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A PHILOSOPHICAL ENQUIRY INTO THE ORIGIN OF OUR IDEAS OF THE SUBLIME AND BEAUTIFUL

AND OTHER PRE-REVOLUTIONARY WRITINGS

EDMUND BURKE (1729–97) was born in Dublin, and educated at Abraham Shackleton’s Quaker school in Ballitore and Trinity College, Dublin. In 1750 he entered the Middle Temple in London, but soon left law for literature and, later, politics. His first publication, the parodic A Vindication of Natural Society (1756), was followed in 1757 by A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and the Beautiful, a text that was to influence the writers of the Romantic period. His political career began in 1765 when, having become secretary to the then Prime Minister, the Marquis of Rockingham, he was made Member of Parliament for Wendover. His oratory gained him influence in the Whig party, although he was not to hold office until the downfall of the Tories under Lord North in 1783. Burke became MP for Bristol in 1774, but his support for the unpopular causes of Catholic emancipation and the relaxation of the Irish trade laws cost him the seat in 1780. Subsequently elected MP for Malton in 1781, he became Paymaster of the Forces in 1782, resigned with Fox, and returned to the same office under the coalition government in 1783. He retired in 1794 and received a large pension from the ministry.

A large part of Burke’s political career was dedicated to the problem of India (he took part in the investigation of the East India Company affair) and he wrote widely on the subject. Throughout his career he wrote and spoke on many of the major governmental and constitutional issues of his day: the troubles in America resulted in his Thoughts on the Present Discontents (1770) and Letter to the Sheriffis of Bristol (1777), and the French Revolution produced one of his most famous works, Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790). This latter work explained at some length his opposition to the doctrines of the revolution, and it was this subject that was to be the last great political theme of his public life.
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INTRODUCTION

Discussing literary criticism with Goldsmith and Arthur Murphy in 1769, Samuel Johnson praised the Scottish critic Lord Kames for taking ‘the right method’ in his Elements of Criticism: ‘I do not mean that he has taught us any thing; but he has told us old things in a new way.’ He then continued: ‘We have an example of true criticism in Burke’s Essay on the Sublime and Beautiful… There is no great merit in telling how many plays have ghosts in them, and how this Ghost is better than that. You must shew how terrour is impressed on the human heart.’1

If the second of these emphases has become familiar in discussion of Burke’s Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, the first – that Burke as a true critic like Kames has confined himself to relating ‘old things in a new way’ – has not. Indeed, the sensationist position which Burke took up in The Sublime and Beautiful when he postulated that ‘the senses are the great originals of all our ideas, and consequently of all our pleasures’, and which allowed him (in Johnson’s terms) to ‘shew how terrour is impressed on the human heart’, has been most often discussed as precisely the move which marked his rupture from previous aestheticians such as Addison, Shaftesbury, Hutcheson and Hume, and which therefore showed him doing what Johnson thought a critic should not: that is, teaching new truths.

The terms in which Johnson praised The Sublime and Beautiful, then, encourage us to see as misleading the context of the history of aesthetics in which it has been most commonly discussed. However innovative Burke’s treatise came to seem with the lapse of time, when first published the treatise’s purpose seemed to intelligent readers akin to that of its immediate predecessor, the Vindication of Natural Society (1756), namely, to provide new arguments in support of old truths.

This selection of Burke’s pre-revolutionary writings, from the Vindication of Natural Society to the Letter to the Sheriffs of Bristol, suggests a different context for The Sublime and Beautiful. It is, of course, no novelty to associate Burke’s aesthetics with his politics. When Godwin was preparing to write his anti-Burkean novel Caleb Williams, he prepared himself by reading and rereading The Sublime and Beautiful. When Mary Wollstonecraft wished to attack Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France, she chose to do so by recollecting the language and categories of the earlier book:

you have clearly proved that one half of the human species, at least, have not souls; and that Nature, by making women little, smooth, delicate, fair creatures, never designed that they should exercise their reason… The affection they excite… should not be tinctured with the respect which moral virtues inspire, lest pain should be blended with pleasure, and admiration disturb the soft intimacy of love.2

However, to read the Reflections through The Sublime and Beautiful is perhaps as misleading as to construct a context of pure aesthetics for that treatise. It is not simply a question of the three decades and more which intervened between the publication of the two works. We must weigh, too, the fact that the Reflections marked a watershed in Burke’s career and thought. In concluding the Reflections Burke suggested that his work was unified by a constancy of aim, overlaid with a variety of means. He wished ‘to preserve consistency’, but would do so

by varying his means to secure the unity of his end; and, when the equipoise of the vessel in which he sails, may be endangered by overloading it upon one side, is desirous of carrying the small weight of his reasons to that which may preserve its equipoise.3

His opponents would have none of this. For them, the Reflections was an act of breathtaking apostasy, in which the erstwhile critic of the Court who had written Thoughts on the Cause of the Present Discontents had become its apologist. Such a view is indefensible in its extremity. On the other hand, Burke’s own metaphor for his action in publishing the Reflections – that of moving from one side of a ship to the other – warns us not to expect evident congruity with what had gone before.

The instinct to bring together Burke’s aesthetics and his politics is sound, provided we make the connection appropriately. By juxtaposing The Sublime and Beautiful with Burke’s major political writings of the 1750s and the 1770s, this edition allows a different picture to emerge, in which the aesthetic and political subjects are linked more through the category of the beautiful than the sublime. Particularly in Burke’s writings on the war with the American colonies, love and affection are the cardinal political emotions, not reverence and awe. The Sublime and Beautiful establishes, as we shall see, important scaffolding for a vision of human nature and human society which generates a powerful and coherent political stance. But it is not the political stance of the Reflections.

Towards the middle of his speech On American Taxation, made in 1774, Burke presented the House with a portrait of one of its most illustrious past members, Lord Chatham. He began with praise: Chatham’s was ‘a great and celebrated name; a name that keeps the name of this country respectable in every other on the globe.’4 But the tone was soon modulated:

I am afraid to flatter him; I am sure I am not disposed to blame him. Let those who have betrayed him by their adulation, insult him with their malevolence. But what I do not presume to censure, I may have leave to lament. For a wise man, he seemed to me at that time, to be governed too much by general maxims. I speak with the freedom of history, and I hope without offence. One or two of these maxims, flowing from an opinion not the most indulgent to our unhappy species, and surely a little too general, led him into measures that were greatly mischievous to himself; and for that reason, among others, perhaps fatal to his country; measures, the effects of which, I am afraid, are for ever incurable. He made an administration, so checkered and speckled; he put together a piece of joinery, so crossly indented and whimsically dovetailed; a cabinet so variously inlaid; such a piece of diversified Mosaic; such a tesselated pavement without cement; here a bit of black stone, and there a bit of white; patriots and courtiers, kings friends and republicans; whigs and tories, treacherous friends and open enemies: that it was indeed a very curious show; but utterly unsafe to touch, and unsure to stand on. The colleagues whom he had assorted at the same boards, stared at each other, and were obliged to ask, ‘Sir, your name? – Sir, you have the advantage of me – Mr. Such a one – I beg a thousand pardons –’I venture to say, it did so happen, that persons had a single office divided between them, who had never spoke to each other in their lives; until they found themselves, they knew not how, pigging together, heads and points, in the same truckle-bed.5

In a speech which is remarkable for its depictions of parliamentary character – indeed, which explicitly defends the inclusion of such portraits in political oratory, and which to a large extent relies for its suasive impact on the careful placing and contrasting of a series of such portraits – the image of Chatham is nevertheless central in more than spatial terms.6 Beneath all the beguiling effects of its verbal surface, as it moves from decorous litotes to the broad comedy of ministers ‘pigging together… in the same truckle-bed’, there is the recurrent conceit of the cabinet. Since the early eighteenth century ‘cabinet’ had denoted an inner group of senior ministers or privy councillors responsible for the formulation of government policy.7 But Burke figured the results of Chatham’s efforts as an actual piece of cabinetry; a product of consummately delicate skill – ‘a piece of joinery, so crossly indented and whimsically dovetailed; a cabinet so variously inlaid’ – yet also thoroughly unfit for its purpose – ‘utterly unsafe to touch’.

Chatham’s cabinet is thus a vivid embodiment of a major theme in Burke’s political writings of the 1770s, namely the fragility and unwisdom of ‘exquisite policy’.8 As he would assert in Conciliation with the Colonies, ‘refined policy ever has been the parent of confusion; and ever will be so, as long as the world endures.’9 Such sophistication is destructive of its sound opposite, ‘the art of Government’, and tends to be confused with it by political actors ever prepared to overestimate their own talents.10 In the first phase of Burke’s career as a politician and writer, extending from the publication in 1756 of A Vindication of Natural Society to the early years of the conflict with the American colonies, the separation of true policy from its debased and ingenious counterpart was a dominant concern. This selection from Burke’s political and aesthetic writings of those two decades allows us to appreciate, not only his resolute struggle to distinguish, name and denounce the false arts of government, but also his equal efforts to understand and explain the genuine political arts.11

Burke never forsook the position that the practice of government was indeed an art, albeit one beset with difficulty. In a crucial passage of the Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790) where he was contesting Richard Price’s argument that the Glorious Revolution of 1688 formed a precedent for the French Revolution of 1789, Burke presented one of the leading Whig architects of that episode, Lord Somers, as a great political artist.12 Over thirty years earlier, the ‘Under-plot’ of A Vindication of Natural Society had placed the natural in opposition to the artificial, to the implicit detriment of the former.13 The persona of ‘Bolingbroke’ which Burke created in the Vindication as the champion of the natural was characterized by just the specious reasoning Burke would denounce twenty years later in the actual politicians who had the managing of Britain’s social war with the colonies. As the ‘Preface’ to the second edition states, ‘it is far more easy to maintain a wrong Cause, and to support paradoxical Opinions to the Satisfaction of a common Auditory, than to establish a doubtful Truth by solid and conclusive Arguments… There is a sort of Gloss upon ingenious Falsehoods, that dazzles the Imagination, but which neither belongs to, nor becomes the sober Aspect of Truth.’14 The style of ‘Bolingbroke’ is marked by bold reverses of argument and a reckless extremity of inference which throw over the writing the showy glamour Burke deprecated.15 It was to the ‘artificial Regulations’ which ‘Bolingbroke’ mocks – to what he would call in 1770 ‘the solemn plausibilities of the world’, and in 1790 ‘the pleasing illusions, which made power gentle, and obedience liberal’ – that Burke lent his support.16

By inverting the advocacy of ‘Bolingbroke’ we can see that in the 1750s Burke was committed to both a vision of human nature with marked political overtones, and a particular means of defending and promoting that vision. It involved an understanding that society is distinct from the individuals who comprise it, and that consequently to live in society requires a deliberate forsaking of the natural. The natural equality of men is part of what must be relinquished; and therefore society must be organized on the principle of subordination.17 It recognized that men’s affections predominate over their reason, and that the comparative feebleness of human reason means that party groupings in politics are schools of virtue rather than knots of corruption, since the pretence to reason is often a fig-leaf for base self-interest. Moreover, the frailty of human reason also had implications for the kinds of argument which men should use to persuade their fellow-men on political subjects. They should abandon the chimeras of purity of principle and perfect rationality, and acknowledge that political measures are to be assessed, not by reference to such illusions, but in terms of their practical consequences.18 The linkage established in this way at the very outset of Burke’s career, between the healthy salience of human affection and the rejection of meagre theory for rich circumstance, ran throughout his work. As we shall see, it was a linkage central to his understanding of the practice of politics as a human art.

It was Burke’s intention in the Vindication to provide ‘new Materials of Argument’ for ‘doubtful Truth’.19 In these early writings the need to refurbish a position newly insecure is a common point of departure; they are typically prompted by the advent of the unexampled or the monstrous which menaces tradition. Thoughts on the Cause of the Present Discontents (1770), for example, was composed at a watershed in English political life, when ‘the great parties which formerly divided and agitated the kingdom are known to be in a manner entirely dissolved’, and when ‘a new project was therefore devised… totally different from the system of Administration which had prevailed since the accession of the House of Brunswick.’20 The result was a crisis not only in political life itself, but also in political discourse, as the traditional in both practice and argument was in danger of being lost to sight:

In such a strait the wisest may well be perplexed, and the boldest staggered. The circumstances are in a great measure new. We have hardly any land-marks from the wisdom of our ancestors, to guide us.21

Similarly, when Chatham cast aside customary principles of association to form his ministry he launched English politics ‘on a wide sea, without chart or compass’; while Burke’s evocations of the prodigiousness of the American colonies in the language of epic heroism emphasized to his parliamentary listeners that ‘nothing in the history of mankind’ resembled the situation which now confronted them.22

It cannot but be surprising to see the English political thinker rightly reputed to be the most uncompromising advocate of prescription so preoccupied with the unexampled. But Burke drew attention to the advent of the unexampled in order to overcome it. All the political writings collected in this edition show him attempting to make connections between the perilous present and traditions in danger of being lost or abandoned. This reading of the present and relating of it to the past was not something that just anyone could do:

I have constantly observed, that the generality of people are fifty years, at least, behind-hand in their politicks. There are but very few, who are capable of comparing and digesting what passes before their eyes at different times and occasions, so as to form the whole into a distinct system.23

However, the ‘distinct system’ which resulted was never merely the reimposition of the old. Burke accepted the inevitability of change as human society moved through time, and so his reputation as one who set his face against the new is misleading.24 What he stood firm against was the reckless discarding of the customary: ‘because it was not in my power to keep the House of Commons religiously true to its first principles, I would not argue for carrying it to a total oblivion of them.’25

Burke repeatedly touched on the need for the customary, for ‘the antient policy of this kingdom’ or the ‘genius of the English constitution’; he adjured his listeners to choose between ‘a profitable experience, or a mischievous theory’, to forsake practices ‘wholly alien from all the ancient methods and forms of Parliament.’26 In the heat of battle, to ask for a reason for those methods and forms was already to tremble:

If you apprehend that on a concession you shall be pushed by metaphysical process to the extreme lines, and argued out of your whole authority, my advice is this; when you have recovered your old, your strong, your tenable position, then face about – stop short – do nothing more – reason not at all – oppose the ancient policy and practice of the empire, as a rampart against the speculations of innovators on both sides of the question; and you will stand on great, manly, and sure ground. On this solid basis fix your machines, and they will draw worlds towards you.27

So might Burke sardonically aver that ‘we are grown wiser than our fathers.’28 But why is tradition so valuable? As Paine would energetically argue some twenty years later, to observe tradition is surely to be chained to the errors of our predecessors.29 Against which Burke offered proleptically two strong lines of counter-argument. In the first place, he counselled wariness of the possible self-interest of those who would abandon the traditional.30 Secondly, he warned against having principles to seek in an emergency. It was his keen awareness of this need which shaped his conduct during his first years as a Member of Parliament:

I found myself a partaker in a very high trust; and having no sort of reason to rely on the strength of my natural abilities for the proper execution of that trust, I was obliged to take more than common pains, to instruct myself in every thing which relates to our Colonies. I was not less under the necessity of forming some fixed ideas, concerning the general policy of the British Empire. Something of this sort seemed to be indispensable: in order, amidst so vast a fluctuation of passions and opinions, to concenter my thoughts; to ballast my conduct; to preserve me from being blown about by every wind of fashionable doctrine. I really did not think it safe, or manly, to have fresh principles to seek upon every fresh mail which should arrive from America.31

One of Burke’s strongest arguments against those who would argue for the sovereignty of critical reason in politics is that such a position is impracticable. There would be no end of even the simplest matter if everything had to be deduced from first principles on each occasion it arose for decision: and ‘what would become of the World if the Practice of all moral Duties, and the Foundations of Society, rested upon having their Reasons made clear and demonstrative to every Individual?’32

In the Reflections Burke would boldly align this just prejudice with reason, arguing that it was a vital auxiliary to that most overrated and fragile human faculty:

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 casting away all our old prejudices, we cherish them to a very considerable degree, and, to take more shame to ourselves, we cherish them because they are prejudices; and the longer they have lasted, and the more generally they have prevailed, the more we cherish them. We are afraid to put men 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 the individuals would be better to avail themselves of the general bank and capital of nations, and of ages. Many of our men of speculation, instead of exploding general prejudices, employ their sagacity to discover the latent wisdom which prevails in them. If they find what they seek, and they seldom fail, they think it more wise to continue the prejudice, with the reason involved, than to cast 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 an affection which will give it permanence. Prejudice is of ready application in the emergency; it previously engages the mind in a steady course of wisdom and virtue, and does not leave the man hesitating in the moment of decision, sceptical, puzzled, and unresolved. Prejudice renders a man’s virtue his habit; and not a series of unconnected acts. Through just prejudice, his duty becomes a part of his nature.33

But already in his earlier writings we find him mistrusting human reason, the strength and influence of which he considers exaggerated, while at the same time becoming ever more aware of the limitations of thought when cast in the mould of theory. A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful is by some margin the most theoretical in form of Burke’s writings, but even here we find a measured dilution of the potency of reason (‘the influence of reason in producing our passions is nothing near so extensive as it is commonly believed’) and a clear statement of the compromised origins and hindered reach of theory: ‘a theory founded on experiment and not assumed, is always good for so much as it explains. Our inability to push it indefinitely is no argument at all against it.’34 However, in the severely practical arena of politics, ‘example’ is ‘the only argument of effect’; and therefore, notwithstanding all the subterranean passages Burke saw running from that political arena to the salons of taste, in politics theory is denied even the limited value to which it might lay claim in the province of aesthetics.35 As Burke proudly claimed when writing to the sheriffs of Bristol, ‘I never ventured to put your solid interests upon speculative grounds.’36

Men’s theoretical intelligence is disabled in politics, because in that area of human life circumstances enjoy a complete authority. It was a point Burke made forcibly when encouraging the House to attend diligently to ‘the true nature and the peculiar circumstances’ of the conflict with the American colonies:

Because after all our struggle, whether we will or not, we must govern America, according to that nature, and to those circumstances; and not according to our own imaginations; not according to abstract ideas of right; by no means according to mere general theories of government, the resort to which appears to me, in our present situation, no better than arrant trifling.37

The political life of men is determined by the confluence of various principles acting variously; for this reason it is a ‘very great mistake to imagine, that mankind follow up practically any speculative principle… as far as it will go in argument and logical illation.’38 As a result of this fecundity of principle ‘all… things in common life’ are ‘variously mixed and modified, enjoyed in very different degrees, and shaped into an infinite diversity of forms, according to the temper and circumstances of every community’; therefore political bodies are opaque to analytical reason.39 Each political body is, finally, a ‘mysterious whole’.40

Burke’s two major predecessors in English political thought, Hobbes and Locke, had espoused sharply contrasting views of the ends that political society ought to serve and of the nature of political virtue. But they had in common the belief that a society would be stable to the extent that its members did more thinking than feeling. Because Burke perceived that men’s powers of reasoning will take them only a very little way in the realm of politics, he on the other hand consistently argued that political instability was the child of abstract, rational thought, and that the conditions of tranquillity and of the security of property to which Hobbes and Locke encouraged men to aspire arose most readily where men were guided by their affections rather than by their reason.

That men’s affections form the cornerstone of stable political societies, and that therefore politicians should take care how they arouse or affront those affections, was the governing insight of Burke’s writings and speeches on the conflict with the American colonies. In the Letter to the Sheriffs of Bristol, that bitter and demoralized communication from a man exasperated by defeat and disregard, Burke was prompted by Lord North’s obstinate pursuit of catastrophe to wonder whether he and his associates had any understanding of the purpose and practice of government:

As to the difficulties of laying once more the foundations of that government, which, for the sake of conquering what was our own, has been voluntarily and wantonly pulled down by a court faction here, I tremble to look at them. Has any of these Gentlemen, who are so eager to govern all mankind, shewed himself possessed of the first qualification towards government, some knowledge of the object, and of the difficulties which occur in the tasks they have undertaken?41

Burke’s own answers to these questions were severely practical. ‘Obedience is what makes Government’, and obedience is to be sought through the artful management of opinion (that is to say, ideas informed and coloured by emotion), for the ‘general opinion [of the governed] is the vehicle, and organ of legislative omnicompetence.’42 Politics is not to be conceived of teleologically, in terms of specific ends towards which political actors should always and everywhere strive, because these ends will necessarily and properly vary from time to time and place to place in obedience to circumstances. Rather, the politician should focus on the affectionate bonding of society. Where those bonds are absent, he should bring them into being; where they are weak, he should strengthen them; where they are in health, he should cherish them.43 Anything else is at best meddlesome, at worst menacing:

There are people, who have split and anatomised the doctrine of free Government, as if it were an abstract question concerning metaphysical liberty and necessity; and not a matter of moral prudence and natural feeling… In this manner the stirrers up of this contention, not satisfied with distracting our dependencies and filling them with blood and slaughter, are corrupting our understandings: they are endeavouring to tear up, along with practical liberty, all the foundations of human society, all equity and justice, religion and order.44

By contrast, it is the business of the wise politician to ‘compose the minds of the subject, and to conciliate their affections.’45

It is for this reason that the conflict between Parliament and the American colonies so appalled Burke. The high-handed policy of the British government had destroyed the ‘unsuspecting confidence of the Colonies in the Mother Country’, and had polluted with acrimony and mistrust ‘the close affection which grows from common names, from kindred blood, from similar privileges, and equal protection.’46 This is why Burke was dismayed by the partial suspension of Habeas Corpus in 1777; any measure which diminishes our consciousness of being ‘fellow-citizens’ damages the affectionate solidarity, ‘that cement of reciprocal esteem and regard’, which can alone hold together any political body, let alone one as extended and precarious as an empire.47 Nor was it the case that those who seemed in the first instance marked out for persecution would be the only sufferers:

By teaching us to consider our fellow-citizens in an hostile light, the whole body of our nation becomes gradually less dear to us. The very names of affection and kindred, which were the bonds of charity whilst we agreed, become new incentives to hatred and rage, when the communion of our country is dissolved. We may flatter ourselves that we shall not fall into this misfortune. But we have no charter of exemption, that I know of, from the ordinary frailties of our nature.48

The true wickedness of the policy used towards the colonists was that it recoiled upon those in whose name it was pursued: ‘it tends to alienate our minds further and further from our natural regards, and to make an eternal rent and schism in the British nation.’49 Even when Burke varied his theme, and lifted his attention to the colonies’ love for the mother country, the example he used to illustrate their selflessness passed an implicit censure on the foolish narrowness of British policy:

At the beginning of the century, some of these Colonies imported corn from the mother country. For some time past, the old world has been fed from the new. The scarcity which you have felt would have been a desolating famine; if this child of your old age, with a true filial piety, with a Roman charity, had not put the full breast of its youthful exuberance to the mouth of its exhausted parent.50

In this example of natural affection pursued to unnatural lengths in the succouring of the old by the young, Burke gives us an instance of the moral sublime, while at the same time intimating that political virtue cannot be caught in the coarse nets woven of that short-sighted pursuit of immediate financial gain which had determined British policy towards the colonists.51

Hobbes had seen emotion as a toxin in the body politic. Not only erratic in itself, it produced erratic consequences, for as he pointed out, if the ‘virtue of a subject is comprehended wholly in obedience to the laws of the commonwealth’, then it was men’s emotions, so easily aroused by unscrupulous preachers and embittered academics, which might distract them from such obedience.52 It was Burke’s purpose in A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful to demonstrate that men’s emotions were not fundamentally eccentric in this way, but were only secondarily so as a result of subsequent corruption. In the preface to the first edition of 1757 he pondered the form which any cure for the confusion of ideas caused by the undiscriminating use of the terms ‘sublime’ and ‘beautiful’ would have to take:

Could this admit of any remedy, I imagined it could only be from a diligent examination of our passions in our own breasts; from a careful survey of the properties of things which we find by experience to influence those passions.53

The aligning of passion and property is no bad epitome of Burke’s politics in the pre-revolutionary phase of his career, and whereas the importance of The Sublime and Beautiful as an event in the history of aesthetics is manifest and much discussed, when that work is placed in the company of Burke’s political writings of the 1770s it is more appropriate to explore how the vision of human nature set out in The Sublime and Beautiful created enabling conditions for Burke’s later installation of the passions at the centre of political virtue.54

The Vindication of Natural Society was at one level a jousting engagement with an earlier generation of politicians, embodied in the fictionalized persona of ‘Bolingbroke’.55 The Sublime and Beautiful also entered the lists against a prevailing orthodoxy, in this case Locke’s doctrine of association. In the first book of An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690), Locke had denied that men possess innate knowledge. It therefore followed that experience was the source of all their knowledge, and that those vigorous and immediate responses to objects which men felt to be spontaneous and instinctual were also the product of experience. The repeated and constant conjunction of object and response eventually associated the two together with a closeness which created (according to Locke) the illusion of instinct. Burke allowed that association was a partial explanation for these illusions, but denied that it went to the root of the matter, because those beliefs could not all be illusory:

But as it must be allowed that many things affect us after a certain manner, not by any natural powers they have for that purpose, but by association; so it would be absurd on the other hand, to say that all things affect us by association only; since some things must have been originally and naturally agreeable or disagreeable, from which the others derive their associated powers; and it would be, I fancy, to little purpose to look for the cause of our passions in association, until we fail of it in the natural properties of things.56

Once we reach beneath the secondary and acquired level of association to the level of the original and natural, we find order, regularity and uniformity. If there were indeed no such ‘logic of Taste’, Burke’s project ‘to find whether there are any principles, on which the imagination is affected, so common to all, so grounded and certain, as to supply the means of reasoning satisfactorily about them’ would be futile:

… for if Taste has no fixed principles, if the imagination is not affected according to some invariable and certain laws, our labour is like to be employed to very little purpose; as it must be judged an useless, if not an absurd undertaking, to lay down rules for caprice, and to set up for a legislator of whims and fancies.57

Burke argues that men are indeed equipped with such natural and necessary responses to objects, and that the illusion of the relativism of taste arises only subsequently, in the ‘province of the judgement’.58

In drawing attention to this underlying uniformity in human nature, Burke had a double purpose. In the first place, he wished to discountenance a tendency to view human nature in a sceptical light. Such a tendency may appear harmless if it is confined to the domain of aesthetics. But Burke knew that scepticism was a vigorous weed adapted to any mental soil: ‘If we suffer ourselves to imagine, that their senses present to different men different images of things, this sceptical proceeding will make every sort of reasoning on every subject vain and frivolous, even that sceptical reasoning itself, which had persuaded us to entertain a doubt concerning the agreement of our perceptions.’59 The connection between the thrust of The Sublime and Beautiful and that of the earlier Vindication of Natural Society (1756) is thus their shared hostility towards disbelief, for the thought of ‘Bolingbroke’ was marked by just the universal restless scepticism against which Burke again took aim the following year. Secondly, Burke wished to link the fundamental order and uniformity he had uncovered in human nature to divine providence; for he believed that ‘natural objects affect us, by the laws of that connexion, which Providence has established between certain motions and configurations of bodies, and certain consequent feelings in our minds.’60 In consequence The Sublime and Beautiful was generically complex – a muted act of religious adoration, as well as an unusual instance of that common eighteenth-century form of theodicy, the argument from design:

If a discourse on the use of the parts of the body may be considered as an hymn to the Creator; the use of the passions, which are the organs of the mind, cannot be barren of praise to him, nor unproductive to ourselves of that noble and uncommon union of science and admiration, which a contemplation of the works of infinite wisdom alone can afford to a rational mind; whilst referring to him whatever we find of right, or good, or fair in ourselves, discovering his strength and wisdom even in our own weakness and imperfection, honouring them where we discover them clearly, and adoring their profundity where we are lost in our search, we may be inquisitive without impertinence, and elevated without pride; we may be admitted, if I may dare to say so, into the counsels of the Almighty by a consideration of his works.61

Even God’s handiwork can be defaced and perverted once it has made the descent to earth: ‘Custom reconciles us to everything’.62 It is the duty of the wise and pious statesman to strive to keep the spacious, but secondary, realm of judgement aligned with man’s fundamental and divinely ordained nature. ‘Poets… must apply themselves to the moral constitution of the heart’, Burke would write in 1790, and so too must politicians tend men’s ‘moral taste’.63

In touching on the duties of the statesman we have addressed another of the important themes of Burke’s writings in the 1770s, and one to which the affections were again central. In a judgement much rehearsed by moralists and critics during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Horace had said that the good poet must first be a good man, in both the private and the public spheres of life:

   Scribendi recte sapere est et principium et fons.
rem tibi Socraticae poterunt ostendere chartae,
verbaque provisam rem non invita sequentur.
qui didicit patriae quid debeat et quid amicis,
quo sit amore parens, quo frater amandus et hospes,
quod sit conscripti, quod iudicis officium, quae
partes in bellum missi ducis, ille profecto
reddere personae scit convenientia cuique.64

In Burke’s eyes the same was true for those other artists, politicians. For him there was ‘no qualification for government, but virtue and wisdom’, and ‘the true lawgiver ought to have an heart full of sensibility’.65 But in the nature of things it cannot always be so, and therefore one of the roles Burke assumed was that of instructing his colleagues in their duties and of informing them of the nature and purpose of the institution – the House of Commons – of which they were a part. He was however not always successful in commanding the attention he deserved, as Edward Gibbon noted:

Mr. Burke, in the course of some very severe animadversions which he made on Lord North for want of due economy in his management of the public purse, introduced the well-known aphorism, ‘Magnum vectigal est parsimonia,’ but was guilty of a false quantity by saying ‘vectĭgal’. Lord North, while this phillipic went on, had been half asleep, and sat heaving backwards and forwards like a great turtle; but the sound of a false quantity instantly aroused him, and, opening his eyes, he exclaimed in a very marked and distinct manner, ‘vectīgal’. ‘I thank the noble Lord,’ said Burke, with happy adroitness, ‘for the correction, the more particularly as it affords me the opportunity of repeating a maxim which he greatly needs to have reiterated upon him.’ He then thundered out, ‘Magnum vectīgal est parsimonia.’66

In the controversy surrounding the Reflections on the Revolution in France some, mindful of the criticisms of his fellow politicians which Burke had delivered in the 1770s (the most notable of which are collected in this volume), saw hypocrisy in the veneration of British political institutions which marks that work.67 But this is a very shallow misreading of Burke’s attitude towards Parliament, which in the speech on Conciliation with the Colonies he aphoristically expressed as ‘judging of what you are, by what you ought to be’.68 Burke repeatedly found himself obliged to represent and interpret Parliament to itself, most notably in Thoughts on the Present Discontents, where it was portrayed as an institution curiously forgetful of its own nature, practices and ends.69 He was quite explicit as to the educational purposes of that pamphlet:

In speaking of this body [Parliament], I have my eye chiefly on the House of Commons. I hope I shall be indulged in a few observations on the nature and character of that assembly; not with regard to its legal form and power, but to its spirit, and to the purposes it is meant to answer in the constitution.70

And the education Burke sought to bring about was a return to the original principles of the House:

The virtue, spirit, and essence of a House of Commons consists in its being the express image of the feelings of the nation. It was not instituted to be a controul upon the people, as of late it has been taught, by a doctrine of the most pernicious tendency. It was designed as a controul for the people. Other institutions have been formed for the purpose of checking popular excesses; and they are, I apprehend, fully adequate to their object. If not, they ought to be made so. The House of Commons, as it was never intended for the support of peace and subordination, is miserably appointed for that service; having no stronger weapon than its Mace, and no better officer than its Serjeant at Arms, which it can command of its own proper authority. A vigilant and jealous eye over executory and judicial magistracy; an anxious care of public money, an openness, approaching towards facility, to public complaint: these seem to be the true characteristics of an House of Commons. But an addressing House of Commons, and a petitioning nation; an House of Commons full of confidence, when the nation is plunged in despair; in the utmost harmony with Ministers, whom the people regard with the utmost abhorrence; who vote thanks, when the public opinion calls upon them for impeachments; who are eager to grant, when the general voice demands account; who, in all disputes between the people and Administration, presume against the people; who punish their disorders, but refuse even to enquire into the provocations to them; this is an unnatural, a monstrous state of things in this constitution. Such an Assembly may be a great, wise, aweful Senate; but it is not to any popular purpose an House of Commons.71

Thus, although Burke regretted that he was ‘compelled so often to expose the calamities and disgraces of Parliament’, to do so was nevertheless in part his chosen role. His oratory was an instrument for ordering the affections and ideas of his fellow politicians. Often it failed. Intelligent men in the 1770s could find Burke incomprehensible, and the complex personae Burke created for himself could occasionally cause some oddities of expression.72

However, where oratory was weak, party might be strong. Since Halifax’s celebrated essay ‘The Character of a Trimmer’ (written 1684; first published 1689), a strong thread in English political writing had been the condemnation of political parties as factions which soured men’s good nature; Addison, Bolingbroke and Hume had all written in this vein.73 Burke set his face against this tradition, which he thought exaggerated the evils of association:

In order to throw an odium on political connexion, these politicians suppose it a necessary incident to it, that you are blindly to follow the opinions of your party, when in direct opposition to your own clear ideas; a degree of servitude that no worthy man could bear the thought of submitting to; and such as, I believe, no connexions (except some Court Factions) ever could be so senselessly tyrannical as to impose.74

The weakness of human nature demanded that men exercise their judgement in forming associations with those of like mind.75 To stand aloof from such connections was hubristic folly, not rectitude:

I remember an old scholastic aphorism, which says, ‘that the man who lives wholly detached from others, must be either an angel or a devil.’ When I see in any of these detached gentlemen of our times the angelic purity, power, and beneficence, I shall admit them to be angels. In the mean time we are born only to be men. We shall do enough if we form ourselves to be good ones. It is therefore our business carefully to cultivate in our minds, to rear to the most perfect vigour and maturity, every sort of generous and honest feeling that belongs to our nature. To bring the dispositions that are lovely in private life into the service and conduct of the commonwealth; so to be patriots, as not to forget we are gentlemen. To cultivate friendships, and to incur enmities. To have both strong, but both selected: in the one, to be placable; in the other, immoveable.76

For Burke, then, as well as for the virtuous Romans of the Republic, ‘Idem sentire de republica [to be of one mind on public matters] was… a principal ground of friendship and attachment; nor do I know any other capable of forming firmer, dearer, more pleasing, more honourable, and more virtuous habitudes.’77 For the noble statesman, as well as the common subject, the essence of political virtue lay in the secure possession of sound affections; and party alone could act as a support and guide for the affections of the politician.

‘No work of art can be great, but as it deceives’:78 but not all deceptions are malign, and his conception of politics as an art allowed Burke on the one hand to acknowledge its necessary deceptions, but at the same time to contend for the possibility of their benign coordination with the healthy affections of both the governors and the governed. Not all political art was meanly deceptive, in the manner of the system of the ‘Double Cabinet’ against which Burke inveighed in Thoughts on the Present Discontents; not all policy was chicane and rapacity. His own reliance on the art of oratory, and, within his speeches, on allusions to and metaphors from the theatre, showed how art might alert men to political realities, rather than distract them from them. The link between the emergent present and the body of tradition needs always to be re-forged, and the present is therefore always a moment of crisis, always where the political drama is at its most urgent. It is easy to deride Burke’s theatricality as mere showmanship:

It has been said again and again, that the five Taxes were repealed on commercial principles. It is so said in the paper in my hand; a paper which I constantly carry about; which I have often used, and shall often use again.79

Yet it was through such strokes of political art that Burke tried to awaken the hearts of his hearers to the weight of the present time.

In July 1797, while revising the proofs of the third edition of Political Justice, William Godwin learned that Burke had died. He at once inserted a long footnote in the final chapter of the book, and assessed his old adversary. He began with generous praise: ‘I regard him as the inferior of no man that ever adorned the face of earth; and, in the long record of human genius, I can find for him very few equals. In subtlety of discrimination, in magnitude of conception, in sagacity and profoundness of judgement, he was never surpassed.’ But the story of Burke’s life was a story of the rarest gifts misapplied and squandered. A fundamental error ensured that this vast potential for good was never realized: ‘the false estimate as to the things entitled to our deference and admiration, which could alone render the aristocracy with whom he lived unjust to this worth, in some degree infected his own mind. He therefore… entangled himself with a petty combination of political men, instead of reserving his illustrious talents unwarped, for the advancement of intellect, and the service of mankind.’80

Such a complexity of response to Burke was common amongst his radical antagonists after the publication of Reflections on the Revolution in France in November 1790. The account of both the course of the French Revolution and the nature of the public institutions of Hanoverian Britain which Burke offered in that extraordinary work was not calculated to appease the British friends of revolution. Where they saw an uplifting act of self-emancipation, he saw a reckless and hubristic rending of the political fabric. Where they saw corruption, nepotism and vested interest, he saw the precious fruit of ages of political practice and wisdom.

But it was not so much what Burke said, as the fact that it was he who said it, which disconcerted his political opponents. The radicals were at a loss for an explanation of how the defender of the Americans in 1776 had become the castigator of the French in 1789. They were baffled to hear the man who had been the spokesman for Whig principles advocating notions of political obligation which seemed to them, not only Tory, but even Jacobite and Filmerian.81 The sight of Burke abandoning Charles Fox, his protégé and patron, and crossing the floor to stand alongside Pitt, they could conceive as nothing but a monstrous betrayal.

Three years before Burke’s death, Godwin had given subtle embodiment to the intensity and dividedness of this radical response. The character of Falkland, in his novel Caleb Williams (1794), is plainly a spokesman for the Burke of the 1790s: a man of great talents curdled and eventually destroyed by his allegiance to a chivalrous and aristocratic principle of ‘honour’. But Caleb Williams, at once Falkland’s adversary and double, is also a version of Burke: he is recognizably the aesthetic subject of the treatise published in 1757, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful. On the surface, this novelistic setting of the late against the early Burke is a version of the familiar radical indictment of him as a man eventually in profound conflict with his own previous views. But beneath that criticism, there is tribute. Burke is literally everywhere, not only in Caleb Williams but more generally in the literature of the 1790s. As Godwin was compelled tacitly to acknowledge, Burke had accomplished that rarest of feats for a politician: he had become a presence in the national imagination. The writings collected in this volume suggest that Burke himself might have regarded such an outcome as fit reward for a life exhausted in the struggle to purify through art the political opinions and affections of the tribe.
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68. Below, p. 340.

69. See, for instance, below, pp. 210 and 230.

70. Below, p. 243.

71. Below, pp. 244–5.

72. Consider Gibbon’s description of Burke in the House in 1774 as ‘a water mill of words and images’ (The Letters of Edward Gibbon, ed. J. E. Norton, 3 vols, Cassell, London, 1956, ii. 45). Burke’s ambiguous position, as both a member of the House and a critic representing it to itself, might produce some oddities of address, such as this clash of first- and second-person pronouns: ‘bring us back to your reason by the road of your experience’ (below, p. 332). Burke here positions himself both within and without the House. Yet he himself had drawn the distinction between a ‘clear expression’ and a ‘strong expression’, and it was to the latter that he felt most drawn (below, p. 198).

73. The Works of George Savile, Marquis of Halifax, ed. Mark N. Brown, 3 vols (Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1989), i. 178–243. Cf. also The Spectator, no. 125 (24 July 1711); Bolingbroke’s Dissertation on Parties (1735); and Hume’s essays ‘Of Parties in General’ and ‘Of the Parties of Great Britain’.

74. Below, p. 273. Note Burke’s equation of the ties of party with ties of blood: ‘we may as well affirm, that our natural regards and ties of blood tend inevitably to make men bad citizens, as that the bonds of our party weaken those by which we are held to our country’ (below, p. 269).

75. ‘The only method which has ever been found effectual to preserve any man against the corruption of nature and example, is an habit of life and communication of councils with the most virtuous and public-spirited men of the age you live in… For this rule of conduct I may be called in reproach a party man; but I am little affected with such aspersions. In the way which they call party, I worship the constitution of your fathers; and I shall never blush for my political company. All reverence to honour, all idea of what it is, will be lost out of the world, before it can be imputed as a fault to any man, that he has been closely connected with those incomparable persons, living and dead, with whom for eleven years I have constantly thought and acted’ (below, pp. 436–7).

76. Below, p. 274.

77. Below, p. 269.

78. Below, p. 118.

79. Below, p. 285. The account given by Iain Hampsher-Monk of the constitutive role of oratory in Burke’s politics is crucial (see ‘Further Reading’).

80. William Godwin, Enquiry Concerning Political Justice, ed. Isaac Kramnick (Penguin Books, London, 1985), pp. 788–9.

81. In reply to such allegations, it is enough to cite Burke’s explicit denunciation of a divine and indefeasible hereditary title, the advocates of which he mocked as ‘those exploded fanatics of slavery’ who speculated ‘foolishly, and perhaps impiously too, as if monarchy had more of a divine sanction than any other mode of government’ (Reflections, pp. 76–7).
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