has
brought undisguised calamities at a higher price
than any nation has purchased the most
unequivocal blessings! France has bought pover-

ty by crime! France has not sacrificed her virtue
to her interest; but she has abandoned her inter-

est, that she might prostitute her virtue. All
other nations have begun the fabric of a new
government, or the reformation of an old, by
establishing originally, or by enforcing with
greater exactness some rites or other of religion.
All other people have laid the foundations of
civil freedom in severe 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 extended
through all ranks of life, as if she were communi-
cating some privilege, or laying open somc
secluded benefit, all the unhappy corruptions
that usually were the disease of wealth and
power. This is one of the new principles of
equality in France.

This was unnatural. The rest is in order.

They have found their punishment in their suc-

cess. Laws overturned; tribunals subverted;
industry without vigour; commerce expiring;
the revenue unpaid, yet the people impover-
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ished; a church pillaged, ‘and a state not
relieved; civil and military anarchy made the
constitution of 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, precari-
ous, tottering power, the discredited paper secu-
rities of impoverished fraud, and beggared rap-
ine, held out as a currency for the support of an
empire, 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.

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 tranquil 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 instructive monuments of rash and
ignorant counsel in time of profound peace.
They are the display of inconsiderate and pre-
- sumptuous, because unresisted and irresistible
authority. The persons who have thus squan-
dered 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 oppo-
sition at all.

When men of rank sacrifice all ideas of dig-
nity to an ambition without a distinct object, and
work with low instruments and for low ends, the
whole composition becomes low and base. Does
not something like this now appear in France?
Does it not produce something ignoble and
inglorious? A kind of meanness in all the preva-
lent policy? A tendency in all that is done to
lower along with individuals all the dignity and
importance of the state? Other revolutions have

been conducted by persons, who whilst they
attempted or effected changes in the common-
wealth, sanctified their ambition by advancing
the dignity of the people whose peace they trou-
bled. They had long views. They aimed at the
rule, not at the destruction of their country.
They were men of great civil, and great military
talents, and if not for the terror, the ornament
of their age.

It is said, that twenty-four millions ought to
prevail over two hundred thousand. True; if the
constitution of a kingdom be a problem of arith-
metic. This sort of discourse does well enough
with the lamp-post for its second: to men who
may reason calmly, it is ridiculous. The will of the
many, and their interest, must very often differ;
and great will be the difference when they make
an evil choice. A government of five hundred
country attornies and obscure curates is not
good for twenty-four millions of men, though it
were chosen by eight and forty millions; nor is it
the better for being guided by a dozen of per-
sons of quality, who have betrayed their trust in
order to obtain that power.

In France you are now in the crisis of a rev-
olution, and in the transit from one form of
government to anothér—you cannot see that
character of men exactly in the same situation:
in which we see it in this country. With us it is
militant; with you it is triumphant; and you
know how it can act when its power is commen-
surate to its will. The worst of these politics of
revolution is this; they temper and harden the
breast, in order to prepare it for the desperate
strokes which are sometimes used in extreme
occasions. But as these occasions may never
arrive, the mind receives a gratuitous taint; and
the moral sentiments suffer not a little, when
no political purpose is served by the deprava-
tion. This sort of people are so taken up with
their theories about the rights of man, that they
have totally forgot his nature, Without opening
one new avenue to the understanding, they
have succeeded in stopping up those that lead
to the heart.







