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APPENDIX: Linguet
on America




 INTRODUCTION






The fiery lawyer and journalist Simon Nicolas
Henri Linguet was one of those contentious figures found in every
period whose real brilliance was combined with an often
self-defeating desire to provoke (not to mention, in Linguet's
case, a tendency to nurse quarrels). Himself a lover of paradox, he
inspired paradoxical reactions. Louis XVI devoured each new issue
of his newspaper, but allowed him to be put in the Bastille; the
Revolutionaries executed him before, years later, Karl Marx praised
him.

If he became a journalist, it was because he had
so irritated his fellow lawyers that they arranged to have him
disbarred. His new profession took him in turn to London, where he
began his immensely popular Annales politiques,
civiles et littéraires du
dix-huitième siècle, safe from French censorship.
Starting with the first issue, he wrote a long and often detailed
comparison of England and France which, though not free of
exaggeration or swipes at real or imagined enemies, provides a
valuable look at both countries and at key distinctions between
them. Some of what he covers is general and conceptual, some is
wonderfully specific and concrete; he moves from musings on
political and legal systems to descriptions of furniture and food.
Though he makes observations that apply to each nation as a whole,
his reference points are the capitals of each country; he has
little to say about the provinces or the countryside of either.

In presenting a new translation of this valuable
material, I have largely redacted the more egregious references to
other writers, etc., which, for most modern readers, will be
confusing distractions. It is useful to know, however, that
Linguet, who was in many ways a free-thinker, nonetheless had
clashed with some of the major “philosophers” and other writers of
his time, and some of his sharper remarks reflect that. It is worth
noting too that his past as a lawyer gives particular authority to
his comments on French judicial matters.

Most of the original content was presented in
two long articles, neither divided into sections. For the
convenience of modern readers, this edition inclues subject
headings.

Finally, an Appendix presents some famous
remarks by Linguet on the young country of America.




 RESPONSE
to an
impatient subscriber

From Annales politiques,
civiles et
littéraires du
dix-huitième siècle (I-1777:252-274)

Linguet's first comments on England were framed
as a response to a subscriber who was eager for his impressions.
Perhaps because of this, the first group is somewhat more
tendentious and addresses more general subjects than those
presented in the second (which tend to be far more concrete both in
the choice of subject and their treatment). The opening pages begin
characteristically by talking of Linguet himself and his quarrels;
the first section offered here begins with the end of those
remarks.


 Patriotism






I have often been taxed with paradox, with not
wanting to see what others before me have seen, and to prefer a new
thing, so long as I find myself the first to say it. If I risked
saying what struck me at first sight, what daily experience obliges
me to be persuaded of more and more, and of which I try nonetheless
to disabuse myself as much as possible, the cries would redouble
with more fury.

If, for example, I said that in old
Albion, in this sanctuary of patriotism, defended and fed by
republican forms, there is none, but none at all; that money is the
only God of this island; that the most zealous champions of the
nation, are so only until the moment where the Ministry renders
them mute with a gilt gag; that all the Demosthenes of
Parliament find themselves stuffed up with a cold, as soon as an
office, a title, or an income, comes to welcome them on behalf of
the court; that finally this change is so natural, so frequent, so
well-set in the spirit of the nation, that it is not in the least
shaming; that when one sees the Whig orator of the day
before, become an ardent Tory the day after, one shows
neither surprise, nor anger; that one only seeks to know the price
of his conversion, and that one holds the personage in that much
more esteem, for being well paid; I would speak the truth; I could
support it with a thousand examples: but people would not fail to
attack me; even though these facts are too well known by the
English themselves, even though their Gazettes resound with
them, I would be accused in France of audacity and of
ingratitude; the philosophers would cry that no sooner am I
arrived in London, but I abuse the asylum I find there; and
the English, echoing these murderous pronouncements, would
soon find me wrong to publish things, absolutely public among them,
but which people would pretend to regard as a secret, as soon as it
was a matter of accusing me of having revealed them.

If I said that the English nation in
general is mild, humane, peaceful; that the people, far from
being insolent, ferocious, as so many bold liars have
written, is of a friendliness that approaches solicitude, and that
I do not know a country where a foreigner is more secure than in
England, even from the populace, assuredly I would not fear
being contradicted by honest folk: but do you not see how I would
raise the ire of all these makers of tales, who become illustrious
at small cost through their books, and society circles, in telling
how much they have been endangered by the rabble of London?
All my other observations would become suspect after the obvious
falsity of this one. What truth can one expect from a man who would
declare that the English are not brutes?...


 Jurisprudence


If I stated that despite the mildness of the
jurisprudence here, despite the care, the respect even of the
judges, for the guilty, the latter are treated with more real
cruelty than in France, I would have no trouble
demonstrating it: I would note that, across the sea, the accused is
not informed of his judgment until the very morning of the day when
he is to be punished: by which his torments are abridged; justice
does not toy with his pains; hope, this consolation that so often
lies, but never loses its power, only abandoning him at the moment
when he will be removed from society; and the cares of religion,
the ecclesiastic minister's exhortations, at once replacing it,
produce in the patient's soul almost as effective a distraction; he
does not have, so to speak, the time to feel the horror of his
destiny.

Here, at the moment when he is condemned, he
knows his fate, and nonetheless his execution is put off from one
session to another, that is, for six weeks; thus, after
having deprived him of hope, they preserve his life, as if to make
him better feel the anguish of death, which he unceasingly has
before his eyes, during this long interval. It seems that the Law
chews upon this spiritual torture, crueler, more inhumane than that
of the body which it has shortened: it only delivers its victim to
physical death, after having let the most pitiless of headsmen, the
imagination, tear at his heart piece by piece, and draws upon, to
torment him, what in the idea of an inevitable destruction, and
whose moment is set, is most terrible.

The English law even joins on this point
inconsequence to cruelty: simple theft is subject to this
immensity of torment. For murder, a type of crime more
fearful, more abhorred here, as elsewhere, the penalty is eased,
since the time is shortened; the murderer is executed 24 hours
after his sentencing: so that it is for the gravest crime that the
law shows tolerance, and it is upon the least offense that it has
lavished severity.

....

If criminal jurisprudence here offers such
singular contrasts, how would one not be surprised to learn that in
even in civil matters, the law has shown no more respect for
persons; that on the slightest claim of interest, the first move by
justice is an arrest warrant; on the simple
declaration of a debt even supposed, the law attacks the liberty of
the supposed debtor?

It is true that the creditor is submitted to the
formality of swearing; but is not to indiscriminately multiply this
resource to render it vain? Is it not to give rise to the
temptation of perjury, to attach to a ceremony, of which it is so
easy to be oblivious, the certainty of success?

It is true still that in posting bail the
defendant becomes free again: but this facility, which is rarely a
kindness, can often be a great injustice. From the
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