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    Out of the tumult of a nation remaking itself, Mary Wollstonecraft asks what moral forces set history in motion. Her book approaches the French Revolution not only as a sequence of upheavals but as a test of principles—reason, virtue, justice—applied under extreme pressure. She studies how inherited privilege, entrenched prejudice, and civic aspirations collide, shaping both institutions and character. The result is a narrative that treats politics as a moral education, for peoples as well as leaders. By framing events through conscience and responsibility, she invites readers to judge causes and consequences without surrendering to either reactionary fear or unreflective zeal.

A historical and moral view of the origin and progress of the French Revolution is considered a classic because it marries history and ethics with unusual clarity and courage. Standing alongside Edmund Burke’s reflections and Thomas Paine’s defenses, it forms part of the foundational English-language conversation about 1789 and its aftermath. Yet Wollstonecraft’s perspective is distinctive: she brings a reformer’s commitment to human improvement and a philosopher’s insistence on principle to the writing of contemporary history. Its endurance lies in this dual fidelity—to fact and to moral reasoning—offering later readers a model for interpreting political crises without abandoning standards of justice, dignity, and accountability.

Authored by Mary Wollstonecraft and published in 1794, the book was composed in the charged atmosphere of the early 1790s, during and after the first years of the French Revolution. It surveys causes and early developments, tracing how social structures and political habits prepared the ground for profound change, and how that change reverberated across Europe. Wollstonecraft’s purpose is plain: to understand the Revolution’s origin and progress by examining the principles invoked and the conduct displayed on all sides. Without detailing later outcomes, she aims to separate durable truths from fleeting passions, to show how ideas animate events, and to weigh reform against abuse.

Wollstonecraft labels her account a historical and moral view to declare its method. She interrogates motives as carefully as she recounts measures, asking not only what happened, but why people believed their actions justified. The narrative attends to institutions—monarchy, estates, parliaments—and to the everyday conditions that sustained them, from taxation to education. She considers the long accumulation of grievances and the sudden openings created by crisis. Throughout, her analysis resists fatalism. Human choices, she insists, matter. By clarifying the interplay between circumstance and character, she crafts a history that holds actors responsible without denying the complexity of the pressures surrounding them.

The book draws strength from Wollstonecraft’s broader intellectual project. In A Vindication of the Rights of Men and A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, she challenged hereditary privilege and argued for the education necessary to sustain free citizens. This work extends those arguments into the arena of historical narrative, testing her political commitments against the hard facts of revolution. She attends to how ignorance and dependence nurture servility, and how enlightened instruction prepares people for self-government. The French Revolution is thus a laboratory for principles she had already articulated, allowing her to assess the distance between ideals announced and practices adopted.

Her central concerns are consistent and urgent: the moral foundations of liberty, the corrupting effects of arbitrary power, the importance of civic virtue, and the role of reason in public life. She interrogates the claims of tradition when they shelter injustice, and she measures reform by its capacity to serve the common good. The analysis examines how rhetoric can elevate or inflame, how institutions can cultivate responsibility or license, and how hope must be tempered by prudence. By focusing on dispositions as much as decrees, she portrays revolution as an ethical test for the nation and a pedagogical moment for Europe.

Stylistically, Wollstonecraft balances indignation with composure. She writes with controlled energy, refusing both sensationalism and complacency. Her prose links careful observation to moral discrimination, distinguishing between the zeal that awakens justice and the excess that betrays it. The narrative voice is animated by empathy for those long denied rights and wary of those who would replace one domination with another. She avoids the flattening of partisanship, granting that mixed motives and mixed outcomes attend great transformations. That tonal poise—at once engaged and judicious—helps the book endure, inviting readers to exercise their own reason rather than to inherit conclusions.

In literary history, the work occupies a crucial position at the intersection of Enlightenment critique and early Romantic reflection. It demonstrates how historical writing can be philosophically ambitious without sacrificing evidentiary care. As one of the earliest substantial histories of the Revolution in English by a major intellectual, it broadened who could speak authoritatively about public events, modeling a voice that is both analytic and reformist. Its influence lies less in a school it founded than in a standard it set: that to narrate great changes responsibly is to examine their ethical grounds, their social conditions, and their international reverberations together.

Wollstonecraft’s moral method shapes her treatment of causes. She attends to the slow violences of inequality and the everyday habits that sustain arbitrary rule. Fiscal burdens, legal immunities, and the stratification of opportunity are weighed alongside the rise of new ideas about rights and citizenship. The book seeks to show how enlightenment in one sphere radiates into others, unsettling hierarchies that once seemed immovable. By tracing these converging forces, she avoids reducing revolution to accident or conspiracy. Instead, change appears as the outcome of long preparation and sudden possibility, governed by choices that can be assessed against durable measures of justice.

Because she is concerned with the formation of citizens, Wollstonecraft emphasizes education, public reason, and the cultivation of virtue. She considers how leaders influence the people, and how the people, in turn, shape leaders’ horizons. Institutions are evaluated by their capacity to check domination, sustain deliberation, and secure equal respect under law. She remains alert to the dangers of passion unmoored from principle and of caution that hardens into indifference. Throughout, her categories of praise and blame rest on consistent criteria: the enlargement of human freedom, the protection of rights, and the alignment of policy with the common good.

For contemporary readers, the book’s relevance is immediate. It offers a disciplined way to think about political crises that combines sympathy for the oppressed with a rigorous demand for responsible means. It warns against confusing spectacle for substance and reminds us that reforms endure only when rooted in education, civic duty, and institutional integrity. In an age of competing narratives and rapid judgment, Wollstonecraft models patient evaluation: asking what ideals are invoked, how power is exercised, and who bears the costs. Her insistence that moral clarity can coexist with historical complexity provides a steadying framework for public thought.

This introduction invites engagement with a work that remains searching, principled, and humane. A Historical and Moral View of the Origin and Progress of the French Revolution endures because it refuses to separate fact from value, or liberty from responsibility. Its themes—rights, virtue, equality, public reason—continue to animate debates about citizenship and reform. Its qualities—intellectual candor, ethical steadiness, and lucid prose—reward patient reading. By linking the origins of change to the character of agents and the structures they inhabit, Wollstonecraft gives us more than a chronicle: she offers a moral map for navigating upheaval with judgment and hope.
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    Mary Wollstonecraft presents a chronological account of the French Revolution, pairing narrative with a moral analysis of its causes and effects. She begins by explaining her purpose: to trace how long-standing injustices and social habits prepared the way for political upheaval. The work situates events within Europe’s broader intellectual climate, emphasizing how ideas about rights and government spread through print and conversation. Rather than offering partisan invective, she aims to describe developments soberly, examining institutions, leaders, and popular movements. The opening frames France on the eve of 1789, marked by fiscal crisis, rigid privilege, and growing demands for representation and legal equality.

Wollstonecraft describes the ancien régime’s structure: a hierarchy of orders, seigneurial dues, arbitrary arrests, and uneven taxation that burdened commoners while shielding privilege. Parlements impeded reform yet also contested ministerial authority, revealing institutional contradictions. Financial ruin followed costly wars, including support for American independence, while bad harvests sharpened distress. Meanwhile, Enlightenment writing expanded public discussion, challenging deference and proposing rational administration. She portrays provincial and urban tensions alongside the rise of political clubs and reading circles. This background, she argues, made reform urgent and resistance entrenched, ensuring that any attempt to alter the balance of power would provoke both hope and alarm.

The convocation of the Estates-General in 1789 focused expectations, as cahiers articulated grievances and proposals. Deadlock over voting by orders or by head led the Third Estate to declare itself the National Assembly, claiming authority from the nation. The Tennis Court Oath asserted persistence until a constitution was secured. In Paris, troop movements and ministerial changes inflamed fears; crowds responded, and the storming of the Bastille became a signal event. Across France, municipal revolutions reconfigured local power. Wollstonecraft recounts these moments as the transfer of sovereignty from court-centered decision-making to a representative body, propelled by publicity and civic mobilization.

Through the summer and autumn of 1789, events accelerated. Rural panic and violence known as the Great Fear prompted the August 4 decrees abolishing feudal privileges. The Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen set principles of liberty, equality before the law, and national sovereignty. October’s march to Versailles brought the royal family to Paris, intensifying scrutiny of the court. The Assembly undertook legal and administrative reforms, standardizing justice, rationalizing taxation, and redrawing France into departments. Wollstonecraft highlights these measures as efforts to align institutions with rights, while noting the pressures of scarcity, debt, and public opinion shaping decisions.

Financial remedies centered on nationalizing church property and issuing assignats, intertwining fiscal and political change. The Civil Constitution of the Clergy restructured ecclesiastical governance, dividing opinion and conscience. New civic forms—festivals, clubs, and a vibrant press—nurtured participation but also competition for influence. Leading figures emerged, debated, and faded, with Mirabeau’s death symbolizing the loss of a moderating voice. The 1791 Constitution established a constitutional monarchy, yet the king’s flight to Varennes undermined confidence and raised questions about loyalty and sovereignty. The Champ de Mars petition and its repression revealed widening gaps between institutions seeking order and a populace demanding fuller accountability.

With the Legislative Assembly seated, external and internal pressures converged. Émigré nobles sought foreign support; neighboring monarchies watched anxiously. War with Austria, and then Prussia, began in 1792, compounding economic strain and heightening suspicion. The Brunswick Manifesto inflamed opinion. Paris sections and the National Guard facilitated insurrections culminating on August 10, when the Tuileries fell and the monarchy effectively ended. In September, amid invasion fears and prison anxieties, massacres occurred, a crisis that the narrative contextualizes within panic and breakdown of authority. The National Convention convened, proclaiming a republic and turning to the urgent tasks of defense, legislation, and internal stabilization.

The Convention tried Louis XVI, whose execution signaled a definitive rupture with hereditary rule. Factional divisions intensified between Girondins and Montagnards over war policy, executive authority, and provincial autonomy. Emergency governance took shape through committees, including the Committee of Public Safety, alongside mass conscription and requisitions to sustain the war effort. Revolts in the Vendée and federalist risings tested the state’s capacity. Economic controls such as price maximums aimed to check scarcity and speculation. Throughout, discourse on virtue, citizenship, and public education framed policy, reflecting the belief that moral regeneration and civic instruction were necessary to consolidate political change.

Wollstonecraft extends her view beyond France to Europe, noting diplomatic realignments, commercial disruptions, and ideological debates. In Britain, reform societies faced governmental caution and repression; elsewhere, rulers measured reform against stability. She sketches the motives of leaders and groups without polemic, emphasizing how fear, habit, and interest shape choices alongside principle. The narrative underscores that oppression and exclusion fostered explosion, but that sudden freedom without sustained instruction risks disorder. Religion, law, and manners appear as interlocking forces; she considers how reformed institutions must cultivate responsibility as well as rights. The Revolution’s example, she argues, altered expectations about governance across the continent.

Concluding, Wollstonecraft identifies the Revolution as the product of long-standing abuses, financial crisis, and an awakened public sphere. Its stages reveal both constructive legislation and destructive excess, each traceable to circumstances and character. The core message is that durable liberty depends on equal laws, accountable power, and moral improvement through education. She warns against both despotism and vindictive zeal, urging reforms guided by reason rather than passion. The immediate outcome is uncertain, yet the broader effect is an irreversible expansion of political consciousness. By presenting a historical and moral view, she invites readers to weigh causes, actions, and consequences with measured clarity.
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    Mary Wollstonecraft’s work examines the French Revolution as it unfolded between 1787 and 1794, with Paris as the epicenter and provincial France oscillating between reform and resistance. Written amid events and published in London in 1794, the book surveys the social and political geography of the Ancien Régime and its collapse. Parisian districts, municipal authorities, clubs, and the National Assembly’s chambers furnish the immediate backdrop. Yet the setting expands to Europe, as war and diplomatic reactions from Vienna, Berlin, and London shape the French crisis. Wollstonecraft’s vantage as a British observer in revolutionary Paris informs the narrative’s moral and comparative judgments.

The book’s setting is defined by crowded markets, bread shortages, and the densely networked world of newspapers, salons, and political clubs that mediated public life. Social estates—clergy, nobility, and the Third Estate—operated within a hierarchy marked by privilege, tax exemptions, and feudal dues, especially in rural provinces. Government offices at Versailles and later the Tuileries symbolized monarchical power whose legitimacy was tested by public opinion and mobilized crowds. Wollstonecraft situates the Revolution within this urban-rural tension and the pressures of subsistence crises. Her perspective from the tumultuous streets of Paris highlights how local struggles mapped onto national deliberations, generating the moral and political conflicts her book interrogates.

The prelude to revolution lay in the fiscal breakdown of the Ancien Régime. Finance ministers Charles Alexandre de Calonne and Étienne-Charles de Brienne failed to stabilize royal debt after costly wars, including the American War of Independence. The Assembly of Notables (1787) rejected new land taxes; the Parlements resisted reforms. Public unrest followed, notably the Day of the Tiles in Grenoble on 7 June 1788, signaling provincial defiance. Wollstonecraft presents these crises as the moral bankruptcy of privilege and the inadequacy of arbitrary governance, arguing that entrenched corporate rights prevented equitable taxation and rational administration, creating the ethical case for political transformation that her narrative underscores.

The Estates-General convened at Versailles on 5 May 1789, with the Third Estate doubled but still constrained by voting by order. On 17 June the deputies proclaimed themselves the National Assembly; on 20 June they swore the Tennis Court Oath to draft a constitution; by 9 July the National Constituent Assembly stood. The institutional shift from estate-based representation to national sovereignty formed a decisive constitutional break. Wollstonecraft relates these events as a rational assertion of political rights grounded in moral claims of citizenship. In her account, the oath and subsequent legislative action exemplify civic virtue overcoming hereditary prerogative through deliberation and lawful resolve.

The storming of the Bastille on 14 July 1789, the countryside’s Great Fear in July–August, and the August Decrees of 4 August abolished feudal dues and privileges. The Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen on 26 August codified liberty, property, and security, while embedding the principle of popular sovereignty. These acts crystallized the revolutionary program of legal equality and civic rights. Wollstonecraft interprets them as the moral clearing of institutional injustice, asserting that the destruction of feudal survivals enabled genuine citizenship. Her book treats the declaration as a universal benchmark, aligning its ethical claims with her broader critique of aristocratic corruption.

On 5–6 October 1789, thousands of market women and citizens marched from Paris to Versailles, protesting high bread prices and compelling the royal family’s move to the Tuileries. The October Days marked the capital’s power over the monarchy and inscribed female collective action into revolutionary politics. Figures like Lafayette mediated, but the symbolic effect was transformative. Wollstonecraft emphasizes the socioeconomic causes—scarcity, taxation, and court extravagance—while recognizing women’s agency in confronting political inertia. She connects the march to her insistence that citizenship must be grounded in competence and virtue, not sex or birth, and reads the episode as a moral rebuke to paternalist governance.

The National Assembly nationalized church lands on 2 November 1789, issued assignats backed by these properties, and passed the Civil Constitution of the Clergy on 12 July 1790, requiring clerical oaths. The resulting schism between jurors and refractory priests destabilized rural communities, fed counterrevolutionary sentiment, and triggered localized violence. Monetary inflation and conflicts over tithes intersected with religious loyalties. Wollstonecraft acknowledges the need to reform ecclesiastical privilege yet warns that coercion in matters of conscience can corrode public virtue. Her narrative links the church settlement’s unintended consequences to later unrest, illustrating how moral ends can be compromised by imprudent administrative means.

In Britain, the French Revolution ignited a political crisis. Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790) condemned French reform; Thomas Paine’s Rights of Man (1791–1792) defended popular sovereignty. Reform societies such as the London Corresponding Society (founded 1792) spread democratic ideas; William Pitt’s government responded with prosecutions and, in 1794, treason trials of radicals like Thomas Hardy. The Aliens Act (1793) and proclamations against seditious writings signaled repression. Wollstonecraft’s own Rights of Men (1790) preceded this book; here she extends her critique of hereditary power and defends principled reform. Her historical treatment situates French events within a transnational struggle over civic rights and government legitimacy.

The flight to Varennes on 20–21 June 1791 exposed the monarchy’s duplicity. Recognized and arrested in Varennes, Louis XVI returned to Paris under guard, his credibility shattered. On 17 July 1791, the National Guard under Lafayette fired on petitioners at the Champ de Mars, killing dozens and deepening the divide between constitutional monarchists and republican activists. Wollstonecraft reads Varennes as proof that hereditary rule conflicted with constitutional accountability. The Champ de Mars massacre illustrates, in her view, the perils of authority fearing its own citizens. In the book, these crises mark a moral turning point where trust in royal moderation becomes untenable.

The Legislative Assembly declared war on Austria on 20 April 1792, initiating the War of the First Coalition. Early defeats, emigration of aristocratic officers, and the Brunswick Manifesto of 25 July 1792, threatening Paris with vengeance, intensified panic. Volunteers and fédérés flooded the capital; newspapers and clubs stoked vigilance. Wollstonecraft emphasizes how foreign invasion and internal treachery radicalized public sentiment, arguing that external threats often license emergency measures. Her account links the pressures of war to the escalation of popular mobilization, while maintaining that moral responsibility demands restraining vengeance even under existential peril, a tension that frames her evaluation of the year’s decisive insurrections.

On 10 August 1792, the insurrectionary Commune and National Guard units stormed the Tuileries. The Swiss Guards were overwhelmed, hundreds killed, and the monarchy suspended. The Assembly ordered elections by universal male suffrage to a National Convention. This rupture institutionalized republicanism and empowered radical sections. Wollstonecraft treats the day as a consequence of royal evasions and external threats, yet she notes the corrosive effect of violence on civic virtue. Arriving in France later in 1792, she wrote amid the aftermath, assessing how the destruction of royal authority opened possibilities for law-based reform while also unleashing passions that would soon escape legal constraint.

The September Massacres of 2–6 September 1792 saw crowds invade Paris prisons—the Abbaye, La Force, the Conciergerie—and kill approximately 1,100 to 1,400 inmates, including priests and alleged conspirators. Rumors of foreign advance and royalist plots combined with the failure of authorities to secure prisoners. Jean-Paul Marat’s journalism and a rhetoric of vigilance inflamed fear; Georges Danton urged audacity in the Assembly. Wollstonecraft condemns the killings as a betrayal of justice’s impartiality, arguing that the state’s abdication of due process bred lynch law. Her narrative strives to explain the panic while insisting that moral progress requires lawful restraint even in revolutionary exigency.

The National Convention opened in September 1792, abolished the monarchy, and tried Louis XVI as Citizen Capet. From December 1792 to January 1793, deputies debated guilt, appeal to the people, and punishment. On 21 January 1793, the Convention voted 387 to 334 for death; a majority also rejected reprieve, and the king was executed at the Place de la Révolution. The trial polarized Europe and hardened internal factions. Wollstonecraft evaluates the execution as the culmination of monarchical irresponsibility yet warns that punishment must serve public right rather than revenge. She frames the event as a moral test of republican legality under extraordinary strain.

In 1793–1794, the Convention centralized power in the Committee of Public Safety (from 6 April 1793), instituted the levée en masse (23 August 1793), and passed the Law of Suspects (17 September 1793). The purge of the Girondins on 2 June 1793 and the Revolutionary Tribunal’s expanded remit led to mass prosecutions. Notable victims included Marie Antoinette (16 October 1793), Olympe de Gouges (3 November 1793), and Girondin leaders (31 October 1793). At Nantes, Jean-Baptiste Carrier oversaw drownings; at Lyon, fusillades decimated rebels. Wollstonecraft, a foreigner sheltered under American protection via Gilbert Imlay, interprets the Terror as virtue coerced into tyranny by fear and faction.

The fall of Maximilien Robespierre on 9 Thermidor Year II (27 July 1794) and his execution the next day ended the high Terror. The Thermidorian Reaction dismantled emergency institutions, repealed the Law of 22 Prairial, and closed Jacobin clubs. Official records suggest roughly 16,000 legal executions during the Terror and many more deaths from imprisonment and civil war, including the Vendée. Wollstonecraft views Thermidor as an indictment of concentrated, unaccountable power, even when draped in the language of virtue. Her book closes on the lesson that reform must be institutionalized through law, education, and civic responsibility, not entrusted to purifying violence.

The work operates as a sustained social and political critique, exposing how hereditary privilege, fiscal opacity, and clerical immunities produced structural injustice. Wollstonecraft ties subsistence crises and unequal taxation to a regime that rewarded birth over merit, making revolution a moral necessity. She judges the new institutions by their fidelity to due process, insisting that rights must be universal, intelligible, and enforceable. The narrative denounces demagoguery, secret influence, and emergency powers unbounded by law. By foregrounding the plight of common citizens, especially women and the poor, she reveals how reform without civic education and economic fairness risks devolving into arbitrary coercion.

As a political anatomy of the era, the book critiques both ancien and revolutionary abuses. It indicts court extravagance, feudal exactions, and ecclesiastical privilege, while equally condemning popular vengeance, show trials, and militarized politics. Wollstonecraft situates gender inequality within broader civic deficits, arguing that excluding women and the laboring classes from education and rights deforms public virtue. She warns that war and fear can overrun legality, converting virtue into domination, and urges institutional checks, transparent finance, and accountable representation. The historical episodes serve as case studies in moral governance, offering a principled republican alternative to both aristocratic tyranny and terroristic rule.





Author Biography




Table of Contents




    Mary Wollstonecraft (1759–1797) was an English writer, educator, and political thinker whose works helped define Enlightenment debates about rights and the status of women. Emerging in the late eighteenth century amid revolutionary arguments about citizenship, she pursued an unprecedented career as a professional woman of letters. Her oeuvre spans conduct literature, fiction, political pamphlets, travel writing, and history, but she is best known for A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, a foundational text of feminist philosophy. Across genres she argued that reason, education, and civic virtue should be universal, challenging customs that confined women to dependence and cultivated weakness as a feminine ideal.

With limited formal schooling, Wollstonecraft was largely self-educated and early on supported herself through teaching. In the mid-1780s she helped run a girls' school at Newington Green near London, where she encountered the liberal, dissenting milieu around the minister and moral philosopher Richard Price. His sermons on liberty and rational religion, along with the broader currents of Enlightenment moral philosophy, shaped her conviction that character arises from education and social institutions rather than innate female inferiority. She read widely, engaged critically with writers such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and developed a pedagogy emphasizing reason, self-discipline, and benevolence over the fashionable cult of sensibility.

Seeking a livelihood by the pen, she moved to London in the late 1780s and became associated with the publisher Joseph Johnson, who offered steady work as a translator and reviewer. For his Analytical Review she produced numerous articles, honed a clear, polemical prose style, and entered the public sphere as a critic. Her early books include Thoughts on the Education of Daughters and the novel Mary: A Fiction, as well as Original Stories from Real Life, a didactic work for young readers. These writings established her concern with forming independent judgment in girls and resisting social pressures that reward ornament over substance.

In 1790 Wollstonecraft intervened in contemporary politics with A Vindication of the Rights of Men, a rapid reply to Edmund Burke's critique of the French Revolution. Rejecting hereditary privilege and appeals to sentiment as a basis for public order, she defended reform on rational and ethical grounds. She expanded these arguments in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), contending that women are made, not born, inferior through deficient education and narrow social roles. Advocating rigorous schooling and civic participation for women, she framed equality as a matter of virtue and citizenship, not merely domestic improvement, and became internationally renowned and controversial.

During the early 1790s she spent time in revolutionary France, observing the tumult and reflecting on its moral implications. From these experiences came An Historical and Moral View of the Origin and Progress of the French Revolution, which assesses events through the lens of Enlightenment ethics rather than party allegiance. Later, travels in Scandinavia informed Letters Written During a Short Residence in Sweden, Norway, and Denmark (1796), an innovative blend of travel narrative, economic observation, and introspection. Readers praised its vivid descriptions and philosophical tone, and it remains admired for its exploration of feeling disciplined by reason, a recurrent concern in her work.

Her fiction culminated in The Wrongs of Woman; or, Maria, left unfinished and published posthumously. The novel extends her critique of legal and economic structures that restrict women's autonomy, depicting how social arrangements can corrupt both feeling and judgment. Across genres she consistently challenged the celebration of passive sensibility, arguing that genuine sympathy requires moral strength and independence. Although many contemporaries acknowledged her eloquence, some reviewers resisted her political implications and unconventional authorial persona. Even so, her essays, educational writings, and travel book broadened what women could plausibly publish, modeling a career that joined literary ambition to public argument.

Wollstonecraft died in the late 1790s from complications after childbirth. The philosopher William Godwin published her unfinished work and a candid memoir that, while intended as tribute, provoked controversy and contributed to a reputation often filtered through scandal in the nineteenth century. Her standing was reassessed in the twentieth century, as historians and theorists recognized the depth of her republican and educational thought. Today A Vindication of the Rights of Woman anchors syllabi in political philosophy, literature, and gender studies, and her Scandinavian letters are read for their literary innovation. Her intellectual legacy also resonates through her daughter, the novelist Mary Shelley.
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The revolution in France exhibits a scene,
in the political world, not less novel and interesting
than the contrast is striking between
the narrow opinions of superstition, and the
enlightened sentiments of masculine and improved
philosophy.

To mark the prominent features of this
revolution, requires a mind, not only unsophisticated
by old prejudices, and the inveterate
habits of degeneracy; but an amelioration
of temper, produced by the exercise of
the most enlarged principles of humanity.

The rapid changes, the violent, the base,
and nefarious assassinations, which have
clouded the vivid prospect that began to
spread a ray of joy and gladness over the
gloomy horizon of oppression, cannot fail to
chill the sympathizing bosom, and palsy intellectual
vigour. To sketch these vicissitudes
is a task so arduous and melancholy, that, with
a heart trembling to the touches of nature, it
becomes necessary to guard against the erroneous
inferences of sensibility; and reason
beaming on the grand theatre of political
changes, can prove the only sure guide to direct
us to a favourable or just conclusion.

This important conclusion, involving the
happiness and exaltation of the human character,
demands serious and mature consideration;
as it must ultimately sink the
dignity of society into contempt, and its members
into greater wretchedness; or elevate
it to a degree of grandeur not hitherto anticipated,
but by the most enlightened statesmen
and philosophers.

Contemplating then these stupendous events
with the cool eye of observation, the judgement,
difficult to be preserved unwarped
under the pressure of the calamitous horrours
produced by desperate and enraged factions,
will continually perceive that it is the uncontaminated
mass of the french nation, whose
minds begin to grasp the sentiments of freedom,
that has secured the equilibrium of
the state; often tottering on the brink of annihilation;
in spite of the folly, selfishness, madness,
treachery, and more fatal mock patriotism,
the common result of depraved manners,
the concomitant of that servility and
voluptuousness which for so long a space of
time has embruted the higher orders of this
celebrated nation.

By thus attending to circumstances, we
shall be able to discern clearly that the revolution
was neither produced by the abilities
or intrigues of a few individuals; nor was the
effect of sudden and short-lived enthusiasm;
but the natural consequence of intellectual improvement,
gradually proceeding to perfection
in the advancement of communities, from a
state of barbarism to that of polished society, till
now arrived at the point when sincerity of
principles seems to be hastening the overthrow
of the tremendous empire of superstition and
hypocrisy, erected upon the ruins of gothic
brutality and ignorance.
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When we contemplate the infancy of
man, his gradual advance towards maturity,
his miserable weakness as a solitary being, and
the crudeness of his first notions respecting
the nature of civil society, it will not appear
extraordinary, that the acquirement of political
knowledge has been so extremely slow;
or that public happiness has not been more rapidly
and generally diffused.

The perfection attained by the ancients, it
is true, has ever afforded the imagination of
the poetical historian a theme to deck with the
choicest flowers of rhetoric; though the cool
investigation of facts seems clearly to prove,
that the civilization of the world, hitherto, has
consisted rather in cultivating the taste, than
in exercising the understanding. And were
not these vaunted improvements also confined
to a small corner of the globe, whilst, the
political view of the wisest legislators seldom
extending beyond the splendour and
aggrandizement of their individual nation,
they trampled with a ferocious affectation of
patriotism on the most sacred rights of humanity?
When the arts flourished in Greece,
and literature began to shed it’s blandishments
on society, the world was mostly inhabited by
barbarians, who waged eternal war with their
more polished neighbours, the imperfection
of whose government sapping it’s foundation,
the science of politics necessarily received a
check in the bud—and when we find, likewise,
the roman empire crumbling into
atoms, from the germ of a deadly malady implanted
in it’s vitals; whilst voluptuousness
stopped the progress of civilization, which
makes the perfection of the arts the dawn of science;
we shall be convinced, that it demanded
ages of improving reason and experience in
moral philosophy, to clear away the rubbish,
and exhibit the first principles of social order.

We have probably derived our great superiority
over those nations from the discovery
of the polar attraction of the needle, the perfection
which astronomy and mathematics
have attained, and the fortunate invention of
printing. For, whilst the revival of letters
has added the collected wisdom of antiquity
to the improvements of modern research, the
latter most useful art has rapidly multiplied
copies of the productions of genius and compilations
of learning, bringing them within
the reach of all ranks of men: the scientific
discoveries also have not only led us to new
worlds; but, facilitating the communication
between different nations, the friction of arts
and commerce have given to society the
transcendently pleasing polish of urbanity;
and thus, by a gradual softening of manners,
the complexion of social life has been completely
changed. But the remains of superstition,
and the unnatural distinction of privileged
classes, which had their origin in barbarous
folly, still fettered the opinions of
man, and sullied his native dignity; till
several distinguished english writers discussed
political subjects with the energy of men, who
began to feel their strength; and, whilst only
a rumour of these sentiments roused the attention
and exercised the minds of some men
of letters in France, a number of staunch disputants,
who had more thoroughly digested
them, fled from oppression, to put them to
the test of experience in America.

Locke, following the track of these bold
thinkers, recommended in a more methodical
manner religious toleration, and analyzed the
principles of civil liberty: for in his definition
of liberty we find the elements of The
Declaration of the Rights of Man[5], which, in
spite of the fatal errours of ignorance, and the
perverse obstinacy of selfishness, is now converting
sublime theories into practical truths.

The revolution, it is true, soon introduced
the corruption, that has ever since been corroding
british freedom.—Still, when the rest
of Europe groaned under the weight of the
most unjust and cruel laws, the life and property
of englishmen were comparatively safe;
and, if an impress-warrant respected the distinction
of ranks, when the glory of England
was at stake, splendid victories hid this flaw
in the best existing constitution; and all exultingly
recollected, that the life or liberty of a
man never depended on the will of an individual.

Englishmen were then, with reason, proud
of their constitution; and, if this noble pride
have degenerated into arrogance, when the
cause became less conspicuous, it is only a
venial lapse of human nature; to be lamented
merely as it stops the progress of civilization,
and leads the people to imagine, that their
ancestors have done every thing possible to
secure the happiness of society, and meliorate
the condition of man, because they have done
much.

When learning was confined to a small
number of the citizens of a state, and the investigation
of it’s privileges was left to a number
still smaller, governments seem to have
acted, as if the people were formed only for
them; and, ingeniously confounding their
rights with metaphysical jargon, the luxurious
grandeur of individuals has been supported
by the misery of the bulk of their fellow
creatures, and ambition gorged by the
butchery of millions of innocent victims.

The most artful chain of despotism has ever
been supported by false notions of duty, enforced
by those who were to profit by the
cheat. Thus has the liberty of man been restrained;
and the spontaneous flow of his
feelings, which would have fertilized his
mind, being choked at the source, he is rendered
in the same degree unhappy as he is
made unnatural. Yet, certain opinions, planted
by superstition and despotism, hand in hand,
have taken such deep root in our habits of
thinking, it may appear daringly licentious,
as well as presumptuous, to observe, that what
is often termed virtue, is only want of courage
to throw off prejudices, and follow the inclinations
which fear not the eye of heaven,
though they shrink from censure not founded
on the natural principles of morality. But
at no period has the scanty diffusion of knowledge
permitted the body of the people to participate
in the discussion of political science;
and if philosophy at length have simplified
the principles of social union, so as to render
them easy to be comprehended by every sane
and thinking being; if appears to me, that
man may contemplate with benevolent complacency
and becoming pride, the approaching
reign of reason and peace.

Besides, if men have been rendered unqualified
to judge with precision of their civil
and political rights, from the involved state
in which sophisticating ignorance has placed
them, and thus reduced to surrender their
reasoning powers to noble fools, and pedantic
knaves, it is not surprizing, that superficial
observers have formed opinions unfavourable
to the degree of perfection, which our intellectual
faculties are able to attain, or that despotism
should attempt to check the spirit of
inquiry, which, with colossian strides, seems
to be hastening the overthrow of oppressive
tyranny and contumelious ambition.

Nature having made men unequal, by giving
stronger bodily and mental powers to one
than to another, the end of government ought
to be, to destroy this inequality by protecting
the weak. Instead of which, it has always
leaned to the opposite side, wearing itself out
by disregarding the first principle of it’s organization.

It appears to be the grand province of government,
though scarcely acknowledged, so
to hold the balance, that the abilities or riches
of individuals may not interfere with the equilibrium
of the whole. For, as it is vain to
expect, that men should master their passions
during the heat of action, legislators should
have this perfection of laws ever in view,
when, calmly grasping the interest of humanity,
reason assures them, that their own
is best secured by the security of the commonweal.
The first social systems were certainly
founded by passion; individuals wishing to
fence round their own wealth or power, and
make slaves of their brothers to prevent encroachment.
Their descendants have ever
been at work to solder the chains they forged,
and render the usurpations of strength secure,
by the fraud of partial laws: laws that can be
abrogated only by the exertions of reason,
emancipating mankind, by making government
a science, instead of a craft, and civilizing
the grand mass, by exercising their understandings
about the most important objects
of inquiry.

After the revolution in 1688, however,
political questions were no longer discussed in
England on a broad scale; because that degree
of liberty was enjoyed, which enabled
thinking men to pursue without interruption
their own business; or, if some men complained,
they attached themselves to a party,
and descanted on the unavoidable misery produced
by contending passions.

But in France the bitterness of oppression
was mingled in the daily cup, and the serious
folly of superstition, pampered by the sweat
of labour, stared every man of sense in the
face. Against superstition then did the writers
contending for civil liberty principally direct
their force, though the tyranny of the court
increased with it’s viciousness.

Voltaire leading the way, and ridiculing
with that happy mixture of satire and gaiety,
calculated to delight the french, the inconsistent
puerilities of a puppet-show religion,
had the art to attach the bells to the
fool’s cap, which tinkled on every side, rousing
the attention and piquing the vanity of
his readers. Rousseau also ranged himself on
the same side; and, praising his fanciful state
of nature, with that interesting eloquence,
which embellishes reasoning with the charms
of sentiment, forcibly depicted the evils of a
priest-ridden society, and the sources of oppressive
inequality, inducing the men who
were charmed with his language to consider
his opinions.

The talents of these two writers were particularly
formed to effect a change in the sentiments
of the french, who commonly read
to collect a fund for conversation; and their
biting retorts, and flowing periods, were retained
in each head, and continually slipped
off the tongue in numerous sprightly circles.

In France, indeed, new opinions fly from
mouth to mouth, with an electrical velocity,
unknown in England; so that there is not
such a difference between the sentiments of
the various ranks in one country, as is observable
in the originality of character to be
found in the other. At our theatres, the
boxes, pit, and galleries, relish different
scenes; and some are condescendingly born
by the more polished part of the audience, to
allow the rest to have their portion of amusement.
In France, on the contrary, a highly
wrought sentiment of morality, probably
rather romantic than sublime, produces a burst
of applause, when one heart seems to agitate
every hand.

But men are not content merely to laugh
at oppression, when they can scarcely catch
from his gripe the necessaries of life; so that
from writing epigrams on superstition, the
galled french began to compose philippics
against despotism. The enormous and iniquitous
taxes, which the nobles, the clergy,
and the monarch, levied on the people, turned
the attention of benevolence to this main
branch of government, and the profound
treatise of the humane M. Quesnai produced
the sect of the economists, the first champions
for civil liberty.

On the eve of the american war, the enlightened
administration of the comptroller general
Turgot, a man formed in this school,
afforded France a glimpse of freedom, which,
streaking the horizon of despotism, only served
to render the contrast more striking. Eager
to correct abuses, equally impolitic and
cruel, this most excellent man, suffering his
clear judgment to be clouded by his zeal,
roused the nest of wasps, that rioted on the
honey of industry in the sunshine of court
favour; and he was obliged to retire from
the office, which he so worthily filled. Disappointed
in his noble plan of freeing France
from the fangs of despotism, in the course of
ten years, without the miseries of anarchy,
which make the present generation pay very
dear for the emancipation of posterity, he has
nevertheless greatly contributed to produce
that revolution in opinion, which, perhaps,
alone can overturn the empire of tyranny.

The idle caprices of an effeminate court
had long given the tone to the awe-struck
populace, who, stupidly admiring what they
did not understand, lived on a vive le roi,
whilst his blood-sucking minions drained
every vein, that should have warmed their
honest hearts.

But the irresistible energy of the moral and
political sentiments of half a century, at last
kindled into a blaze the illuminating rays of
truth, which, throwing new light on the
mental powers of man, and giving a fresh
spring to his reasoning faculties, completely
undermined the strong holds of priestcraft and
hypocrisy.

At this glorious era, the toleration of religious
opinions in America, which the spirit
of the times, when that continent was peopled
with persecuted europeans, produced, aided, not
a little, to diffuse these rational sentiments, and
exhibited the phenomenon of a government
established on the basis of reason and equality.
The eyes of all Europe were watchfully fixed
on the practical success of this experiment in
political science; and whilst the crowns of the
old world were drawing into their focus the
hard-earned recompense of the toil and care
of the simple citizens, who lived detached
from courts, deprived of the comforts of life,
the just reward of industry, or, palsied by
oppression, pined in dirt and idleness; the
anglo-americans appeared to be another race
of beings, men formed to enjoy the advantages
of society, and not merely to benefit those
who governed; the use to which they had
been appropriated in almost every state; considered
only as the ballast which keeps the
vessel steady, necessary, yet despised. So conspicuous
in fact was the difference, that, when,
frenchmen became the auxiliaries of those
brave people, during their noble struggle
against the tyrannical and inhuman ambition
of the british court, it imparted to them that
stimulus, which alone was wanting to give
wings to freedom, who, hovering over France,
led her indignant votaries to wreak their
vengeance on the tottering fabric of a government,
the foundation of which had been laid
by benighted ignorance, and it’s walls cemented
by the calamities of millions that mock calculation—and,
in it’s ruins a system was entombed,
the most baneful to human happiness
and virtue.

America fortunately found herself in a
situation very different from all the rest of the
world; for she had it in her power to lay the
first stones of her government, when reason
was venturing to canvass prejudice. Availing
herself of the degree of civilization of the
world, she has not retained those customs,
which were only the expedients of barbarism;
or thought that constitutions formed by
chance, and continually patched up, were
superiour to the plans of reason, at liberty to
profit by experience.

When society was first regulated, the laws
could not be adjusted so as to take in the
future conduct of it’s members, because the
faculties of man are unfolded and perfected
by the improvements made by society: consequently
the regulations established as circumstances
required were very imperfect.
What then is to hinder man, at each epoch
of civilization, from making a stand, and new
modelling the materials, that have been hastily
thrown into a rude mass, which time alone
has consolidated and rendered venerable?

When society was first subjugated to laws,
probably by the ambition of some, and the
desire of safety in all, it was natural for men
to be selfish, because they were ignorant how
intimately their own comfort was connected
with that of others; and it was also very
natural, that humanity, rather the effect of
feeling than of reason, should have a very
limited range. But, when men once see,
clear as the light of heaven,—and I hail the
glorious day from afar!—that on the general
happiness depends their own, reason will give
strength to the fluttering wings of passion, and
men will “do unto others, what they wish they
should do unto them.”

What has hitherto been the political perfection
of the world? In the two most
celebrated nations it has only been a polish of
manners, an extension of that family love,
which is rather the effect of sympathy and
selfish passions, than reasonable humanity.
And in what has ended their so much extolled
patriotism? In vain glory and barbarity—every
page of history proclaims. And why
has the enthusiasm for virtue thus passed away
like the dew of the morning, dazzling the
eyes of it’s admirers? Why?—because it was
factitious virtue.

During the period they had to combat
against oppression, and rear an infant state,
what instances of heroism do not the annals
of Greece and Rome display! But it was
merely the blaze of passion, “live smoke;”
for after vanquishing their enemies, and making
the most astonishing sacrifices to the glory
of their country, they became civil tyrants,
and preyed on the very society, for whose
welfare it was easier to die, than to practise
the sober duties of life, which insinuate
through it the contentment that is rather felt
than seen. Like the parents who forget all
the dictates of justice and humanity, to aggrandize
the very children whom they keep
in a state of dependence, these heroes loved
their country, because it was their country,
ever showing by their conduct, that it was
only a part of a narrow love of themselves.

It is time, that a more enlightened moral
love of mankind should supplant, or rather
support physical affections. It is time, that
the youth approaching manhood should be
led by principles, and not hurried along by
sensations—and then we may expect, that the
heroes of the present generation, still having
their monsters to cope with, will labour to
establish such rational laws throughout the
world, that men will not rest in the dead
letter, or become artificial beings as they
become civilized.

We must get entirely clear of all the notions
drawn from the wild traditions of original sin:
the eating of the apple, the theft of Prometheus,
the opening of Pandora’s box, and the other
fables, too tedious to enumerate, on which
priests have erected their tremendous structures
of imposition, to persuade us, that we are
naturally inclined to evil: we shall then leave
room for the expansion of the human heart,
and, I trust, find, that men will insensibly render
each other happier as they grow wiser. It
is indeed the necessity of stifling many of it’s
most spontaneous desires, to obtain the factitious
virtues of society, that makes man vicious,
by depriving him of that dignity of character,
which rests only on truth. For it is not
paradoxical to assert, that the social virtues
are nipt in the bud by the very laws of society.
One principal of action is sufficient—Respect
thyself—whether it be termed fear
of God—religion; love of justice—morality;
or, self-love—the desire of happiness. Yet,
how can a man respect himself; and if not,
how believe in the existence of virtue; when
he is practising the daily shifts, which do not
come under the cognisance of the law, in order
to obtain a respectable situation in life?
It seems, in fact, to be the business of a civilized
man, to harden his heart, that on it he may
sharpen the wit; which, assuming the appellation
of sagacity, or cunning, in different characters,
is only a proof, that the head is clear,
because the heart is cold.

Besides, one great cause of misery in the
present imperfect state of society is, that the
imagination, continually tantalized, becomes
the inflated wen of the mind, draining off the
nourishment from the vital parts. Nor would
it, I think, be stretching the inference too
far, to insist, that men become vicious in the
same proportion as they are obliged, by the
defects of society, to submit to a kind of self-denial,
which ignorance, not morals, prescribes.

But these evils are passing away; a new
spirit has gone forth, to organise the body-politic;
and where is the criterion to be found,
to estimate the means, by which the influence
of this spirit can be confined, now enthroned
in the hearts of half the inhabitants of the
globe? Reason has, at last, shown her captivating
face, beaming with benevolence; and it will
be impossible for the dark hand of despotism
again to obscure it’s radiance, or the lurking
dagger of subordinate tyrants to reach her
bosom. The image of God implanted in our
nature is now more rapidly expanding; and,
as it opens, liberty with maternal wing seems
to be soaring to regions far above vulgar
annoyance, promising to shelter all mankind.

It is a vulgar errour, built on a superficial
view of the subject, though it seems to have
the sanction of experience, that civilization
can only go as far as it has hitherto gone, and
then must necessarily fall back into barbarism.
Yet thus much appears certain, that a state will
infallibly grow old and feeble, if hereditary
riches support hereditary rank, under any
description. But when courts and primogeniture
are done away, and simple equal laws are
established, what is to prevent each generation
from retaining the vigour of youth?—What
can weaken the body or mind, when the great
majority of society must exercise both, to earn
a subsistence, and acquire respectability?

The french revolution[1] is a strong proof
how far things will govern men, when simple
principles begin to act with one powerful
spring against the complicated wheels of ignorance;
numerous in proportion to their weakness,
and constantly wanting repair, because
expedients of the moment are ever the
spawn of cowardly folly, or the narrow calculations
of selfishness. To elucidate this
truth, it is not necessary to rake among the
ashes of barbarous ambition; to show the
ignorance and consequent folly of the monarchs,
who ruled with a rod of iron, when
the hordes of european savages began to form
their governments; though the review of this
portion of history would clearly prove, that
narrowness of mind naturally produces ferociousness
of temper.

We may boast of the poetry of those ages,
and of those charming flights of imagination,
which, during the paroxysms of passion, flash
out in those single acts of heroic virtue, that
throw a lustre over a whole thoughtless life;
but the cultivation of the understanding, in
spite of these northern lights, appears to be
the only way to tame men, whose restlessness
of spirit creates the vicious passions, that lead
to tyranny and cruelty. When the body is
strong, and the blood warm, men do not like
to think, or adopt any plan of conduct, unless
broken-in by degrees: the force that has often
spent itself in fatal activity becomes a rich
source of energy of mind.

Men exclaim, only noticing the evil, against
the luxury introduced with the arts and
sciences; when it is obviously the cultivation
of these alone, emphatically termed the arts of
peace, that can turn the sword into a ploughshare.
War is the adventure naturally pursued
by the idle, and it requires something of
this species, to excite the strong emotions
necessary to rouse inactive minds. Ignorant
people, when they appear to reflect, exercise
their imagination more than their understanding;
indulging reveries, instead of pursuing
a train of thinking; and thus grow romantic,
like the croisaders; or like women, who are
commonly idle and restless.

If we turn then with disgust from ensanguined
regal pomp, and the childish rareeshows
that amuse the enslaved multitude, we
shall feel still more contempt for the order of
men, who cultivated their faculties, only to enable
them to consolidate their power, by leading
the ignorant astray; making the learning they
concentrated in their cells, a more polished
instrument of oppression. Struggling with so
many impediments, the progress of useful
knowledge for several ages was scarcely perceptible;
though respect for the public opinion,
that great softner of manners, and only substitute
for moral principles, was gaining ground.

The croisades, however, gave a shake to
society, that changed it’s face; and the spirit
of chivalry, assuming a new character during
the reign of the gallant Francis the first, began
to meliorate the ferocity of the ancient
gauls and franks. The point d’honneur being
settled, the character of a gentleman, held
ever since so dear in France, was gradually
formed; and this kind of bastard morality,
frequently the only substitute for all the ties
that nature has rendered sacred, kept those
men within bounds, who obeyed no other
law.

The same spirit mixed with the sanguinary
treachery of the Guises, and gave support to
the manly dignity of Henry the fourth, on
whom nature had bestowed that warmth of
constitution, tenderness of heart, and rectitude
of understanding, which naturally produce an
energetic character.—A supple force, that,
exciting love, commands esteem.

During the ministry of Richelieu[2], when
the dynasty of favouritism commenced, the
arts were patronized, and the italian mode of
governing by intrigue tended to weaken
bodies, polished by the friction of continual
finesse. Dissimulation imperceptibly slides into
falshood, and Mazarin, dissimulation personified,
paved the way for the imposing pomp
and false grandeur of the reign of the haughty
and inflated Louis 14th; which, by introducing
a taste for majestic frivolity, accelerated
the perfection of that species of civilization,
which consists in the refining of the senses at
the expence of the heart; the source of all
real dignity, honour, virtue, and every noble
quality of the mind. Endeavouring to make
bigotry tolerate voluptuousness, and honour
and licentiousness shake hands, sight was lost
of the line of distinction, or vice was hid under
the mask of it’s correlative virtue. The glory
of France, a bubble raised by the heated breath
of the king, was the pretext for undermining
happiness; whilst politeness took place of
humanity, and created that fort of dependance,
which leads men to barter their corn
and wine, for unwholesome mixtures of they
know not what, that, flattering a depraved
appetite, destroy the tone of the stomach.

The feudal taste for tournaments and martial
feasts was now naturally succeeded by a
fondness for theatrical entertainments; when
feats of valour became too great an exertion
of the weakened muscles to afford pleasure,
and men found that resource in cultivation of
mind, which renders activity of body less
necessary to keep the stream of life from stagnating.

All the pieces written at this period, except
Moliere’s, reflected the manners of the
court, and thus perverted the forming taste.
That extraordinary man alone wrote on the
grand scale of human passions, for mankind
at large, leaving to inferiour authors the task
of imitating the drapery of manners, which
points out the costume of the age.

Corneille, like our Dryden, often tottering
on the brink of absurdity and nonsense, full
of noble ideas, which, crouding indistinctly
on his fancy, he expresses obscurely, still delights
his readers by sketching faint outlines
of gigantic passions; and, whilst the charmed
imagination is lured to follow him over enchanted
ground, the heart is sometimes unexpectedly
touched by a sublime or pathetic
sentiment, true to nature.

Racine, soon after, in elegant harmonious
language painted the manners of his time,
and with great judgement gave a picturesque
cast to many unnatural scenes and factitious
sentiments: always endeavouring to make his
characters amiable, he is unable to render
them dignified; and the refined morality,
scattered throughout, belongs to the code of
politeness rather than to that of virtue[1]. Fearing
to stray from courtly propriety of behaviour,
and shock a fastidious audience, the
gallantry of his heroes interests only the
gallant, and literary people, whose minds are
open to different species of amusement. He
was, in fact, the father of the french stage.
Nothing can equal the fondness which the
french suck in with their milk for public
places, particularly the theatre; and this taste,
giving the tone to their conduct, has produced
so many stage tricks on the grand
theatre of the nation, where old principles
vamped up with new scenes and decorations,
are continually represented.

Their national character is, perhaps, more
formed by their theatrical amusements, than
is generally imagined: they are in reality the
schools of vanity. And, after this kind of
education, is it surprising, that almost every
thing is said and done for stage effect? or
that cold declamatory extasies blaze forth,
only to mock the expectation with a show of
warmth?

Thus sentiments spouted from the lips
come oftner from the head than the heart.
Indeed natural sentiments are only the characters
given by the imagination to recollected
sensations; but the french, by the continual
gratification of their senses, stifle the reveries
of their imagination, which always requires
to be acted upon by outward objects; and
seldom reflecting on their feelings, their sensations
are ever lively and transitory; exhaled
by every passing beam, and dissipated by the
slightest storm.

If a relish for the broad mirth of fun
characterize the lower class of english,
the french of every denomination are
equally delighted with a phosphorical, sentimental
gilding. This is constantly observable
at the theatres. The passions are deprived
of all their radical strength, to give
smoothness to the ranting sentiments, which,
with mock dignity, like the party-coloured
rags on the shrivelled branches of the tree of
liberty, stuck up in every village, are displayed
as something very grand and significant.

The wars of Louis were, likewise, theatrical
exhibitions; and the business of his life was
adjusting ceremonials, of which he himself
became the dupe, when his grandeur was in
the wane, and his animal spirits were spent[2].
But, towards the close even of his reign, the
writings of Fenelon, and the conversation of
his pupil, the duke of Burgundy, gave rise
to different political discussions, of which the
theoretical basis was the happiness of the people—till
death, spreading a huge pall over the
family and glory of Louis, compassion draws
his faults under the same awful canopy, and
we sympathize with the man in adversity,
whose prosperity was pestiferous.

Louis, by imposing on the senses of his
people, gave a new turn to the chivalrous
humour of the age: for, with the true spirit
of quixotism, the french made a point of
honour of adoring their king; and the glory
of the grand monarque became the national
pride, even when it cost them most dear.

As a proof of the perversion of mind at
that period, and the false political opinions
which prevailed, making the unhappy king
the slave of his own despotism, it is sufficient
to select one anecdote.

A courtier assures us,[3] that the most
humiliating circumstance that ever happened
to the king, and one of those which gave him
most pain, was the publication of a memorial
circulated with great diligence by his enemies
throughout France. In this memorial the
allies invited the french to demand the assembling
of their ancient states-general. They
tell them, “that the ambition and pride of
the king were the only causes of the wars
during his reign; and that, to secure themselves
a lasting peace, it was incumbent on
them not to lay down their arms till the
states-general were convoked.”

It almost surpasses belief to add, that, in
spite of the imprisonment, exile, flight, or
execution of two millions of french, this memorial
produced little effect. But the king,
who was severely hurt, took care to have a
reply written[4]; though he might have comforted
himself with the recollection, that,
when they were last assembled, Louis XIII
dismissed them with empty promises, forgotten
as soon as made.

The enthusiasm of the french, which, in
general, hurries them from one extreme to
another, at this time produced a total change
of manners.

During the regency, vice was not only bare-faced,
but audacious; and the tide completely
turned: the hypocrites were now all ranged
on the other side, the courtiers, labouring to
show their abhorrence of religious hypocrisy,
set decency at defiance, and did violence to
the modesty of nature, when they wished to
outrage the squeamish puerilities of superstition.

In the character of the regent we may
trace all the vices and graces of false refinement;
forming the taste by destroying the
heart. Devoted to pleasure, he so soon exhausted
the intoxicating cup of all it’s sweets,
that his life was spent in searching amongst
the dregs, for the novelty that could give a
gasp of life to enjoyment. The wit, which
at first was the zest of his nocturnal orgies,
soon gave place, as flat, to the grossest excesses,
in which the principal variety was
flagitious immorality. And what has he
done to rescue his name from obloquy, but
protect a few debauched artists and men of
letters? His goodness of heart only appeared
in sympathy. He pitied the distresses of the
people, when before his eyes; and as quickly
forgot these yearnings of heart in his sensual
stye.

He often related, with great pleasure, an
anecdote of the prior de Vendôme, who
chanced to please a mistress of Charles II,
and the king could only get rid of his rival by
requesting Louis XIV to recall him.

At those moments he would bestow the
warmest praises on the english constitution;
and seemed enamoured of liberty, though authorising
at the time the most flagrant violations
of property, and despotic arts of cruelty. The
only good he did his country[5] arose from
this frivolous circumstance; for introducing
the fashion of admiring the english, he led
men to read and translate some of their masculine
writers, which greatly contributed to
rouse the sleeping manhood of the french.
His love of the fine arts, however, has led
different authors to strew flowers over his unhallowed
dust—fit emblem of the brilliant
qualities, that ornamented only the soil on
which they grew.

The latter part of the reign of Louis XV
is notorious for the same atrocious debaucheries,
unvarnished by wit, over which modesty
would fain draw a veil, were it not necessary
to give the last touches to the portrait of that
vile despotism, under the lash of which
twenty-five millions of people groaned; till,
unable to endure the increasing weight of
oppression, they rose like a vast elephant,
terrible in his anger, treading down with
blind fury friends as well as foes.

Impotence of body, and indolence of mind,
rendered Louis XV the slave of his mistresses,
who sought to forget his nauseous embraces
in the arms of knaves, who found their account
in caressing them. Every corner of
the kingdom was ransacked to satiate these
cormorants, who wrung the very bowels of
industry, to give
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