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Abstract 

 
How did eighteenth-century Britain deal with the tension between its traditional 

political and religious foundations and the rise of commercial society with its 

emphases on individual self-interest and the accumulation of wealth? This thesis 

explores one major response to the tension – the effort to discern a historical 

consciousness that would help to understand change and to preserve the social 

order. It focuses on two major conservative thinkers: Viscount Bolingbroke (1678-

1751) and Edmund Burke (1729-1797), and it shows how their different 

understandings of the historical consciousness shaped their attitudes toward the 

emerging commercial society, individual self-interest, the expansion of empire, and 

political reform movements.  

The thesis maintains that Bolingbroke and Burke represented two distinct versions of 

historical consciousness.  Bolingbroke’s historical consciousness was characterized 

by a linear view of history which considered the past, present and future as separate 

spaces of time. The thesis shows how Bolingbroke’s rejection of the political 

management and promotion of commercial interests represented by Sir Robert 

Walpole’s Whig party was based on an historical consciousness that idealized 

England’s ancient constitution and traditional social morality, and was motivated by a 

patriotic effort to restore a past golden age. The thesis also shows how Bolingbroke’s 

historical consciousness reflected his Deist religious beliefs, his notion of natural law, 

and his rationalist philosophical approaches. The thesis shows how Bolingbroke’s 

radical historical consciousness was later taken up by French Enlightenment 

philosophers and English Dissenters – who in turn developed views of social 

progress based on natural rights theory.  

Edmund Burke, on the other hand, saw a threat to the existing order coming from 

these emphases on natural law and natural rights. Burke’s historical consciousness 

confronted Bolingbroke and his successors by taking fundamentally different 

positions on the origin and formation of civil order, on continuity and change of 

society, and on the relationship between divine will, human reason and history. 

Burke’s historical consciousness assumed that society was a living partnership 

between different generations. The past, the present and the future were not 
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separate spaces of time but co-existed in the same space of time, and society was 

constantly in a changeable state, as a union of the principles of “renovation”, 

“permanence” and “change”. Burke rejected Bolingbroke’s idea of a past golden age 

and an ancient constitution. For Burke, society and the state were offspring of social 

conventions and human history, rather than of natural law and natural rights. 

Moreover, Burke conceived human history as unpredictable, shaped by uncertain 

and obscure factors. There was, for Burke, no ultimate cause or general rule 

determining the course of history. The thesis concludes that Burke understood the 

history of human society to be a process that transcended any systematic design 

that could be discerned by human reason alone. 
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Lay Summary 

 
How did eighteenth-century Britain deal with the tension between what might be 

termed its traditional political and religious foundations and the rise of commercial 

society, with its emphases on individual self-interest and accumulating wealth? This 

thesis explores one major response to the tension – the effort by thinkers to discern 

a historical consciousness that would help to understand change and preserve the 

social order. The thesis focuses on two major conservative thinkers: Viscount 

Bolingbroke (1678-1751) and Edmund Burke (1729-1797), and it shows how their 

different understandings of the historical consciousness shaped their attitudes 

toward Britain’s emerging commercial society, individual self-interest, the 

accumulation of wealth, and political reform movements.  

The thesis maintains that Bolingbroke and Burke represented two distinct versions of 

historical consciousness.  Bolingbroke’s version of historical consciousness was 

characterized by a linear view of history which viewed the past, present and future as 

separate phases of time. The thesis shows how Bolingbroke’s rejection of the 

political management and promotion of commercial interests represented by Sir 

Robert Walpole’s Whig party in the early eighteenth century was based on an 

historical consciousness that idealized England’s ancient constitution and traditional 

social morality, and was motivated by a patriotic effort to restore a past golden age. 

The thesis also shows how Bolingbroke’s historical consciousness reflected his Deist 

religious beliefs, his notions of natural law, and his rationalist philosophical 

approaches. The thesis shows how Bolingbroke’s radical historical consciousness 

was later taken up by French Enlightenment philosophers and English Dissenters – 

who in turn developed views of social progress based on natural rights theory.  

Edmund Burke, on the other hand, saw a fundamental threat to the existing order 

coming from such emphases on natural law and natural rights. Burke’s version of the 

historical consciousness confronted Bolingbroke and his successors by taking 

fundamentally different positions on the origin and formation of civil order, on 

continuity and change in society, and on the relationship between divine will, human 

reason and history. Burke’s historical consciousness assumed that society was a 

living partnership between different generations. The past, the present and the future 

were not separate phases of time but rather they co-existed in the same space of 

time. Society was constantly in a state of change, driven by the tensions between the 
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principles of “renovation”, “permanence” and “change”. Burke rejected Bolingbroke’s 

idea of a past golden age and an ancient constitution. For Burke, society and the 

state were offspring of changing social conventions and historical disorder, rather 

than of natural law and natural rights. Moreover, Burke conceived human history as 

unpredictable, shaped by uncertain and obscure factors. There was, for Burke, no 

ultimate cause or general rule determining the course of history. The thesis 

concludes that Burke understood the history of human society to be a process that 

transcended any systematic design that could be discerned by human reason alone. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

 

 1.1 Conservative Britain in the Eighteenth Century  

 

There is a consensus among historians that eighteenth-century Britain played a 

crucial role in the growth of modern civilization, with some historical works even 

insisting that eighteenth-century Britain “invented,” “created,” or “made” the modern 

world or modern civilization.1 Although such claims are over-stated, it can be argued 

that many aspects of the modern world, such as notions of human rights, religious 

tolerance, the commercial and financial systems, 2  the press industry, and 

romanticism in literature, can be traced back to eighteenth-century Britain. There is 

also evidence that eighteenth-century Britain experienced a distinctive 

Enlightenment featuring a prevalent belief in progress and a growing respect for 

toleration and liberty under law.3 

Despite eighteenth-century Britain pioneering the way for humans to experience 

modern civilization, it was still a rather traditional or conservative world. In his classic 

work, The English Revolution, 1688-1689 (1938), George Macaulay Trevelyan even 

wrote that “The eighteenth century was the most conservative in modern English 

history.”4 This conservative interpretation has been reaffirmed and systematically 

                                                                 
1 For example, a recent work on this theme is Inventing Freedom: How the English-Speaking Peoples Made the Modern 
World, which was published by the English politician Daniel Hannan in 2013. Hannan has shown how the basic elements of 
Western civilization, such as the rule of law, personal liberty, and a representative government, were invented and 
developed by the Anglosphere world, with eighteenth-century British politicians and thinkers playing a significant role. See 
Daniel Hannan, Inventing Freedom: How the English-Speaking Peoples Made the Modern World (New York: HarperCollins, 
2013). For other writings on this topic, see Arthur Herman, How the Scots Invented the Modern World; The True Story of 
how Western Europe's Poorest Nation Created Our World & Everything in it (New York: Crown Publishers, 2001); Roy Porter, 
Enlightenment: Britain and the creation of the modern world (London: Allen Lane, 2000); and Dror Wahrman, The Making 
of the Modern Self: Identity and Culture in Eighteenth-Century England (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 
2004). Another recent work that should be cited is The Invention of the Modern World. In this work, although Alan 
Macfarlane has traced the spirit of modern individualism to thirteenth-century England, the role of the eighteenth century 
is also clearly shown through his anthropological investigation of the social and economic conditions, such as the salary 
level, dietary structure, and the role of females in family relationships in eighteenth-century British society. See Alan 
Macfarlane, The Invention of the Modern World (Les Brouzils: Odd Volumes, 2014). As for the contribution of eighteenth-
century Britain to modern British society, see Harold Perkin, The Origins of Modern English Society 1780-1880 (London: 
Routledge & K. Paul, 1981).  
2 In particular, see Neil Mckendrick, John Brewer and J. H. Plumb, The Birth of a Consumer Society: The Commercialisation 
of Eighteenth Century England (London: Hutchinson, 1982). 
3 See Gertrude Himmelfarb, The Roads to Modernity: The British, French, and American Enlightenment (London: Vintage 
Books, 2008). 
4 For Trevelyan, the reason lay in the fact that the Glorious Revolution and the Revolution Settlement brought eighteenth-
century Britain a balance between the king and parliament and between the church and state, and “an ordered and legal 
freedom” for the individuals and, thus, a stable constitution. See G. M. Trevelyan, The English Revolution, 1688-1689 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1960), 176, 240. 
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explored by a long list of scholars since World War II studying the eighteenth century, 

such as John H. Plumb, J. G. A. Pocock, G. E. Mingay, John Cannon, Harry 

Dickinson, and J. C. D. Clark.  

These scholars have provided quite convincing explanations of the conservative (as 

well as the liberal and radical) features of eighteenth-century Britain from various 

perspectives: political, jurisprudential, party system, economical, commercial, 

demographic, religious, military, and foreign policy. 

John Plumb examined how the late Stuart England, characterized by internal strife 

and struggles, grew to become a political world of settled calm and stability in the 

eighteenth century. He mainly emphasized reasons that included the rapid growth of 

the electorate among the growing urban population, the rise of a Whig oligarchy with 

a strong executive, the growth of both overseas trade and the home market, and the 

formation of a common political identity within the nation. 5  Plumb particularly 

emphasized the significance of the year 1694 because after this year, the Whigs 

solved their “inner contradiction” and became “deeply conservative” in their 

constitutional principles,6 while the Whig junto and the later Whig party under Robert 

Walpole’s leadership successfully “separated Whiggery from radicalism.”7 Plumb’s 

conclusion that “the political structure of eighteenth-century England possesses 

adamantine strength and profound inertia” has been very influential among 

scholarship, although his analysis has not been without criticism.8    

J. G. A. Pocock has been a highly influential historian in the study of conservatism in 

eighteenth-century Britain. From his The Ancient Constitution and the Feudal Law 

(1957), Politics, Language, and Time (1972), The Machiavellian Moment (1975), and 

Virtue, Commerce and History (1985) to his Barbarism and Religion (six volumes, 

1999-2005), one of his consistent concerns has been the philosophy of conservatism 

developed within the British intellectual history of the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries.  

                                                                 
5 J. H. Plumb, The Origins of Political Stability: England 1675-1725 (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1967), ⅹⅵ, ⅹⅷ, 3, 4, 14, 

15, 65-97, 187. 
6 Ibid., 134-35. 
7 Ibid., 187. 
8 Ibid.,ⅹⅷ, 15; for a criticism of Plumb’s argument on the year 1694, see Z. S. Fink, “Book Review: The Origins of Political 

Stability: England, 1675-1725 by J. H. Plumb,” in The Western Political Quarterly, Vol.20, No.4 (Dec., 1967), 1016-17. 
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By exploring the views of conservative thinkers within the context of eighteenth-

century political debates, Pocock demonstrated how the tradition of the ancient 

English constitution, particularly the common law mind, nurtured a “conservative 

temper” in eighteenth-century England and developed a conservative philosophy that 

was elaborated on by such thinkers as Henry St. John, 1st Viscount Bolingbroke 

(1678-1751), Josiah Tucker (1713-1799), and Edmund Burke (1729-1797), as well 

as showing how their conservative political thoughts resisted the radical ideologies of 

Enlightenment thinkers and succeeded in defending the continuity of the ancient 

British constitution amid the growth of a modern commercial order.9 For Pocock, the 

conservatism of eighteenth-century Britain should be approached through a study of 

their notions of tradition, customs and manners, and then through a consideration of 

the philosophy of history and time inherent in British political and legal traditions. 

Eighteenth-century Britain was quite active in developing new religious expressions 

and organisations, but it also sought to preserve earlier religious traditions. The 

interaction between its respect for religious tradition and its new social and political 

movements was dominated by Anglicanism, but was also shaped by the Evangelical 

revival, the emergence of Methodism, the growth of Nonconformity, Deism, Atheism, 

Unitarianism, Roman Catholicism, and religious scepticism. As Stewart Brown 

showed, there was a movement of Christian revival in the late eighteenth-century 

Britain, partly because the early phases Industrial Revolution rapidly changed the 

economic conditions of common people, brought rapid urbanisation and increased 

internal migration, and drove many into poverty. Amid the dislocations of early 

industrialisation, evangelical Dissent, through a direct, emotional preaching among 

the middle and lowers social orders and the Sunday school movement, enjoyed an 

“unprecedented” growth.10  

In his major contribution, English Society, 1660-1832, J. C. D. Clark particularly 

emphasized the role of the Church of England and an Anglican religious ideology in 

the maintenance of a highly traditional and stable society during the long eighteenth 

century in England, with this stability benefiting from the firm alliance between the 

                                                                 
9 J. G. A. Pocock, Virtue, Commerce and History: Essays on Political Thought and History, Chiefly in the Eighteenth Century 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 91-102, 157-92. 
10 Stewart J. Brown, “Movements of Christian Awakening in Revolutionary Europe, 1790–1815,” in The Cambridge History 
of Christianity, vol. 7: Enlightenment, Reawakening and Revolution 1660-1815, eds., Stewart J. Brown and Timothy Tackett 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 577-79. 
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British monarchy and the Church. However, as Clark has explained, eighteenth-

century Britain did not depict itself as a “traditional” or “conservative” society, instead 

firmly locating itself “in the present’ and in portraying itself “as developing, not as 

anachronistic and static.”11 For Clark, “the strongest element in the official rationale” 

was not the doctrine of the ancient constitution but “the religious element, the 

assertion of the centrality of the Church, its validation of the Hanoverian dynasty, and 

its political message of subordination, loyalty and obedience.” Anglican Churchmen 

were the prominent group in resisting radicalism and the “Church must occupy an 

integral place in any definition of the hegemonic form of eighteenth-century English 

society. The authority of any institution or practice in that society could be traced, 

usually at no very far remove, to the claim of the Church to embody a specific 

authorization by Christ, and to be in a sense His continuing body in the world.”12  

Harry Dickinson has indicated that although radical doctrines and movements 

successfully often stimulated calls for political reform, the majority of the common 

people still preferred to support the established order in Church and State when the 

constitution and the social order experienced crisis.  For Dickinson, the stability of 

eighteenth-century England was preserved by popular conservatism, as well as by 

an ethos of often militant loyalism and patriotism.13  

Although “the notorious complacency and conservatism of politics” and the Whig 

supremacy in Hanoverian Britain seemed to provide little space for radicalism and 

revolutionary doctrines, as Caroline Robbins implied, 14  eighteenth-century Britain 

also experienced radical philosophies and ideologies and it saw several influential, 

radical movements and crises of order. The modern doctrine of natural rights, the 

growth of religious Dissent,15 the Hanoverian Succession crisis of 1712-1715, the 

Jacobite Rebellion, the Wilkesite and Wyville movements, the American Revolution, 

the Association movement (active 1780–1785), and the French Revolution, all to 

some extent challenged and even threatened the old social order, the traditional 

moral system, and even the ancient constitution of Britain.  

                                                                 
11 J. C. D. Clark, English Society, 1660-1832: Religion, ideology and politics during the ancient regime (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000), 15. 
12 Ibid., 308-09, 318. 
13 H. T. Dickinson, The Politics of the People in Eighteenth-Century Britain (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1995), ch.8. 
14 Caroline Robbins, The Eighteenth-Century Commonwealthman (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University, 1959), 271, 378. 
15 For religious radicalism and especially the role of Nonconformists in the development of English radicalism during the 
second half of the eighteenth century, see James E. Bradley, Religion, Revolution and English Radicalism: Non-conformity in 
Eighteenth-Century Politics and Society (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990). 
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The radical publications of such Dissenters as Richard Price (1723–1791), Joseph 

Priestley (1733-1804) and Thomas Paine (1737-1809), played significant roles in 

arousing a discourse of human rights and in promoting the political and social 

reforms in eighteenth century Britain. Increasingly, historians have observed that 

there was a Religious Enlightenment, or Dissenting Enlightenment, in the eighteenth-

century Britain and Europe.16Numerous works have been published investigating the 

political and religious radicalism of eighteenth-century Britain, although the extent to 

which the reformist ideas and demands of eighteenth-century Britain can be labelled 

as “radical” in its modern sense is debatable.  

Some historians like E. P. Thompson have discussed late eighteenth-century social 

unrest through the perspectives of Marxism, although this approach has been 

criticized for making the mistake of anachronism by scholars such as J. C. D. Clark 

and Linda Colley.17  Disagreeing with Plumb’s conclusion about the stability and 

“inertia” of the political structure of Augustan England, Robert Zaller has assumed 

that eighteenth-century Britain was “a society in which rapid change, denied political 

expression or outlet, was fast accumulating explosive potential,” and there was a 

“hiatus” of radical tradition, meaning that there was not a single tradition but two 

distinct traditions in eighteenth-century England.18  

Harry Dickinson has analyzed the elements that gave rise to the growth of political 

radicalism in early eighteenth-century Britain, giving reasons that radicalism failed to 

challenge the existing political and social order. As he has stated, 

In responding to the radical challenge to the existing political and 

social order conservative thinkers developed a sophisticated 

ideology of great resilience, power and appeal. Much of it was too 

philosophical or intellectually profound to be easily disseminated to, 

or understood by, the middling and lower orders, but those in 

                                                                 
16 For Pocock, the Dissenting Enlightenment “rose against the conservative Enlightenment, and particularly against the 
latter’s aristocratic and clerical components.” See J. G. A. Pocock, “Conservative Enlightenment and Democratic 
Revolutions: The American and French Cases in British Perspective”, in Government and Opposition, WINTER 1989, Vol. 24, 
No. 1 (WINTER 1989), 98; see also Knud Haakonssen, Enlightenment and Religion Rational Dissent in Eighteenth-Century 
Britain (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006); S. J. Barnett, The Enlightenment and Religion: The Myths of 
Modernity (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2003). 
17 J. C. D. Clark, Revolution and Rebellion: State and Society in England in Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1986), 98-100; Linda Colley, “Eighteenth-Century English Radicalism before Wilkes,” 
Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 5th Series, 31 (1981), 1-19. 
18 Robert Zaller, "The Continuity of British Radicalism in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries," Eighteenth-Century 
Life, 6, Nos.2-3 (1981), 17-38. 
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authority did seek popular support for their ideological stance. They 

did so by simplifying and popularising conservative views which not 

only sustained their privileged position, but also appealed to the 

deeply-held prejudices of large numbers of ordinary citizens. The 

elite recognised that there was widespread popular support for the 

monarchy, the established church, the constitution, the existing 

social order and all things British. As well as encouraging and 

fostering such views, they also incited popular hostility against those 

who favoured radical change.19 

Pocock has discussed the different types of radical criticism of the Whig order in 

eighteenth-century England, reminding his readers to pay attention to the links 

between English radicalism and Tory traditionalism. For Pocock, when the Tory 

opposition and the landed interest attacked the dominant Whig political order in the 

name of land and commerce, they developed a trend of agrarian radicalism that such 

American thinkers as Thomas Jefferson would later embrace after the American 

Revolution.20 

The above studies are representative of the research discussing the conservative 

and radical trends of eighteenth-century Britain from the perspectives of political 

interests and debates, economic and social change, established Christianity and 

religious Dissent, and historical imagination. Under the guidance of such historical 

studies, this thesis was initially inspired by a curiosity regarding how Britain 

maintained its ancient constitution, its traditional order, and its traditional values in 

the eighteenth century, amid the rise of commercial society and early 

industrialisation, and the growing influence of Enlightenment thought, as well as how 

it avoided the kind of political and social revolution that took place in France.  How 

was it that Britain was able to grow smoothly from a traditional agrarian society into a 

modern urbanising, industrialising and commercial state. Further reading revealed 

that, besides the political, economic, and religious factors described above, historical 

consciousness was also a key reason for this relatively smooth transition into 

modernity. This research project has focused on two of the most influential 

                                                                 
19 Dickinson, The Politics of the People in Eighteenth-Century Britain, 257; see also Dickinson, Liberty and Property: Political 
Ideology in Eighteenth-century Britain (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1977), chs. 6, 7, and 8. 
20 J. G. A. Pocock, "Radical Criticism of the Whig Order in the Age between Revolutions," The Origins of Anglo-American 

Radicalism, eds. Margaret Jacob and James Jacob (London: George Allen ＆ Unwin, 1984), 33–57. 
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conservative thinkers of the eighteenth century: Henry St. John, 1st Viscount 

Bolingbroke (1678-1751) and Edmund Burke (1729-1797). 

Historical consciousness is generally defined as how people understand the 

relationship between the past, the present and the future? With this general definition, 

historical consciousness assumes: 1. that people and the secular world are beings 

existing in history and time, and that temporality and historicity are essential 

properties of human nature, human institutions, orders, ideas and actions; 2. that 

people’s self-consciousness of themselves as a historical being itself is pivotal for 

them to understand the past, the present and the future; 3. that variousness and 

continuity are inherent in the nature of temporal beings; 4. that the past is 

accumulation and a mirror of experience, hence the past is the guide for the present 

and the future, and historical consciousness is, in Jörn Rüsen’s words, “an operation 

of human intellection rendering present actuality intelligible while fashioning its future 

perspectives.”21 5. That history moulds moral values into the space of time; that is, 

“historical consciousness transforms moral values into temporal wholes: traditions, 

timeless rules of conduct, concepts of development, or other forms of 

comprehension of time. Values and experiences are mediated by and synthesized in 

such conceptions of temporal change.”22  

The English people have long had a pronounced historical consciousness. As early 

as the sixteenth century, many English people demonstrated an interest in their own 

past, in the ancient world, and in the art of historiography. As Daniel Woolf has 

observed in The Social Circulation of the Past, “The appeal to the past saturates 

early modern discourse, public and private. It was sufficient, through much of the 

period, to argue on behalf of something by pointing out its antiquity.”23  In early 

modern England, “old was better than new; that the older something was the better; 

and that the authority or legitimacy of a belief, practice, or institution, or even of an 

individual, was a function of its longevity and antiquity.”24 The prevailing interest in 

the past developed into what has been called the Antiquarian Movement, which was 

                                                                 
21  Jörn Rüsen, “Historical Consciousness: Narrative Structure, Moral Function, and Ontogenetic Development.” In 
Theorizing Historical Consciousness, ed. Peter Seixas (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2004), 67-69. 
22 Ibid.; also Andrew Glencross, “From ‘Doing History’ to Thinking Historically: Historical Consciousness across History and 
International Relations”, International Relations, 29 (4) (2015), 413-33. 
23 Daniel Woolf, The Social Circulation of The Past: English Historical Culture 1500-1730 (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2005), 44-45 
24 Ibid. 
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initially inspired by the Italian Renaissance and humanism, and in England was 

associated with John Leland (c. 1503-1552).25 Among many English thinkers, there 

was an admiration for and an imitation of classical culture. The ancient Greek and 

Roman authors and artists were respected as exemplars in literature, historiography, 

political philosophy, and architecture. The historian Edward Hyde, First Earl of 

Clarendon, embraced a “noble ambition” to imitate Herodotus and Thucydides in his 

historical writing on the seventeenth-century Wars of the Three Kingdoms. Educated 

Englishmen began their career knowing Latin and Greek and with “a common stock 

of antique learning.”26 The classical standard was the highest standard for probably 

most intellectuals.  

From at least the first half of the seventeenth century, many English authors 

produced plays, dramas and poems with historical themes. History was also thought 

to be “the most respected form of prose literature.” 27  In addition to William 

Shakespeare’s history plays, there were Samuel Daniel’s historical poem entitled 

The Civil Wars Between the Two Houses of York and Lancaster (1609) and his 

prose historical account entitled The Collection of the History of England (1618), 

there were Michael Drayton’s historical poems, including Poly-Olbion (1605) and The 

Battle of Agincour (1627), while John Dryden and John Milton explored historical 

themes in their poetry. 

The historical writing in this period followed the classical idea that historians had both 

the ability and the responsibility to provide political, religious and moral instruction, 

based on the examples they uncovered through their scholarship. An example was 

Francis Bacon’s The History of the Reign of King Henry VII (1622) which was 

dedicated to Prince Charles; it was, in Horace Walpole’s view, designed to flatter 

James Ⅰ , though Bacon did show a critical attitude toward Henry’s personal 

weaknesses, including his lack of foresight.28 Bacon’s History was written in the 

genre of Tacitus and Machiavelli, with their emphases on practical statecraft. Bacon 

admired Tacitus as a superb historian and took him as his model, though he also 

                                                                 
25 Joseph M. Levine argued that “the story of English antiquarianism” had not begun until the time of John Leland, who 
Levine considered the “first English antiquary”, see Joseph M. Levine, Humanism and History: Origins of Modern English 
Historiography (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1987), 78-79. 
26 Ibid., 74. 
27 Philip Hicks, Neoclassical History and English Culture: from Clarendon to Hume (London: Macmillan Press, 1996), 3. 
28 Thomas Wheeler, “The Purpose of Bacon's ‘History of Henry the Seventh’,” in Studies in Philology, Vol. 54, No. 1 (Jan., 
1957), 2. 
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cited frequently from Livy, Machiavelli and Guicciardini. 29  According to Bacon, 

historiography was an empirical art, similar to natural philosophy, and it enabled 

people to explore social life, political events, and cause and effect in human 

relations.30  

Another dominant characteristic of early modern English historiography was that it 

did not break from the medieval tradition of providential history. In this sense, history 

could be seen as a handmaiden of theology. For many, the historian was a prophet 

in the Old Testament sense. “The reading of histories constituted a form of 

illumination and the application of historical methodology a pious labour imbued with 

divine approval.”31 A strong providential historical consciousness shaped the mind of 

such historians as Walter Raleigh who accepted biblical history in his History of the 

World (1614), thus beginning his account with Old Testament history in the first three 

chapters.32 It was also common for Puritans to seek to use history to reveal the 

divine will, and their historical consciousness was shaped by the conceptions and 

languages of biblical history. The interpretation of history was profoundly influenced 

by their belief in God. The representative works in this genre included William 

Bradford's Of Plymouth Plantation.33 

By the second half of the seventeenth century,34 a scholarly movement had emerged 

that refused to accept the superiority of ancient and classic learning over modern 

learning. This, in turn, launched a debate that has been called the “Quarrel of the 

Ancients and the Moderns,” which was primarily concerned with whether society 

should be taught and governed according to the ‘modern’ Christian moral values and 

philosophical methods as they had developed from the Middle Ages onwards, or 

according to the ‘ancient’ moral values and philosophical methods inherited from the 

teachers of classical Greece and Rome. The conflict began in France and then 

moved to England, where the quarrel was termed “The Battle of the Books.” 

                                                                 
29Brian Vickers, “Introduction,” in Bacon: The History of the Reign of King Henry VII and Selected Works (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1998), ⅹⅶ. 

30 Ibid., ⅹⅺ. 
31 Nicholas Popper, Walter Ralegh's "History of the World" and the Historical Culture of the Late Renaissance (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 2012), 5. 
32 Sir Walter Raleigh, The History of the World, ed. Walter Burre (London: Walter Burre, 1614). 
33 Naoki Onishi, “Puritan Historians and Historiography”, in The Oxford Handbook of Early American Literature, ed. Kevin J. 
Hayes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 93-114. 
34 Levine considered 1690 to be the beginning time of the Battle in England. See Joseph M. Levine, The Battle of The Books: 
History and Literature in the Augustan Age (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1991), 1. 
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Although moderns such as Richard Bentley (1662-1742) and William Wotton (1666-

1727) rejected the notion of the supreme value of ancient learning, they were none 

the less respected classical scholars who had an extensive knowledge of the 

classical world. However, it can be argued that the pivotal difference between the 

ancients and the moderns did not relate to the extent of their relative knowledge of 

the ancient world, but it was rather a problem of historical consciousness. Each side 

in the conflict cared about the past. As Joseph M. Levine explained, “the controversy 

was above all about history,”35 and it was “at bottom a dispute over the uses of the 

past.” 36  The dispute reflected not only a keen interest in the approaches and 

presuppositions of historical scholarship but also a popular reverence for the past, 

which in turn formed the intellectual background for the prosperity of British 

historiography in the eighteenth century. 

As the Enlightenment philosopher and historian, David Hume, observed, “this is the 

historical Age and this the historical Nation.”37 Although Hume made this observation 

in reference to eighteenth-century Scotland, the saying was also true for eighteenth-

century England. The most important eighteenth-century historical works written by 

British historians, such as those by Edward Gibbon, David Hume, William Robertson, 

Adam Ferguson and Catharine Macaulay, were not published until the second half of 

the century. Despite their achievements, there was a long tradition among British 

thinkers to lament the poverty of the art of historiography in the islands. Eighteenth-

century British writers particularly expressed this belief. Sir William Temple, Lord 

Bolingbroke, Joseph Addison, Dr Johnson and David Hume all complained that no 

good general history of England had ever been written to the level of the classical 

standards by the English – a theme which will be discussed in detail in Chapter 2. 

Although a long list of distinguished British historians in truth emerged and produced 

major historical works in the second half of the eighteenth century, the lament about 

the weakness of British historical writing was even repeated in the nineteenth 

century by the celebrated English historian Lord Acton, who insisted that the British 

historians could not compete with such Continental historians as Barthold Georg 

Niebuhr and Leopold von Ranke, let alone bear comparison with the ancient Greek 

and Roman historians. Acton acknowledged that it was common for British public 

                                                                 
35 Levine, The Battle of The Books, 267;  
36 Levine, Humanism and History, 156. 
37 David Hume, Letters of David Hume to William Strahan, ed. G. Birkbeck Hill (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1888), 155. 
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men to write histories; however, British historians “are more often great historical 

actors than great historical writers.”38 There is some truth in Acton’s critique when we 

consider the first half of the eighteenth century in Britain. Although such politicians 

and writers as Jonathan Swift and Alexander Pope had tried to write serious 

histories,39 the number and the quality of the historical publications during this period 

was generally regarded as poor and inferior. Bolingbroke seems to be the only 

English historian in this period whose works, especially his Study and Use of History 

and Remarks on The History of England, have been given a serious place in modern 

historiography.  

The second half of the eighteenth century in Britain saw substantial achievements in 

historiography. Some works that remain classics of British historiography to this day 

were published during this period. David Hume’s The History of England came out in 

six volumes from 1754 to 1761, Adam Ferguson’s An Essay on the History of Civil 

Society was first published in 1767, Edward Gibbon published the first volume of his 

The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire in 1776, and William 

Robertson published The History of Scotland in 1759, The History of Europe during 

the Reign of Charles V in 1769, and The History of America in 1777. This period also 

saw the growth of some important female historians like Catharine Macaulay and 

Mary Wollstonecraft.40 The themes of the histories produced during the second half 

of the eighteenth century ranged widely across political history, economic history, 

legal history, religious history and civil history. The historians of this period wrote 

both national histories and world histories, and the primary themes for them included 

not only the continuity and evolution of British constitutional and liberal traditions, but 

also the rise and progress of human civilizations. Their historical consciousness was 

stimulated not only by national and patriotic sentiments, but also by a curiosity about 

the civil history of both the European and the non-European worlds.  

                                                                 
38 Lord Acton, Lord Acton, Essays on Church and State, ed. Douglas Woodruff (London: Hollis and Carter), 455. 
39 A discussion of the historiography in the early eighteenth century England, see Herbert Davis, “The Augustan Conception 
of History,” in Reason and Imagination Studies in the History of Ideas 1600-1800, ed. Joseph Anthony Mazzeo (New York: 
Columbia Univ. Press, 1962), 213-29; Thomas Preston, “Historiography as Art in Eighteenth-Century England,” in Texas 
Studies in Literature and Language, Vol. 11, No. 3 (Fall 1969), 1209-1221. 
40 O’Brian showed a general trend of the female historians in this period was that they held a critical attitude to the 
patriarchal system and the natural law tradition, which “posited a hierarchical order of creation in which woman occupied 
a lower place, being physically weaker and naturally subordinate to man.” Hence, one content of the female historiography 
focused on the power structure, and modern notion of liberty. It showed a critical attitude to the traditional and historical 
authorities which was for them full of masculine prejudice. See Karen O’Brien, Women and Enlightenment in Eighteenth-
Century Britain (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 15. 
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The intellectual circumstance of the historical imagination and writing in this period 

was rooted deeply in the ideas and theories of the Enlightenment, such as the belief 

in the uniformity of human nature throughout the world, the emphasis on the power 

of reason, and the belief in universal human rights rooted in natural laws. The nature 

and concerns of historical writing in England to some extent differed from that in 

Scotland. English historical writing, far more than Scottish, was influenced by 

contemporary politics and political partisanship; the English emphasis, in Pocock’s 

phrase, was “not gloire but faction”. As a result of this political partisanship, the 

public space and the intellectual class that a philosophical history needed were less 

developed in England than that in Scotland.41  For such English (or Anglo-Irish) 

historians as Bolingbroke, Gibbon, Burke, and John Cartwright, the central concern 

for English historiography focused on the development of English constitutional 

politics.42 On the other hand, the Scottish scientific or “conjectural history”, a phrase 

coined by Dugald Stewart (1753-1828), sought to depict the progress of civil society 

and the growth of modern commercial society. All this said, the British historiography 

in this period, whether English or Scottish, was in the view of the distinguished 

historian of the period, Pocock, “still in a pre-modern condition”.43 

The historical imagination of eighteenth-century England did not break from the 

traditions of classic history, providential history, and chronological narratives. It 

maintained an apparent consciousness of reality and a concern of the contemporary 

world, which means that, although some statesmen and writers, such as Bolingbroke 

and Burke, did not make major contributions to the development of historiography, 

they were highly important in their use of history to shape political life. To be sure, 

the historiography of eighteenth-century England has often been criticised, and 

rightly criticised, as partisan history, and this was an obstacle to the development of 

objective narrative history. However, my thesis argues that the greatest value of the 

historical works written by the eighteenth-century English statesmen, Bolingbroke 

and Burke, lay not in their contributions to the development of historiography, but 

rather in how they were successful examples of the use of historical resources and 

insights to defend the British traditional order against the social disruptions caused 

                                                                 
41 J. G. A. Pocock, Barbarism and Religion, vol.2: Narratives of Civil Government (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1999), 167. 
42 Pocock argued that a Bacon-Harrington-Fletcher thesis, which held that English liberties were modern rather than 
ancient liberties, consistently concerned the English historiography. See ibid., 171. 
43 Ibid., 7. 
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by the rise of commercial society, self-interested political factions, and the later 

emergence of radical reform movements. Both Bolingbroke and Burke were, I will 

argue, important in providing examples of how history could inform and elevate 

practical politics, and they represented the tradition of a British political discourse 

rooted in the historical consciousness.  

Bolingbroke and Burke were not exact contemporaries and they were very different 

in their political careers, personal characters, and thoughts. Viscount Bolingbroke 

was born into an old English noble family in London. He “inherited” his father's seat 

in the House of Commons for Wootton Bassett in Wiltshire, and he later became a 

leading Tory politician, rewarded with high positions during Queen Anne’s reign. He 

was also a serious historian and philosopher. As a Deist, Bolingbroke was famous 

for his scepticism regarding the Anglican Christianity of the established Church of 

England. 

Edmund Burke, on the other hand, was born into a middle-class family in Dublin, and 

later he earned himself some literary fame in London, which gave him the 

opportunity to start a career as a professional politician in England. Burke’s Irish 

family included both Protestants and Catholics, and while Burke was raised within 

the established Protestant Church of Ireland, and educated at the Protestant Trinity 

College, Dublin, Burke was an advocate of religious toleration and the rights of the 

Catholic minority.  This helped to ensure that Burke became a leading Whig politician 

and he developed into one of the greatest politicians and political thinkers in British 

history.  

Both thinkers wrote in the tradition of English ancient constitution, and turned to be 

defenders of English ancient constitution, though from different reasons as this 

thesis will show. Both of them witnessed great changes within the British Empire 

during the eighteenth century. Bolingbroke’s life encompassed the period from the 

late Stuart monarchy to the reign of the Hanoverian George Ⅱ, and he witnessed the 

growth of the Whig supremacy under the leadership of Sir Robert Walpole. Burke 

was active in the second half of the eighteenth century, and the important events he 

witnessed included the American Independence movement and the French 

Revolution. Both Bolingbroke and Burke viewed their society as suffering from both a 

constitutional crisis and a decline in traditional morality, and both left rich writings 



16 

 

about how to deal with the crisis of political order and social order, and also about 

the problems of political reform, social ethics, and social changes. Their conservative 

thinking on these themes, shaped in large part by their respective historical 

consciousness, is still instructive as societies confront the enduring problem of 

uniting reform and conservation. 

The initial motivation for this study came from my reflections on the revolutions, 

human catastrophes and political disorders in Germany, the Soviet Union, China and 

elsewhere during the twentieth century. The question of how to establish a modern 

civilised society based on the rule of law and on respect for individual human life, 

dignity and freedom, and how to avoid the destruction of traditional social orders and 

vast numbers of human beings by powerful ideologies, such as nationalism and 

socialism, and utopian political ideals, such as the classless society, have been 

problems faced by many countries during the past century.  

In China, for example, radical and utopian ideologies have dominated its political 

reforms and social thought since the late Qing Dynasty, and if we go back to the 

1910s, we can see that modern Chinese history was not only shaped by political 

ideas coming from the Soviet Union and Germany, especially Marxist socialism, but 

also by the French political doctrines of the eighteenth century. Early twentieth-

century Chinese political thinkers and literati, in addition to reading Marx and Lenin, 

also read Rousseau and Voltaire. However, few Chinese intellectuals had a 

knowledge of Bolingbroke and Burke, whose works have only been translated and 

studied extensively in China in the last forty years.  Chinese thinkers were more 

enthusiastic about the natural rights doctrines and social contract theories of French 

Enlightenment philosophers (as precursors to the French Revolution) and they paid 

little attention to the British conservative political tradition and its common law 

tradition. The political upheavals and social violence that Burke had foreseen as 

emerging from the French Enlightenment and French Revolution were to a large 

degree repeated in twenty-century China. 

Not only China but the whole modern world has suffered from the evils that have 

resulted from the imposition by force of abstract political conceptions and ideologies 

that can dehumanise large groups of fellow human beings – ideologies of which 

Burke had warned. The fosterage and growth of a civilised social order requires 
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more than the imposition of abstract rules, ideas and social values; it also requires 

consideration of the complex social circumstances in which rules, ideas and values 

develop, it requires that the employment of political theories and social doctrines be 

considered within the context of history, and it requires a humane reconciliation of 

the tension between the need for reform, progress and innovation, and the continuity 

of traditional authorities, institutions and practices. In a very real sense, the 

teachings and the wisdom about order and history from such British conservative 

thinkers as Bolingbroke and Burke remain of vital importance for the modern world. 

1.2 Studies on Bolingbroke  

 

The late Stuart period saw great changes in domestic and foreign affairs, including 

the Glorious Revolution of 1688-89, the Union of 1707, the South Sea Bubble of 

1720, and the War of the Spanish Succession (1701-1714). As a key politician of 

Queen Anne’s age, Bolingbroke witnessed and contributed to the changes of his 

time, while developing a rather pessimistic attitude toward the “new England” as a 

result of these changes.  

During his time, Bolingbroke was the most systematic commentator on the ancient 

English constitution and the ancient spirit of liberty, with his political and historical 

writings aiming to restore the British nation to “its primitive temper and integrity, to its 

old good manners, its old good humor, and its old good nature.”44 His archaistic 

historical consciousness and nostalgic sentiment made him a resister of the 

contemporary political systems. His historical writings were partly motivated by his 

desire to move beyond the political systems of the time and to push for political 

reforms by demonstrating the superiority of the ancient English constitution. 

This thesis will show how both Bolingbroke and the circle surrounding Sir Robert 

Walpole admitted that there were defects and imperfections in the British 

constitution.  However, as the thesis will demonstrate, Walpole’s circle considered 

the flaws to be an inevitable result of imperfect human nature and, hence, they 

considered that efforts to achieve major political reform would prove largely futile, 

while Bolingbroke insisted on the need to resolve these imperfections by restoring 

                                                                 
44 Bolingbroke, A Dissertation upon Parties, in Works, vol.Ⅱ, 33. 
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the ancient constitution. Otherwise, as he stated, Britain’s future would be 

precarious.45 

Bolingbroke’s historical writing was, on the one hand, inspired by the classical 

historians and, on the other hand, influenced by contemporary Continental 

historiography. Bolingbroke is best known to modern readers as a Tory politician, a 

minister under Queen Anne, and a conservative political thinker, and these aspects 

of his career have been studied by a number of scholars, including Herbert 

Butterfield, Quentin Skinner, Isaac Kramnick, Harry T. Dickinson, Harvey C. 

Mansfield, J. G. A. Pocock, and Rax A. Barrell.46 Bolingbroke was an influential 

figure in the history of historiography of eighteenth-century England, and he was 

considered as “the first to philosophise and to systematise history” by Walter 

Sichel,47 while in Laird Okie’s view, “Bolingbroke was the first agnostical, ‘pagan’ 

historian in England. In his Letters on the Study and Use of History we hear the voice 

of eighteenth-century rationalism, the mentor of Voltaire.” 48  Pocock showed that 

Bolingbroke’s awareness that historical generalizations “were necessary to the 

construction of schemes of universal history”, which in Pocock’s view was an 

important contribution to the rise of modern historicism.49 

Although Bolingbroke’s role in the development of historiography has been 

emphasized by scholars since the nineteenth century, there has been no monograph 

published on Bolingbroke’s historiography, which has only been discussed in one 

journal article, or in a section or some paragraphs in larger studies. George Nadel 

examined the history of early editions of Bolingbroke’s Letters on History, and he 

argued that “the edition of 1738 gives chronological support to the possibility that 

                                                                 
45 Works, vol.Ⅱ, 106. 
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University of Chicago Press, 1965); Caroline Robbins, The Eighteenth Century Commonwealthman (Cambridge, Mass.: 
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48 Laird Okie, Augustan Historical Writing: Histories of England in the English Enlightenment (Lanham, New York and 
London: University Press of America, 1991), 63. 
49 J. G. A. Pocock, The Ancient Constitution and The Feudal Law: A Study of English Historical Thought in the Seventeenth 
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Voltaire borrowed ideas on history from Bolingbroke.”50 Sydney Wayne Jackman 

devoted a chapter in his Man of Mercury to study Bolingbroke’s Letters on History 

and his Remarks on The History of England. While Jackman provided an 

introduction to and a summary of Bolingbroke’s historical views, he held that 

Bolingbroke was not a serious and professional historian, and that Bolingbroke wrote 

history “as a gentleman in his library putting down his ideas and thoughts in order to 

explain, through historical studies, his own philosophy of life.”51 This judgment, made 

from a modern perspective and applying the modern standards of the professional 

historian, is perhaps unfair.  

Bolingbroke personally believed that he wrote serious history in the tradition of the 

great classical historians. Bolingbroke’s style of historical writings was characteristic 

of the historiography of his age. Any assessment of Bolingbroke’s history should be 

made within the eighteenth-century intellectual context. David J. Womersley has 

viewed Jackman’s critique of Bolingbroke as lacking originality and intellectual 

rigour.52 Womersley argued that Bolingbroke “is an original and significant thinker” 

for his age, and that Bolingbroke “is a medium through whom Continental ideas 

about the writing of history were introduced into English; and, as they were 

introduced, those ideas were qualified and extended in ways reflected by the 

practice of subsequent historians.”53 

Bolingbroke wrote not only British history, but also European history, which forms the 

theme of the last three letters of Letters on the Study and Use of History and of A 

Plan for a General History of Europe. In addition, he also considered how English 

history was written by Continental historians, though he had little regard for such 

works: “Foreign writers are for the most part scarce worth reading when they speak 

of our domestic affairs”, because they are ignorant and prejudicial to our “peculiar”, 

“distinct” and “complicated” conditions. 54  Here, two points are relevant. First, 

Bolingbroke did engage with Continental historiography. This engagement was 

investigated by Laird Okie in Augustan Historical Writing, which showed how 
                                                                 
50 George H. Nadel, “New Light on Bolingbroke's Letters on History”, Journal of the History of Ideas, vol. 23, No. 4 (Oct.-
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52 Ibid., 45, 71. 
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54 Bolingbroke, Works, vol.Ⅱ, 247. 
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Bolingbroke was influenced by Paul de Rapin-Thoyras, a French historian who “set 

the standard for British historical scholarship in the age of Walpole”, and whose 

History of England “dominated” the second quarter of the eighteenth century 

Britain.55 Rapin-Thoyras was the most frequently cited contemporary historian in the 

seventh and eighth letters of Bolingbroke’s Remarks on the History of England, and, 

despite his rejection of many Continental historians on English history, Bolingbroke 

generally accepted Rapin-Thoyras without criticism. However, as Okie showed, they 

still differed greatly in some aspects, for example, “Bolingbroke’s Harringtonian 

emphasis on economic change, the balance of property, [was] nowhere to be found 

in Rapin.” 56  Bolingbroke’s historical consciousness was thus influenced by 

contemporary Continental historiography. 

Second, as a conservative, “country” (as opposed to the “court”) Tory politician, 

Bolingbroke showed a keen spirit of patriotism. He loved his country and was proud 

of English history. However, he differed from the “island mentality” held by older 

Tories, as Bolingbroke embraced more cosmopolitan attitudes. He realized that the 

fortune of the British Isles was closely related to the rise and fall of countries on the 

European mainland. Hence, the history and systems of principal European nations 

should be studied, since they concerned the interests of Britain and provided 

important background for Englishmen to understand their own national history. As he 

wrote to Lord Cornbury: “The thread of history that you are to keep, is that of the 

nations who are and must always be concerned in the same scenes of action with 

your own.”57  France, Spain, Austria and Germany were undoubtedly among the 

nations that Bolingbroke had in mind. He admired and praised the foreign policy of 

William Ⅲ toward the continental powers,58 since the latter successfully “led the 

coalition against France, and did so with sense and realism.”59 For Bolingbroke, 

William’s policies represented sanity and true patriotism. He supported William III’s 

“principles of maintaining a balance between the great powers of Europe”, which is 

the theme of the second pamphlet of The Occasional Writer, 60  since such the 
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balance of powers on the continent in fact served to guarantee “the safety and 

tranquillity” of all European powers.61  

Bolingbroke’s cosmopolitan view has been investigated by Karen O'Brien in her 

Narratives of Enlightenment. For O’Brien, although Bolingbroke’s cosmopolitan 

Letters on the Study and Use of History had a “classical and epistolary format”, and 

only exerted limited influence on his contemporary historians, his writings on history 

were “engaged with broader cultural debates” and accustomed his readers to “a new 

cosmopolitan mode of address.”62 

Bolingbroke’s cosmopolitan vision is more complicated and sophisticated than 

O’Brien suggests. His horizon expanded beyond Britain and Europe to Asia, and in 

this connection it must be noted that he devoted considerable efforts to contrasting 

the cultures of Europe and Asia. His interest in Asian political history was prompted 

by his endeavour to analyse the merits and weaknesses of his own national history. 

The histories of other societies were examples meant to encourage his early 

eighteenth-century English readers to reflect on their own ancient constitution. His 

study of non-English histories embodied his understanding of the use of history: 

history is philosophy teaching by examples. Bolingbroke’s cosmopolitan position is 

also revealed in Reflections upon Exile, which discussed the relationship between 

the citizen, his country and the world, and showed a global perspective.  

Bolingbroke was exiled from England during the period of 1715-1725, for his support 

for the Jacobite claimant to the throne.  For the exiled Bolingbroke, “To live deprived 

of one’s country” was not intolerable.63 He pointed to the ancient ideal of world 

citizenship and held that “a wise man looks on himself as a citizen of the world: and, 

when you ask him where his country lies, points, like Anaxagoras, with his finger to 

the heavens.” 64  His cosmopolitan idea of history was inspired by his classical 

learning and was based on his interpretation of the mutability and communication 

between ancient worlds. He observed that,  
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the whole universe suffers a continual rotation, nature seems to 

delight in it, or to preserve herself by it, so there is in the minds of 

men, a natural restlessness, which inclines them to change of place, 

and to the shifting their habitations…But, whatever the reasons be, 

which must have varied infinitely in an infinite number of cases, and 

an immense space of time; true it is in fact, that the families and 

nations of the world have been in a continual fluctuation, roaming 

about on the face of the globe, driving and driven out by turns.65 

A world citizen should not be afraid of exile, as he will always be “happy in the 

conscience of thy own virtue” wherever they are. 66  These remarks exhibit 

Bolingbroke’s cosmopolitan outlook in a remarkably clear and compelling fashion.  

Bolingbroke’s engagement with continental historians has been investigated by Laird 

Okie in Augustan Historical Writing, which, as we have seen, shows how 

Bolingbroke was influenced by Paul de Rapin-Thoyras, a French historian who “set 

the standard for British historical scholarship in the age of Walpole” and whose 

History of England “dominated” the second quarter of eighteenth-century Britain.67 

Bernard Cottret considered Rapin’s Dissertation upon the Whigs and Tories “a 

blueprint” of Bolingbroke’s Dissertations upon Parties. Bolingbroke was not satisfied 

with Rapin’s views on the mixed government of England, with Bolingbroke explaining 

“the social evolution of his country in neo-Harringtonian terms,”68 which emphasized 

the role of property in the balance of a mixed government. Bolingbroke’s historical 

writings, especially his retrospective studies of the histories of the ancient English 

constitution and the English political parties, served his partisan struggle against 

Walpole’s circle. He utilized historical resources to defend his political positions and 

his ambition to reform the English government. As a result, Cottret considered 

Bolingbroke to be “a Whig historian,” stating that “There is, however, an objective 

Whiggish streak in his historical writings which should be interpreted as a sign of his 

genuine commitment to integrate separate intellectual traditions. In more ways than 

one, Bolingbroke confirms Butterfield’s vision of ‘Whig history’. His brand of history is 
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indeed a conscious ‘ratification’ of the present, and he wants to prove that the 

ascendancy of party politics is on the wane by showing its origins and decline.”69 

Bolingbroke’s historical writings partly served to his political debates. A considerable 

part of his historical researches was made with the motivation to examine the 

contemporary politics and the political tenets of Whig party. He wrote history in the 

English tradition of ancient constitutionalism, and he was well known for his defence 

of English ancient constitution. Was Bolingbroke’s defence of ancient constitution the 

same as Burke’s? Was his nostalgic sentiment to the past contradictory to his spirit 

of historical skepticism? Few scholars have discussed these questions. Pocock 

touches these topics briefly in his The Ancient Constitution and The Feudal Law. 

Pocock’s study of the conservative tradition of English ancient constitution is related 

to his philosophy of time. 

For  Pocock, “History is public time,” and the institutions of public realms take effects 

in historical time. As different kinds of the “ordering of time,” the church, the law, and 

the parliament are “institutionalized and formalized” public time.70 As a result, for 

English people in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the ancient constitution, 

the common law and the church were consistently the primary “orderings of time” 

due to their conservative interpretations of English politics and history. Pocock has 

summarized that there were “two distinct but closely-linked ideological patterns,” with 

one being the “ideology of Ancient Constitution,” which mainly emphasized that the 

constitution and common law were immemorial; another is a “more highly 

sophisticated philosophy of prescriptive conservatism”, which emphasized that  

in a purely traditional system, where everything was known simply by 

the fact of its transmission, there was no more to be known concerning 

any institutional fact than that it must be presumed continuous with 

some antecedent fact or set of circumstances.71  

Both patterns, as essentially reflections of a secular historical consciousness, were 

greatly involved in the political debates of seventeenth-century England and deeply 
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shaped the minds of that century’s Englishmen.72 However, as Pocock has claimed, 

at the end of the Stuart period, the influence of the traditional historical outlook 

shown in the seventeenth century shrank and declined, “the concept of custom and 

the intellectual ascendancy of the common law both lost importance,” and “the great 

movement of seventeenth century antiquarianism had come to an end,” meaning 

that “The past tended to lose its immediate and controversial relevance to the 

present” as the traditional historical consciousness had shown, and “we draw to an 

end of the first great age of modern historiography”.73  

Pocock then made an analysis of Bolingbroke’s historical writings, especially his 

Letters on the Study and Use of History, and considered Bolingbroke’s “historical 

relativism” and “generalizations” of historical process as symbols of his separation 

from the legal historians and antiquarians of the previous century. 74  This thesis 

accepts Pocock’s approach that historical consciousness was a key factor in 

understanding the politics and society of England in the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries, but it differs from his conclusions in two points about Bolingbroke. 

First, this thesis agrees with Pocock that the antiquarian movements declined, if not 

came to “an end,”75 in Bolingbroke’s age. Furthermore, while it cannot agree with 

Pocock’s exclusion of Bolingbroke from the antiquarian tradition, it can agree with 

Pocock that Bolingbroke showed a sense of detachment from the past and he 

recognized the importance of an objective attitude in the study of history. This, 

however, would seem to be a characteristic of every self-conscious historian. One of 

the aims of this thesis is to demonstrate that Bolingbroke still wrote within the 

tradition of classical historiography rather than as a pioneer of modern historicism, as 

Pocock has implied, and he was an antiquarian in terms of historical consciousness. 

While Pocock has considered Edmund Burke the heir of the doctrine of ancient 

constitution and the common law mind of the seventeenth century76 and the period 

from the end of the Stuart age to Edmund Burke as inactive in this tradition, it can be 

argued that in positing that Bolingbroke contributed to the rise of modern historicism, 

Pocock has, in fact, overlooked Bolingbroke’s contribution to the conservative 
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tradition of the English ancient constitution in the eighteenth century. More research 

should be conducted into Bolingbroke as a main successor of ancient constitution 

doctrine during the time from the legal historians of the seventeenth century to 

Edmund Burke.  

Secondly, as Pocock wrote,  

It is as if the security of the Whig state and Church after 1714 

loosened the ties which bound England to her past. The foundations 

were felt to be solidly established and fairly recent, and what had 

happened in remoter ages, while it remained in doubt, could no 

longer so vitally affect the present.77 

Here, Pocock may be right that the conflict around the ancient constitution and “the 

feudalization of the past”78 was not as bitter as it was in the seventeenth century and 

it seems that, as Pocock has implied, there was no need for Englishmen to quarrel 

about the antiquity of their constitution after 1714, because they had achieved 

security and stability under the Whig supremacy, but this does not mean that history 

lost its vital influence on the stability of the society after 1714. In this thesis, it is 

argued that the stability of British society after 1714 was partly due to the fact that 

the conservatives of the time, which were the opposition party led by Bolingbroke, 

still persisted in their traditional systems and values and they utilized historical 

resources and examples to criticize present politics, which contributed to the balance 

and stability of eighteenth-century England. Bolingbroke was no exception in this 

regard. Bolingbroke’s historical consciousness was more complex than Pocock has 

suggested. In eighteenth-century England, those who defended the ancient 

constitution and old values were not necessarily Burkean conservatives, but they 

may have been thinkers such as Bolingbroke. 

Chapter Two will focus on the influence of classical historiography on Bolingbroke 

and show the classical perspectives of his historical writings and political thoughts. 

Chapter Three will discuss how his historical consciousness had shaped his defence 

of the English ancient constitution and his notions of reform. This part will be based 

on Bolingbroke’s debates with Walpole’s defenders. It will be argued that 
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Bolingbroke’s views of reform and progress were in opposition to those of Whig 

sympathizers and that Bolingbroke’s defence of English ancient constitution was 

based on his nostalgic historical consciousness, which limited his understanding of 

the challenges and opportunities of modern commercial society, and led to his 

refusal to accept the contemporary order. His archaic historical consciousness was a 

key reason for his failure to form a “new England”. 

 

1.3 Studies on Edmund Burke 

 

Like Bolingbroke, Burke wrote several historical works and he kept thinking about 

human society and civilization from a historical perspective. From his early 

philosophical and historical writings to his late political thoughts on the French 

Revolution, Burke was keenly aware that the traditional social and political order of 

his age was undergoing a great crisis. Burke’s concerns encompassed not only the 

social and political orders in Western Christian civilization but also in the non-

Christian, non-Western world, including the traditions and customs in India. His 

criticisms of Deism in the 1750s, of the British government’s policies, particularly the 

taxation policy on the American colonies in the 1770s, of Lord Hastings’ assault upon 

local traditions and authorities in India in the 1780s, and of the French 

revolutionaries’ destruction of the ancien régime in France in the early 1790s all 

showed that Burke consistently defenced the essential role of historical orders in 

human society and that he believed that the destruction of historical orders would 

bring great disasters to human’s society, morality and freedom.  

With this concern, Burke's lifelong criticism was directed at the radical political and 

social doctrines developed by Enlightenment philosophers, including the theory of 

modern natural rights and the doctrines of universal human rights and popular 

sovereignty, that sought to reconstruct the state and society inspired by a 

progressive view of history. Burke constantly warned of the dangers of these 

abstract theories; for him, the enemy of social and political order was the call for 

radical reforms. It was through his distrust of radical reforms rooted in Enlightenment 

rationality that Burke developed his conservative views of the historical order.  
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Burke’s contributions to defining a historical understanding of human civilization and 

traditional authority against abstract reason influenced not only the eighteenth-

century British policies but also laid the cornerstone for the later development of 

conservatism. A long list of intellectuals can be named, for example Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge, Thomas B. Macaulay, Leslie Stephen, Lord Acton, Friedrich von Hayek 

and Russell Kirk, whose thoughts on political and social order drew heavily from 

Burke’s interpretations of the historical essence of human civilization. 

As a well-known admirer of Burke, Coleridge esteemed Burke as “a great man”, “a 

scientific statesman” and “a seer”,79 and he praised Burke’s wisdom, prudence and 

openness to compromise as well as Burke’s consistency in personal character, 

political philosophy and “doctrines”.80 For Coleridge, “No one ever read history so 

philosophically as he [Burke] seems to have.”81 

Burke’s influence on Coleridge can be seen in the latter’s criticism of John Cartwright, 

who had been an antagonist of Burke from the 1770s. Cartwright interpreted the 

English constitution from the perspective of natural law, for example in The People's 

Barrier Against Undue Influence and Corruption (1780).82 But Coleridge criticized 

Cartwright’s rationalist interpretation and defended the historical authority of English 

ancient laws and customs.83 Along with Burke, Coleridge warned of the danger of 

untried theory and rejected “the magic circle of the pure reason” exhibited by 

Cartwright and other Enlightenment philosophers.84 In Coleridge’s Constitution of 

Church and State, he argued that a “continuing and progressive civilization” rested 

on respect for the past, and he showed a consciousness of continuity in Burkean 

language which emphasized that “the objects and final intention” of the constitutional 

order was to preserve “the treasures of past civilization, and thus to bind the present 

with the past…and thus to connect the present with the future.”85   
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Burke’s historical imagination inspired not only political thinkers but also English 

historians. Thomas Babington Macaulay admired Burke as “the greatest man since 

Milton,”86 and as a politician with an understanding of truth stronger than that of any 

other statesman in the eighteenth century.87 For Macaulay, Burke’s speeches in the 

impeachment trial of Warren Hastings revealed that he had the “noble faculty 

whereby man is able to live in the past and in the future, in the distant and in the 

unreal”.88  

Leslie Stephen, the great Victorian critic and historian, maintained that Burke’s 

“whole political doctrine from first to last, implies the profound conviction of the truth 

of the principles embodied in a thorough historical method.” 89  Lord Acton was 

another historian who was influenced by Burke’s approach to history and who highly 

praised Burke’s historical vision. Acton regarded Burke as his intellectual mentor. In 

1859, when he was 25 years old, he advised a friend to read Burke’s speeches of 

1790s, and praised them as reflecting the wisdom and passion of “the law and the 

prophets.”90  Acton believed that Burke’s early historical writings, particularly The 

Abridgement of English History, showed that the young Burke had a better 

understanding and appreciation of the Middle Ages than such influential historians as 

Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet, Claude Fleury, Johann Lorenz von Mosheim and 

Voltaire. 91  Acton cited a statement from the German historian Johann Martin 

Lappenberg that “if Burke had devoted himself continuously to historical pursuits, 

England might have possessed a history worthy to rank with the masterpieces of the 

Attic and Tuscan historians.”92 Acton agreed, observing that Burke “was our greatest 

statesman, so he would have been the first of our historians.”93 

During the twentieth century, appreciation of Burke's historical writings was 

overshadowed by studies of his political thought. Partly because of the revolutionary 
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upheavals of twentieth century, Burkean scholarship in last century mainly focused 

on Burke’s views on political order and morality. His conservative writings regarding 

the American and French Revolutions still echo in many minds, as he calls on 

modern society to think about the value of civilized order and how to avoid social 

disaster resulting from civil strife and violence.  

Although Burke’s notion of order has been much discussed, there are two problems 

with the existing studies. One is that these studies rely too much on Burke’s political 

writings during the American Revolution and the French Revolution, generally 

downplaying Burke’s historical and religious works written earlier in his life. The 

second problem is that, in discussing Burke’s notion of order, the existing studies 

overemphasize the influence of natural law tradition and the role of providence in 

Burke’s views on order. As a result, the order and history in Burke’s conservative 

world are often thought to be derived from providence, and indeed the roles of the 

historical and secular forces are often understood only under this providential 

interpretation of his order. 

Although Burke’s notion of order has been influential in Western intellectual history 

and nearly all Burkean students are familiar with his writings on order, society, and 

country, only a few scholars have conducted careful research on this topic. A very 

good discussion of Burke’s order, however, will be found in Russell Kirk’s Burkean 

scholarship.  

Kirk observed that the principle of order was “the central idea in Burke’s system” and 

“the essence of intelligent conservatism.”94 There was a general order in Burke’s 

thought and Burke applied his great practical intellect and literary energy to a 

thorough delineation of this general order. In his Conservative Mind from Burke to 

Eliot, Kirk explained that one of Burke’s accomplishments lay in that he provided a 

definition of the principle of order, and under this definition, he adapted the classical 

views of society given by thinkers from Aristotle, Cicero, and Seneca to Richard 

Hooker in response to “the conundrums of the modern world.” 95  Kirk’s research 

focuses on the transcendent origin of Burke’s notion of order, and for Kirk, Burke’s 

order essentially meant a providential order and it was fundamentally God’s design. 

As a delineator and detector of this providential order, Burke did not consider the 
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thinking of politics and economics just a matter of the secular world as they belonged 

to this providential order and could only be understood under the background of the 

providential order. As Kirk said, “[Burke] is emphatic that the first rule of society is 

obedience—obedience to God and the dispensations of Providence, which work 

through natural processes.”96 Kirk summarized three points of Burke’s providential 

order. Firstly, the “temporal order is only part of a transcendent order; and the 

foundation of social tranquillity is reverence.”97 The loss of veneration to providence 

in society was seen as likely to result in a cyclical process from order to disorder. 

Secondly, under the order of God lay “an order of spiritual and intellectual values.”98 

The essence of this order of values meant that all values, all impulses, and all men 

were not the same. The gradation of these values and of people’s sentiments toward 

them were seen as natural to human beings, which explains Burke’s rejection of a 

levelling radicalism. Thirdly, it was the “general acquiescence in social distinctions of 

duty and privilege” that prevented “physical and moral anarchy.”99  

In Kirk’s view, this structure of the providential order shaped Burke’s conservatism 

and made him a refuser of radical ideologies like utilitarianism, positivism, and 

pragmatism. As Kirk stated, 

Order in society: an arrangement of things not according to an 

abstract equality, nor yet according to a utilitarian calculus, but 

founded upon a recognition of Providential design, which makes 

differences between man and man (and God and man) ineradicable 

and beneficent. This, I think, is the idea fundamental to Burke’s 

liberal conservatism, and this is the principle to which all real 

conservatives after him clung. Burke established these concepts as 

a barrier to the corrosive radicalism of three separate systems of 

thought: the corrosive rationalism of the philosophes, the collective 

sentimentalism of Rousseau’s school, and the arbitrary utilitarianism 

of Bentham. Of these three bodies of ideas, perhaps the last, only 

beginning to rise in Burke’s last years, has proved to be the most 

implacable enemy to old values; and in the shape of its caricature, 
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Marxism, Benthamism remains intent upon destroying the principles 

of order, prescription, and diversity which Burke and his followers 

loved.100 

Kirk’s analysis was limited to Burke’s thoughts on the French Revolution and his 

study of Burke’s views on order was neither systematic nor complete.  Kirk paid too 

much attention to providence as the ultimate authority in Burke’s order. For Burke 

the power to prevent anarchy came not only from the providential order but also from 

a historical order, or in his words, a “prescriptive order,” which simultaneously took 

effect in Burke’s conservative society, but Kirk did not provide a clear explanation of 

the relationship between the two orders.   

Kirk’s study is discussed here not only because his view on Burke’s providential 

order was representative of a general scholarly trend and highly influential during the 

second half of the twentieth century. But Kirk was by no means the first to trace 

Burke’s notion of order back to Christian tradition.  This tendency can already be 

discerned in 1929 in the work of Alfred Cobban. The notion that Burke’s 

conservatism was fundamentally based on the authority of providence is a very 

common theme among students of both Burke and conservatism. For example, 

Francis Canavan, who was influenced by Kirk’s scholarship, provided a much more 

systematic discussion of Burke’s notion of order in his monograph The Political 

Reason of Edmund Burke (1960).  

Canavan argued that Burke’s thought, although not completely self-consistent, had a 

general structure and that at the foundation of this structure was the notion of order, 

which was the fundamental idea in Burke’s thought. Canavan identified a dual 

structure of order in Burke’s thought, which he described as the social and political 

order vs. the universal order – or sometimes as “the conventional social order” vs. 

“the natural moral order.”101 As the “natural moral order” reflected the will of God, 

Canavan actually followed traditional natural law theory in his interpretation of 

Burke’s dual structure of order. Order was seen as the result of reason, but this 

reason “is not solely nor even primarily human reason,” but was primarily “Divine 

Reason.”102 This should be explained: Canavan accepted the views of Sir Ernest 
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Barker and Russell Kirk that in Burke’s criticism of natural rights theory lay his 

preference for human beings’ collective wisdom rather than individual wisdom, and 

this collective wisdom, which found its expression in traditions and customs, “is 

under the guidance of the Divine Reason. This, in turn, is a corollary of the 

fundamental tenet of Burke’s philosophy, the Christian doctrine of creation.”103  

Four years later, Carl B. Cone contributed to this research. In his view, the writings 

on order were especially crucial for Burke, as it was his defence of the social order, 

and especially of the Christian order, that made him a noteworthy thinker. This 

providential interpretation of Burke’s notion of order has had a continuing impact on 

Burkean scholarship. This point essentially concerns the relationship between 

Burke’s views on politics and his religious thought, which pays particular attention to 

the source of authority of Burke’s order.  

Simply speaking, this thesis does not deny the Christian background of Burke’s 

thought. It admits that rich evidence can be found in his works to show his Christian 

belief. However, questions can be posed as to whether it can be said that Burke held 

a providential view of history in his religious writings and whether Burke reflected on 

the society, country, and revolutions of this secular world fundamentally as a 

conservative Christian thinker, such as the Savoyard Catholic social theorist, Joseph 

de Maistre. This thesis will argue that the primary source of Burke’s notion of order 

was history rather than any divine authority and that Burke’s order was mainly a 

historical order rather than a providential order, if his views on order are examined 

from the 1750s to the 1790s. It is from the perspective of Burke’s historical 

consciousness that it can be found that Burke distinguished himself from the 

traditional natural law thinkers and constructed his conservative philosophy on the 

basis of a historical order. 

Burke neither composed any theoretical work nor conducted any systematic study on 

natural law, which, for him, was a traditional intellectual source that was inherited in 

his age and was embodied in the basic values of the religious and legal cultures of 

his time. As Christopher J. Insole has explained, it was quite pervasive for the 

political thinkers of Burke’s age to “express normative or pragmatic commitments in 
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terms of what conforms to the ‘laws of nature’.” 104  Insole has criticized the 

categorization of Burke’s reference to natural law as Thomist, Lockean, or 

Hobbesian within modern Burkean scholarship, even refusing to categorize Burke as 

a natural law thinker.  

For Insole, “Burke is not a natural law thinker, if by that we mean one who places this 

category at the centre of his thought; rather, Burke draws–strategically and 

sparingly–upon the natural law tradition.”105 Burke was not a Christian thinker and he 

did not always refer to the language of natural law within the orthodox divine tradition, 

with his writings “porous cites for a wide range of discourses and strategies.”106 

Burke’s usage of language served his political debates and he even used it with a 

“detachment from” the strict theological worldview. 107  As Insole has shown, in 

contrast to the classical natural law thinkers like Francisco Suárez, Hugo Grotius, 

Samuel Pufendorf and Thomas Hobbes, Burke’s understanding of natural law was 

“conspicuously vague” regarding the relationship of priority between reason and the 

will of God. That is to say, Burke lacked clarity about “whether the laws of nature 

have a fundamentally voluntaristic or intellectualist grounding.”108 

This thesis discusses Burke’s historical consciousness within the context of his battle 

with radical thinkers. Chapter Four shows how his classical learning influenced his 

eloquent capacity and his understanding of political society. Then, Chapter Five 

demonstrates how his defence of a notion of historical order was based on his 

rejection of natural rights theory. This part concentrates on the differences between 

Burke and the radicals in terms of the issues of the state of nature and the original 

contract. Lastly, this thesis focuses on how Burke thought about the continuity and 

reform of society. 

 

1.4 Methodology 
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The methodology of this thesis involves a close study of the lives, writings and 

historical context of two seminal thinkers of eighteenth-century England, Bolingbroke 

and Burke, with particular attention to their historical writings and how these writings 

related to the social and political events and changes that they witnessed in their 

lives. One of Edmund Burke's major criticisms of the rationalist political philosophy 

prevalent in his day was of its methodology. For Burke, abstract ideas and 

metaphysical constructs might be logically coherent, but they were separate from 

actual circumstances, and they were not sufficiently nuanced to explain social 

complexity. Burke was well known for holding that people and their societies were 

not and could not be guided by abstract ideas and metaphysical constructs, but that 

they were shaped by a particular history, were influenced by a particular set of 

traditions, and existed within a particular time. For him, social institutions, social 

policies and social ideas could only be understood within the times, the 

circumstances and the historical contexts from which they emerged.  

To some extent, Burke’s historical approach has been systematically developed by 

such modern British linguistic philosophers as Ludwig Wittgenstein and John 

Langshaw Austin, and by modern British historians from R. G. Collingwood109 to the 

so-called “Cambridge School” in intellectual history represented by Quentin Skinner 

and J. G. A. Pocock.  

In his influential essay, “Meaning and Understanding in the History of Ideas,” Quentin 

Skinner described a contextual approach to historical study, which presumes that 

people’s ideas, words and sayings can only be properly understood within the 

context of their initial articulation, that is to say, the meaning of a human agent’s 

behavior and words is defined by their intentions and their historical context. 110 

Skinner warned that it is dangerous for the student of history to approach past ideas 

with “preconceived paradigms”. 111  To understand what the past thinkers said, 

Skinner maintained, “we need to grasp not merely the meaning of what is said, but at 

the time the intended force with which the utterance is issued”.112  

                                                                 
109 R. G. Collingwood, An Autobiography (London: Oxford University Press, 1939), 42, 150. 
110 Ibid. 
111 Quentin Skinner, “Meaning and Understanding in the History of Ideas,” in Quentin Skinner, Visions of Politics, vol. I: 
Regarding Method (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 77. 
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The contextual approach that Skinner described has had a great influence on 

modern historical scholarship, although it has not been without criticism. For 

example, Peter E. Gordon suggested that the contextual approach, if carried too far, 

“reinforces a ‘provincial’ theory of meaning and encourages a species of historicism 

that is ‘exhaustive’”. He further suggested that placing too much emphasis on the 

historical context in which thinkers lived could risk losing sight of the “wider 

meanings” that shaped people’s thinking about politics.113 The methodology of this 

thesis is partly influenced by the contextual approach, although I also accept that to 

understand people's ideas in the past, the historian must also consider both the 

particular context in which they lived and also the larger continuity of ideas in history. 

The “wider meanings” shaping historical developments, as Gordon argued, must be 

considered in assessing the contributions of any individual thinker.  

Both Burke and Bolingbroke were thinkers who thought and wrote about a wide 

range of subjects. They loved literature, especially classical literature, in their youth, 

and when they entered politics, they were among the most influential political orators 

and writers of their time, while at the same time they continued writing on a range of 

subjects, including history, philosophy, religion and economics. This thesis will 

explore their thought not only in the context of the history of political thought, but also 

in the context of philosophy, historiography, religion, economics, and literature. 

Classical authors influenced both Bolingbroke and Burke, which means that a study 

of these two eighteenth-century authors must assess them in the context of the 

Western classical tradition. A major argument of this thesis is that their respective 

political ideas were rooted in their knowledge of history, especially of ancient 

Western history, and that their historical consciousness was rooted in their classical 

learning. Hence, this thesis explores the classical influences on their thought and 

considers their core ideas in relation to the Western classical tradition.  

Both Bolingbroke and Burke were humanists, and they devoted themselves to use 

their knowledge and writings in the service of the body politic. They wrote for people 

in the political world, and they wanted their ideas and works to promote the reform 

and progress of society. As professional politicians and reformers, both were keen to 

push for political improvements in Britain. Many of their writings were produced in the 
                                                                 
113 Peter E. Gordon, “Contextualism and Criticism in the History of Ideas” in Rethinking Modern European Intellectual 
History, eds. Darrin M. McMahon and Samuel Moyn (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 32-52. 
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context of political conflicts and controversies among their contemporaries. Hence, in 

this thesis, Bolingbroke’s historical consciousness is studied with reference to his 

controversies with authors employed by Sir Robert Walpole Whig government, and 

Burke’s historical consciousness is discussed around his controversies with the 

Enlightenment radical philosophers and supporters of the French Revolution. 

The conceptions and terms used in the eighteenth century often had different 

meanings from those of later historical periods, and the same thinker could use the 

same conception in different senses, such as the conceptions of progress and 

reform. This is particularly true with Bolingbroke and Burke. This dissertation will 

employ the method of data analysis to summarize the different uses of some of their 

key ideas as expressed in their different texts. In addition, based on the databases of 

British libraries, the thesis will present a data analysis of the literature on Bolingbroke 

and Burke over the last two hundred years, and produces a bar chart showing the 

development of the historiography on these two figures. 
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Chapter 2 Bolingbroke: Classical Historian 

 

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

Henry St. John, 1st Viscount Bolingbroke, was born on 16 September 1678, a 

decade before the Glorious Revolution. There was no accurate record of his 

birthplace, though his biographers generally hold that he was probably born at 

Lydiard Tregoze, his family’s seat in Wiltshire.114  Henry St. John was born into an 

English noble family which was believed by his grandfather, Sir Walter St John 

(1622-1708), to have an ancient lineage dating back to the Norman Conquest.115  

Bolingbroke’s mother’s side was related to the Earls of Warwick, while his family 

name “St John” was derived from one of the Norman conquerors and the lineage of 

the St Johns had a connection to the Tudors.116   

Bolingbroke was proud that the pedigree of his family could be traced back to the 

Norman and Saxon nobility.117  In his later historical writings, Bolingbroke showed an 

admiration for the Saxon era, and he highly appreciated the Saxon origins of British 

constitution. For Bolingbroke, the Saxons and the British ancestors were not just “a 

people of spirit and of sense,”118 but they had enjoyed an original freedom under a 

Gothic constitution. These Saxon ancestors developed the original spirit of freedom 

and the original version of the English constitution which would be continually 

                                                                 
114 For Bolingbroke’s biographies, see Dickinson, Bolingbroke (London: Constable, 1970), which is the main reference for 
this paper’s knowledge of Bolingbroke’s career. See also Walter Sichel, Bolingbroke and His Times: The Sequel (New York: 
Greenwood Press, 1968); Thomas Macknight, The Life of Henry St. John, Viscount Bolingbroke, Secretary of State in the 

Reign of Queen Anne (Chapman and Hall, 1863); Jeffrey Hart, Viscount Bolingbroke: Tory Humanist (London: Routledge ＆

Kegan Paul, 1965); Sydney. W. Jackman, Man of Mercury: An Appreciation of the Mind of Henry St. John, Viscount 
Bolingbroke (London: Pall Mall Press, 1965). 
115 Dickinson, Bolingbroke, 2; as Oliver Goldsmith (1728-1774) described, Bolingbroke’s family was “of the first rank, 
equally conspicuous for its antiquity, dignity and large possessions.” See Oliver Goldsmith, “The Life of Henry St. John, Lord 

Viscount Bolingbroke”, in Works, vol.Ⅰ, 13. 
116  Bernard Cottret, “Skeleton Genealogy of the St Johns,” in Bolingbroke's Political Writings: The Conservative 
Enlightenment, ed. Bernard Cottret (London: Macmillan Press, 1997), 431. 
117 Thomas Macknight, The Life of Henry St. John, Viscount Bolingbroke, Secretary of State in the Reign of Queen Anne 

(Chapman and Hall, 1863), 1; John Skelton, The Essays of Shirley: Essays in History and Biography, vol.Ⅰ (Edinburgh and 

London: William Blackwood and Sons, 1883), 171; Dickinson, Bolingbroke, 2. 
118 Bolingbroke, “Remarks on the History of England,” Letter Ⅳ, in Works, vol.Ⅰ, 316. 
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preserved, updated and revived into the modern period.119  As this thesis will show, 

Bolingbroke’s admiration of what he viewed as the antiquity of the British constitution 

and his veneration of the Saxon past would form the fundamental elements of his 

historical consciousness and would support his political and historical thinking 

throughout his life. 

Due to a poor relationship with his father, the young St John was brought up by his 

grandparents. His early education was believed to have taken place within strong 

Dissenting influences,120 which may partly attribute to his later skeptical attitudes 

towards much ecclesiastical history and to the established Church of England. St 

John’s “Grand Tour” from 1698 to 1700 not only broadened his horizons, and 

brought him wide friendships with members of both the Whig and Tory nobility,121 but 

it also increased his knowledge of the European politics, particularly concerning the 

Spanish succession problem,122 which, as he recognized, was creating an imbalance 

of power and uneasiness among the continental states, while the French were 

preparing for the war.123  As a result of the Grand Tour, St John gained a  knowledge 

of European politics and a command of the French language that would later serve 

him well when he assisted in the negotiations with the French in the peace 

conference at Utrecht.124   

Another result of this Grant Tour for St John related to his historical writing and 

historical thinking. The knowledge of European political affairs that he accumulated 

during the tour provided the perspectives for his historical writing in the 1730s. For 

example, in his letter to Sir William Trumbull written at Geneva on 18 September, 

1698, he reported on the discussions there about the health and the will of Carlos Ⅱ 

of Spain; he later returned to this topic in his Letters on the Study and Use of 

                                                                 
119 Ibid., 316-17. 
120 H. T. Dickinson corrected the traditional claims that Bolingbroke finished his education at Eton and Oxford, and held 
that no evidence can be found to support these claims, see Dickinson, Bolingbroke, 1-2. 
121 Ibid., 4. 
122 Bolingbroke, “Henry St. John to Sir William Trumbull, Geneva. 18 Sept. 1698,” in “The Correspondence of Henry St. John 
and Sir William Trumbull, 1698-1710,” ed. Adrian C. Lashmore-Davies, Eighteenth-Century Life (2008) 32 (3), 31-34. 
123 Bolingbroke, “Henry St. John to Sir William Trumbull, Milan 20 Sept. 1699,” in “The Correspondence of Henry St. John 
and Sir William Trumbull, 1698-1710,” 51-53. 
124 Rex A. Barrell argued that Bolingbroke was “the only one” of the English ministers who could use French in the 
negotiation at Utrecht, see Rex A. Barrell, Bolingbroke and France (London: University Press of America, 1988), 5; in a letter 
written to Thieriot on 4 December 1722, Voltaire was shocked by Bolingbroke’s fluency in French and claimed that he had 
“never heard our language spoken with more energy and correctness.” See Sheila Biddle, Bolingbroke and Harley (London: 
George Allen & Unwin, 1975), 82. 
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History. 125   Some topics on which he speculated during this tour, such as the 

balance of power in Europe and the relationship between Britain and the Continental 

states, were later discussed in detail in his historical writings.126    

This tour was also an opportunity for St John to improve his knowledge of the 

historical scholarship in France and Italy. In two letters to Sir William Trumbull written 

in 1699, St John provided accounts of “the men and books now in repute” in Italy.127  

He briefly reported on the latest scholarship and publications of contemporary 

European historians, antiquarians and scholars, such as the Spanish Cardinal and 

ecclesiastical historian José Saenz de Aguirre (1630–99), the French chronologist 

Guillaume Bonjour (1670-1714), and the Italian scholars like Pietro Santi Bartoli 

(1615-1700), Raffaele Fabretti (1618-1700), Filippo Buonanni (1638-1725) and 

Michelangelo Fardella (1650-1718).128  However, St John was not impressed with 

the learning in modern Italy and held that “Knowledge is at present in Italy drawn 

down” to a low ebb, and that people in Italy “want natural good sence”, and few 

“have wit enough”, or have “profound learning”.129  He met with Antonio Magliabechi 

(1633–1714), the librarian of the Palatine Library, who was called “one of the most 

knowing and learned men of his age”, but St John found him “an old vain senceless 

pedant” with no real learning and wisdom, 130  who conformed to the type of 

antiquarian and pedant he later criticized in his differentiation between historian and 

antiquarian in his Letters on the Study and Use of History.131   In addition, it is 

believed that during this tour St John started reading Pierre Bayle (1647-1706), 

whose name would later be frequently cited by Bolingbroke in his historical and 

philosophical writings.132   

                                                                 
125 Bolingbroke, “Henry St. John to Sir William Trumbull, Geneva. 18 Sept. 1698,” in “The Correspondence of Henry St. John 

and Sir William Trumbull, 1698-1710,” 31-34; Works, vol.Ⅱ, 285-334. 
126 Bolingbroke, “Henry St. John to Sir William Trumbull, Milan 20 Sept. 1699,” in “The Correspondence of Henry St. John 
and Sir William Trumbull, 1698-1710,” 51-53. 
127 Bolingbroke, “Henry St. John to Sir William Trumbull, Rome 23 May 1699,” in “The Correspondence of Henry St. John 
and Sir William Trumbull, 1698-1710,”43. 
128 Bolingbroke, “Henry St. John to Sir William Trumbull, Leghorne [9–]19 June 1699,” in “The Correspondence of Henry St. 
John and Sir William Trumbull, 1698-1710,” 47. 
129 Ibid., 45-46. 
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40 

 

A few months after his return to England in 1700, Henry St John succeeded his 

father as the Member of Parliament for Wootton Bassett in Wiltshire; he was elected 

in February 1701, when he was only 23 years old. With ambition, talent, learning and 

an impressive eloquence, St John soon emerged as an influential Tory politician. He 

was appointed as Secretary at War from 1704 to 1708, partly through the influence 

of the Duke of Marlborough and Robert Harley, and as Secretary of State from 1710 

to 1714 during the last years of Queen Anne’s reign. In his first position, St John had 

a particularly successful career. The Secretary at War was then a junior position, 

subordinate to the Secretary of State, a position held by Robert Harley from 1704 to 

1708. As “the first politician” to become Secretary at War in England,133 St John was 

responsible for the “recruitment, billeting, the supply of clothes and equipment, 

convoys, transport, the care of sick and wounded troops and a whole complex of 

logistical details”.134  It was thus a post with heavy responsibilities, and St John 

showed himself to be highly capable. His ability and commitment to hard work 

impressed not only Robert Harley and Duke of Marlborough (who was then the 

commander of the English, then British forces, but also the army officers and men, 

enhancing his reputation.135  Professor Harry Dickinson held that it was St John who 

“unwittingly inaugurated the era of parliamentary control over the army” in British 

history.136   

During the parliament session of 1707-1708, as the Tory party failed to win the 

support of the ministry, St John, following Robert Harley, chose to resign in February 

1708. The two years of political retirement that followed was an opportunity for St 

John to reflect upon Britain’s policies on “the two most expensive wars” in the past 

twenty years.137  St John’s deep sympathy with the landed interest contributed to his 

understanding of how the War of the Spanish Succession had been a heavy financial 

burden on them. In St John’s view, the landed orders had not only “became poor and 

dispirited”, but they were in the danger of becoming the servants to the new military 

                                                                 
133 Dickinson, Bolingbroke, 44. 
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135 As Dickinson stated, “The army officers were genuinely sorry to see him resign in 1708,” see H. T. Dickinson, “The 
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interest.138 The war was also proving damaging to British trade and commerce. “A 

peace must be had”, he concluded, to protect British interests, and particularly to 

reduce the burden on the British landed interest.139  Peace became the primary 

object of St John after he was appointed as Secretary of State for the Northern 

Department in September 1710. Both Oxford and Bolingbroke played crucial roles140 

in the negotiations leading to the Peace of Utrecht signed in 1713 in which, although 

Oxford was more decisive in shaping the course of the negotiations than 

Bolingbroke, whose power was more limited.141 

After the death of Queen Anne in 1714 and with the succession of the House of 

Hanover, the Whig party won the general election in 1715 with support from the new 

monarch. Bolingbroke took the oath of allegiance to George Ⅰ and defended his 

past political conduct in the new parliament. However, the new Whig ministry 

decided to investigate what it viewed as the political misconduct and the corruption 

of the previous Tory ministry. Fearing imprisonment or worse, Bolingbroke fled to 

France on 27 March 1715. He had failed to convince parliament of both his 

innocence of any wrong doing and his loyalty to the new crown, and his flight was 

portrayed by the Whigs as further evidence of his guilt. In France, Bolingbroke’s 

association with the Jacobite Pretender to the British throne made it even less likely 

that he would ever be forgiven by the Hanoverian monarch. 

During his next ten years of exile in France, Bolingbroke devoted a great deal of his 

time to the study of history, philosophy, morality and religion. He came into contact 

with leading French thinkers and scholars, particularly Voltaire, Lévesque de Pouilly 

and Montesquieu, and established good relations with them. Bolingbroke benefited 

from his discussions with these representatives of the French Enlightenment, and 

through these contacts, it can be argued that Bolingbroke “became identified with 

almost every movement of the public mind in Europe.”142 Bolingbroke was eventually 

                                                                 
138 Ibid. 
139 Ibid., 163. 
140 Harley had been rewarded as 1st Earl of Oxford in May 1711, and in July of the same year St John was given the title of 
Viscount Bolingbroke, though he was quite unhappy with the title and considered the promotion as a blow to his pride, 
ambition and status. See Dickinson, Bolingbroke, 99. 
141 As to the different roles played by Oxford and Bolingbroke at different stages of the negotiations, see B. W. Hill, “Oxford, 
Bolingbroke, and the Peace of Utrecht,” in The Historical Journal, Jun., 1973, Vol. 16, No. 2 (Jun., 1973), pp. 241-263; also 
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pardoned by King George Ⅰ in May 1725, and he was allowed to return to England. 

Though he failed to recover his former political power and influence, Bolingbroke 

continued seeking influence England’s political life and became one of the most 

influential Tory opponents of Sir Robert Walpole’s long-standing Whig government.  

From the 1720s, Bolingbroke’s career was that of an opposition author, a political 

thinker, a philosopher, and most importantly, a historian.  He tried to defend his past 

political activities by his historical writing, but he was not satisfied with just writing 

memoirs and political apologies, but he hoped that his writings would include lasting 

insights and lessons to guide posterity.143 In Bolingbroke’s view, only those who had 

lived “at the head of Mankind”, such as Sulla and Caesar, were fit to write memoirs, 

because “their story was in some sort the story of the world”, and the lessons 

learned from their experiences would thus benefit future generations.144 Bolingbroke 

had an ambition to make a systematically study of the whole of human history, 

particularly the history of Britain and Europe of the past two hundred years, but also 

including, as we will see, China and India. In his view, “modern history” since the end 

of the fifteenth century was especially useful to the people in the eighteenth century 

and worthy of study.145 The social and political order of eighteenth-century Europe 

was the direct result of the changes occurring since the end of the fifteenth century 

and the sixteenth century. 

In his Letters on the Study and Use of History, Bolingbroke particularly emphasized 

the value of “modern history” and he advised his addressee, the young Henry Hyde, 

who was the great-grandson of the celebrated seventeenth-century English historian, 

Lord Clarendon, to study “modern history”, since which had “an immediate relation to 

the great duty and business” of the present life.146 Bolingbroke reminded Henry Hyde 

to pay attention to the “connection”, “chain”, “link” and “change” between different 

periods when studying history.147  While he said it would be “shameful” to be ignorant 

about the ancient history, he believed that “modern history” was “an epocha or an 

era” of particular importance, which had introduced vast changes, and had begot “a 
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new situation”, “new interests”, “new maxims of government”, “new manners, new 

habits, new customs”. 148  It was vitally important to study these changes and 

connections in order to understand how modern Europe was formed.  

Bolingbroke recognized that he lived in an era of great change. 149  The main 

European nations had experienced the rise of new forms of political power, and the 

fall of older forms. 150  In Britain, the ancient constitution, the traditional landed 

interest, and traditional morality were all undergoing a crisis as a result of the rise of 

a modern commercial society. He was convinced that he was witnessing momentous 

changes, and he wrote with emotion to Alexander Pope that “There is hardly any 

century in history which began by opening so great a scene, as the century wherein 

we live, and shall I suppose dye.” 151  Indeed, during Bolingbroke’s lifetime, a 

multitude of political, religious, and economic changes occurred both in England and 

between England and other nations. Among these changes were the Glorious 

Revolution, the union with Scotland in 1707 and the formation of the British state, the 

trial of Dr. Henry Sacheverell in 1710 and the resurgence of a High Anglican political 

theology, the War of the Spanish Succession (1701-1714), the end of the House of 

Stuart (1714), the Hanoverian succession, the Jacobite rebellion (1745), the 

expansion of commerce, and the rise of a Whig Supremacy. These changes not only 

profoundly influenced the England of Bolingbroke’s time but they shaped Britain’s 

entire modern history. The intellectual discussions and debates of Bolingbroke’s 

generation were a response to these momentous changes and events, with a 

number of newspapers, journals, and pamphlets being founded with the aim of 

justifying or critiquing the changes. Bolingbroke was active in this movement, and he 

established and contributed to such newspapers such as the Examiner (1710-1714) 

and the Craftsman (1726-1752).152 However, historical writing was his main means 

of developing ideas in response to the changes he witnessed during his lifetime.153 
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In 1724, Bolingbroke confided to Alexander Pope that he was preparing to write a 

large historical work.154  As this chapter will show, the 1730s were for Bolingbroke a 

highly productive period of historical writing. In general, his historical writings 

explored the political histories of Britain and Europe, the philosophical and religious 

histories of the Western world since the ancient Greece and Rome, and also the 

history of the Islamic world and of East Asia. Bolingbroke proved himself to be richly 

learned in both ancient histories, from the West to the East, and modern European 

history, and he proved to be arguably the most important English historian in the first 

half of the eighteenth century. 

There has been no monograph focusing on Bolingbroke’s historical thoughts, 

although, as my first chapter has shown, a limited number of books and articles have 

touched upon this theme. To some extent, this indicates that Bolingbroke continues 

to warrant further scholarly research and new interpretations. In order to show the 

development of scholarship on Bolingbroke, my research has made a statistical 

analysis of the number of publications on “Henry St John, Viscount Bolingbroke”, 

“Viscount Bolingbroke”, or “Bolingbroke” (referring to Viscount Bolingbroke) per year 

since 1754 based on the databases of the Main Library of the University of 

Edinburgh and the Bibliography of British and Irish History. These two databases do 

not provide complete data of the publications on Bolingbroke, because, for example, 

they mainly include only English-language sources.  None the less, the index below 

of the second-hand references in these two databases is enough to show the 

general trend of the development of Bolingbrokean studies. As we can see, before 

the 20th century, Bolingbroke received very little scholarly attention. It was not until 

the 1930s that the research on Bolingbroke increased, but even then, generally 

speaking, the publications on Bolingbroke have been very limited. 
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As discussed in the first Chapter, modern scholars have studied Bolingbroke’s 

historical writings mainly with attention to his identity as a classical historian or 

partisan historian.  It is my contention that a study of Bolingbroke’s historical 

consciousness should not be limited to an analysis of his historical writings from the 

perspective of the history of historiography, but must take into account how his 

historical writing, his interest into the past, and his consciousness of conservation 

and change had shaped his thinking about the politics of his day and his aspirations 

for political reform. 

The section on Bolingbroke consists of two chapters. This chapter addressed one 

basic problem, that is, how Bolingbroke’s historical consciousness was rooted in his 

classical learning and in his knowledge of the ancient world. The chapter will argue 

that, although Bolingbroke had a sceptical attitude to many accounts in ancient 

history, he had a very solid grounding in the classics. Bolingbroke was familiar with 

the Greek and Latin thinkers and writers. From his youth, he had frequently quoted 

the classical writers in his letters and writings. His classical learning not only shaped 

his philosophy of history, but also his political views and his private taste in life. This 

chapter will base its analysis around the discussions of his education and learning in 

classics and in ancient history, of his career as a historian, and of his genre of 

historiography. Then it proceeds to show that Bolingbroke formed his distinctive 

historical consciousness not only from his study regarding the ancient Western 

world, but also from his knowledge of the ancient Eastern world, especially China. 

Bolingbroke believed that human nature, truth and reason were the same in every 

place and every age, and that the study of the whole of human history could help 

people discover the first principles governing all human societies. His study of 
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Islamic history, Indian Buddhism, and Chinese Confucianism were motivated by his 

notion of “first principles” in human society and also by his Deist commitment to 

demonstrate the existence of the one true God. This chapter will also show that 

Bolingbroke’s interest in the ancient Eastern history prompted him to reflect on the 

Western tradition of historiography and ecclesiastical history from a comparative 

perspective. His study of ancient China has been generally omitted from existing 

Bolingbroke studies.  

The following chapter then discusses how Bolingbroke’s historical consciousness 

shaped his thoughts about the politics and society of his own times. It will show how 

Bolingbroke used history to criticize Whig policies, and it will argue that his staunch 

support of English traditional systems and values gave him a nostalgic and archaistic 

historical consciousness.  This in turn helps to explain why Bolingbroke, as well as 

his Tory associates, failed to adjust to the modern order of what he called the “new 

England”, including the rise of a modern commercial society. Bolingbroke retained a 

consciousness of an earlier “golden age”, and he had a sentimental attachment to 

the past. He was a passionate champion of what he viewed as the English ancient 

constitution, which for him was a perfect constitution that reflected the true spirit of 

natural law and embodied the traditional spirit of liberty. As this chapter shows, his 

criticism of the contemporary Whig politics and of the emerging modern commercial 

morality was based on his ambition to revive the ancient constitution and the old 

spirit of liberty. This chapter shows how this aspiration shaped his views of reform 

and progress. Bolingbroke largely understood British politics in the first half of the 

eighteenth century within the tradition of ancient constitutionalism. However, as this 

thesis will also show, because of his rationalist philosophy and his belief of natural 

law, Bolingbroke’s defence of the English ancient constitution was based on different 

foundations from those of Edmund Burke. Although both Bolingbroke and Burke are 

often viewed as seminal thinkers of the English conservative tradition, they had 

different views about the ancient constitution and on how to reform a traditional 

society, while preserving what is valuable in its past. Bolingbroke and Burke also had 

very different views on religion and its role in history, as we will see.   
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2.2 The Ambition to Be a Classical Historian 

 

In Bolingbroke’s age, historiography was praised as the highest form of literary 

creation, and historical writing was widely practiced by churchmen, clerics, 

antiquarians, philosophers, journalists, propagandists, and politicians. His age was 

said to have “witnessed the transition to Enlightenment history in England and thus 

marked a watershed in the evolution of British historiography.”155  

To be sure, history was not a professional academic discipline during Bolingbroke’s 

lifetime. Though many people wrote histories, which were mainly in the form of 

memoirs, anecdotes, chronicles and annals. Historical scholarship had not been well 

developed and it was criticized by Dr Johnson as “a shallow stream of thought”.156 

Englishmen held a strong interests in the past and “were almost overwhelmed by the 

quantity and variety of historical works they produced,” however, they commonly 

complained for the poor quality of their historical scholarship.157 Joseph Addison 

stated in 1716 that more people of his age deserved “immortality” than authors who 

could bestow it, and that England “produced writers of the first figure in every other 

kind of Work, has been very barren in good Historians.”158 This view was repeated 

by David Hume who wrote to a friend in 1753 that “there is no post of honour in the 

English Parnassus more vacant than that of history.” 159  As Philip Hicks has 

summarised: 

By the middle of the eighteenth century, Englishmen had complained 

for over two centuries about the quality of their historical writing. 

They cared passionately about their past and were almost 

overwhelmed by the quantity and variety of historical works they 

produced, and yet the English elite insisted that it had almost no 

history worthy of the name, no narrative history of England written to 

the Olympian standards of the inventors of ‘history’, the ancient 

historians of Greece and Rome—Herodotus, Thucydides, 

Xenophon, Polybius, Sallust, Livy, and Tacitus. . . . The lack of an 
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English neoclassical masterpiece, a history of England written 

according to the conventions of the ancient historians, constituted a 

weakness in early-modern English culture.160  

Bolingbroke recognised the weakness of English historiography, especially the lack 

of major works of national history and general history. He once complained to Pope 

that “our historys are Gazettes ill digested, and worse writ. The case is far otherwise 

in France and in Italy.” Since they had great historians equalled the Greeks and the 

Romans.161 Only two English historians, as Bolingbroke stated in Letters on History, 

could be “compared to the ancient”: one was Lord Bacon, another was Clarendon. 

As Bolingbroke wrote, “we have no general history to be compared with some of 

other countries: neither have we, which I lament much more, particular 

histories…But although this be true, to our shame.”162 Bolingbroke himself hoped to 

cure the weakness. History would be main writing subject of his whole literary career. 

He admired the great historians, especially the seventeenth-century Earl of 

Clarendon, and hoped to be “a second Clarendon”.163 As we can see, historical 

consciousness had shaped his thoughts in politics, philosophy and religion. 

A brief summary of Bolingbroke’s major historical works will aid us in determining his 

status as a historian and understand his historical consciousness. These include 

Remarks on the History of England which was published in The Craftsman from 

September 1730 to May 1731; A Dissertation upon Parties which was published in 

the Craftsman from October 1733 to December 1734; Letters on the Study and Use 

of History composed from November 1735 and firstly printed privately in 1738; A 

Letter on the Spirit of Patriotism composed in 1736;164 and The Idea of a Patriot King 

composed in 1738.165 These works were evidently all written in the 1730s and this 
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time period provides a key to understanding Bolingbroke’s historical writing and his 

career as a historian. As Philip Hicks has shown, the salient feature of the classical 

historian is that of an aristocratic politician who wrote history after he retired from the 

political stage.166 Bolingbroke was dismissed from his secretaryship in 1714 and fled 

to France in 1715, beginning his second exile (the first one in 1708 and the third one 

in 1735). After moving to France in 1715, he did not return to England until 1725. 

From then to 1735, he was an Opposition writer and a leader of a campaign against 

Sir Robert Walpole, but he failed to recover his former political power and influence. 

Hence, the 1730s was largely a period of retirement for Bolingbroke and his 

historical writing during this period, as Philip Hicks shows, mirrored that of a classical 

historian.167 

Arnaldo Momigliano has observed that the Romans wrote their history in the light of 

Greek historiography and that “the Romans always judged themselves with an eye to 

the Greeks.”168 Similarly, early modern British historians wrote history with an eye to 

the Greek and Roman historians. They read and learned from such well-known 

classical historians as Herodotus, Thucydides, Polybius, Xenophon, Cicero, Sallust, 

Livy and Tacitus, as well as from such Renaissance historians as Niccolo Machiavelli 

and Francesco Guicciardini. 169  Modern scholars have classified these ancient 

historians in different genres or patterns, such as Thucidean genre, Livian genre, or 

Tacitism.170 However, seventeenth and eighteenth-century British historians rarely 

imitated a single historian or a single genre in their historical writing, but they “more 
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often chose a variety of historians to serve as models for their historical thinking, 

their style, their career.”171  

The seventeenth-century historian, the Earl of Clarendon, was an example of this 

tendency. His frequent citations of ancient historians in his History of the Rebellion 

even brought a modern scholar to suggest that Clarendon was not an original 

thinker.172 Clarendon analysed the causes, circumstances and consequences of the 

Civil War with a Tacitist approach and he “quoted Tacitus in the history more 

frequently than he quoted any other writer.”173 That said, Clarendon also quoted 

Thucydides, Plutarch, Paterculus, Livy, and Virgil. 174  Many eighteenth-century 

English statesmen and historians were influenced by Tacitus, whose thoughts on 

liberty and whose criticism of despotism and tyranny influenced not only the age of 

Bolingbroke and Burke but also the following two centuries. As Momigliano stated, “It 

was Tacitus who transmitted the ancient experience of tyranny to modern readers.” 

175 Tacitus’s works were translated into English by the Whig Commonwealthman, 

Thomas Gordon, in four volumes in 1728.176 Tacitus’ Annals and Germania were 

accepted as authoritative sources by Bolingbroke, Gibbon, Hume and Burke in their 

studies on ancient history. Both Bolingbroke and Edward Gibbon considered Tacitus 

as a model historian.177 

Bolingbroke’s understanding of the nature and uses of history was profoundly 

shaped by the ancient Roman historians. In his Letters on History, Bolingbroke cited 

Tacitus and held that “the principal duty of history is to erect a tribunal” where “men 

and princes themselves were tried, and condemned or acquitted, after their 

deaths.”178 Bolingbroke made an overall comparison between ancient Greek and 

Roman historiography in the fifth letter of Letters on History, and he admired ancient 

Roman historians more than ancient Greek historians. For him, the ancient Greek 
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historical writings were full of “uncertainty and inutility” because the historians lacked 

original records and authentic memorials.179 Herodotus was “an agreeable story-

teller” who brought little of value beyond entertainment.180 Although Thucydides and 

Xenophon “maintained the dignity of history,” the “levity” and “loquacity” of the 

Greeks meant that most Greek historians were “incapable of keeping up to the true 

standard of history: and even Polybius and Dionysius of Halicarnassus must bow to 

the great Roman authors.”181 Ancient Roman historiography, as Bolingbroke said, 

was “a school of private and public virtue.” 182  The Roman authors wrote better 

history than the Greeks, not so much because they had fresh and authentic 

materials, but because they taught general principles of virtue and wisdom, and they 

gave better instructions in morality.183 

Bolingbroke himself has been generally portrayed as a classical historian by modern 

scholars. For example, George H. Nadel considered Bolingbroke’s Letters on History 

as “The last considerable manual” on the craft of the historian to be written within the 

tradition of classical historiography.184 Momigliano linked Bolingbroke with Milton as 

echoes of “the classical and medieval tradition” in the teaching of history, since they 

both represented “the continuity of the old, well-tried, attitude to history which was to 

keep it away from children and to reserve it for the mature mind.” 185  Herbert 

Butterfield showed the influence of Machiavelli on Bolingbroke’s understanding of 

history, and held that Bolingbroke was Machiavelli’s critic as well as his English 

disciple. Bolingbroke’s views of liberty and corruption were essentially “Machiavellian 

models” and follow a “Machiavellian thesis”. Bolingbroke’s Letters on History seem 

“to be a development of the ideas of Machiavelli,” and the “fundamental thesis” of the 

Remarks on the History of England owe the “chief debt to Machiavelli.” The Idea of a 

Patriot King “follows the pattern which Machiavelli claims to adopt in the case of The 

Prince and to a certain degree in the case of the Discourses,” and thus represents 

the “The climax of the influence of Machiavelli” on Bolingbroke.186  
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Butterfield’s arguments concerning Machiavelli’s influence were continued by J. G. 

A. Pocock who, in his masterpiece The Machiavellian Moment, provides a profound 

analysis of the Machiavellian character of Bolingbroke’s philosophy, and considers 

his works in defence of virtue and against the corruption of Walpole’s regime as “The 

most resonant formulation of its [‘The Machiavellian Moment’s’] constitutional 

aspects” in the Anglo-Atlantic world.187 Bolingbroke reiterated the theme of classical 

historiography, and imitated the style of classical writing, but the value of his 

classical history was not always praised. Friedrich Meinecke tried to trace the origin 

of historicism from its forerunners of the seventeenth and eighteenth Britain, but he 

largely neglected Bolingbroke’s writings, and dismissed Bolingbroke’s Letters on 

History as “rather shallow”. 188  Philip Hicks gives a comparative study between 

Bolingbroke and his intellectual model Edward Hyde, Earl of Clarendon, and 

concludes that Bolingbroke is a failed classical historian and he criticised 

Bolingbroke’s history as “memoir.” This chapter will argue that such a view is a 

misunderstanding of Bolingbroke’s history.189 

In what follows, I provide an analysis of the classical influences revealed in 

Bolingbroke’s historical writings, and I will argue that he did hope to be a 

professional historian and a guide in teaching history. What is most important is not 

how much Bolingbroke contributed to the history of classical historiography, but how 

his classical studies shaped his historical consciousness.   

 

2.3 Classical Genre and Taste 

  

Bolingbroke had grown familiar with the ancient Greek and Roman writers when he 

was young. He showed himself to be a keen reader of the Greek and Latin works, 

and he ever told Swift that it was a particular pleasure to read the letters of the 

ancients like Cato, Brutus and Pompey.190 The study of classical culture, especially 
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Greek and Latin, was regarded as an essential part of the education of English 

aristocrats in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Bolingbroke was fluent in 

Latin. The young Bolingbroke was said to have managed “to make himself 

thoroughly conversant with most of the best Latin authors.”191 In a letter to Alexander 

Pope in 1723/4, Bolingbroke even claimed that the expression of his thought 

“presented itself more readily” to him in Latin than in English.192  

Bolingbroke’s writing style and his eloquence were particularly influenced by the 

classical orators like Cicero. His eloquence impressed David Hume. In his influential 

essay titled “Of Eloquence,” which essay was partially inspired by the pamphlet 

battle between Walpole’s hired scribblers and Bolingbroke’s opposition, 193  Hume 

praised the great ancient eloquence showed by Demosthenes, Calvus, Caesar, 

Cicero, and Quintilian. Though he lamented the lack of great orators like 

Demosthenes and Cicero in Britain, Hume admired Bolingbroke’s eloquence and 

praised the latter as an orator with “force and energy” which the British orators 

“scarcely ever aim at.”194 Thomas Jefferson once compared the writing styles of 

Paine and Bolingbroke, and praised Bolingbroke’s as “a style of the highest order”, 

as Bolingbroke emulated the “lofty, rhythmical, full-flowing eloquence of Cicero.”195  

It is generally admitted that the classic influences on Bolingbroke’s historical writing 

are revealed in two ways. First of all, the most persuasive evidence lies in his 

classical understanding of the nature of history, which is clearly expressed in the first 

five letters of Letters on History. For Bolingbroke, history is not a discipline which 

simply costs of knowledge of facts about the past, and it should not be a collection of 

records and events, a kind of chronology and genealogy, “a dry register of useless 

anecdotes”, nor “dry and meagre annals”, but should be “philosophy teaching by 

examples how to conduct ourselves in all the situations of private and public life”, 

and the examples provide lessons for people to improve their wisdom and virtue. 

Hence, for Bolingbroke, history is “magistra vitae”, the guide of life;196 it is a kind of 

ethics and moral philosophy for common people, and a handbook showing rules 
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about the rise and decline of a nation for statesmen. This point has been accepted 

by nearly all Bolingbroke scholars, and there is no need to dwell upon it. 

The second way in which the classic influences are demonstrated concerns his use 

of history. The Letters on History as well as A Letter on the Spirit of Patriotism were 

dedicated to Lord Cornbury, the great-grandson of Edward Hyde, Earl of Clarendon, 

and a promising young Tory politician. These Letters are primarily textbooks 

intended to help the young man to form a historical consciousness. Bolingbroke 

aspired to teach the young aristocrat to look at the politics and the world historically. 

Acting in the role of mentor, he hoped to enlighten the young aristocrat on the 

essence of historical knowledge, on the relationship between history and experience, 

and on the methods of historical study. Owing to a conservative interpretation of 

human nature, Bolingbroke held that it is human nature to love history. “We are fond 

of preserving, as far as it is in our frail power, the memory of our own adventures, of 

those of our own time, and of those that preceded it.”197 Human nature is imperfect, 

fallible and ignorant, but we can use our reason to learn from the past to “make us 

better men and better citizens.” 198  What’s more, human nature and the human 

constitution are prone to be corrupted, and for this the lessons of history can provide 

a remedy.  

For Bolingbroke, the combination of the study of history, personal experience and 

individual genius was important for the political leader. By emphasizing these, 

Bolingbroke provided a model arising from the classical tradition of historiography for 

his pupil and for his readers to cultivate their historical consciousness. To some 

extent, he succeeded in this aim, since the work was immediately welcomed as a 

handbook for a practical historical study when published. Lord Chesterfield, for 

example, recommended especially the Letters on History to his son and advised him 

to “get this book by heart” and “to love it”, since the work dealt with the historical 

materials with “the most solid reflections” and “the elegance of style.” 199 This book, 

in Lord Chesterfield’s view, would be useful to his son’s growth.200 

                                                                 
197 Works, vol. Ⅱ, 176. 

198 Works, vol. Ⅱ, 177. 
199 Earl of Chesterfield, Letters to His Son, vol. 2, February 14, O. S. 1752 (New York and London: M. Walter Dunne, 1901), 
62. 
200 Ibid. 



55 

 

Bolingbroke, as we have noted, wrote history when he retired, which was 

characteristic of classical historians. In Reflections Upon Exile,201 he argued that a 

wise man who was retired should employ the leisure to write like Thucydides and 

Xenophon.202  Modern scholars have generally given a utilitarian interpretation of 

Bolingbroke’s form of classical historical writing. They emphasize that, like the 

classical historians, Bolingbroke’s historiography serves practical aims. First, 

Bolingbroke provides the new generation of Opposition politicians with a version of 

the history of England in which the spirit of liberty predominated, so that they could 

see how corrupted the nation had become under the misgovernment by Walpole’s 

Whig party. Bolingbroke called on the new generation to take on the fight for the 

golden past.   

Second, since Bolingbroke believed in the classical idea that history was the ultimate 

judge of one’s career and virtue,203  he used historical writing to justify his past 

political career and seek a just appreciation from posterity by writing history. As 

Philip Hicks argued,  

His role-playing was a quest to restore self-esteem by counting 

himself as a great man through reference to an acknowledged great 

man (Clarendon) who had preserved his dignity as an outcast and 

made something positive of adversity; by positioning himself as an 

intermediary, one great man referring to a past great man for the 

benefit of future great men—the generation of Boy Patriots.204  

Hicks’ assessment of Bolingbroke’s historical writing depends on his interpretation of 

Bolingbroke’s motivation and ambition, but I think he is unfair in his assessment of 

Bolingbroke’s larger contribution to the intellectual history of eighteenth-century 

Britain. It is true that Bolingbroke showed some inconsistency in his words and 

actions, however, as J. G. A. Pocock reminds us regarding the generation of Swift, 

Davenant, Defoe and Bolingbroke, they  
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were found in differing company at different times of their lives; and, 

again as with their predecessors, these changes of front are best 

explained not by attempting to assess questions of commitment and 

consistency, venality and ambition, but by recognizing that they were 

employing a highly ambivalent rhetoric, replete with alternatives, 

conflicts, and confusions, of which they were very well aware and in 

which they were so some extent entrapped. …there were no pure 

dogmas or simple antitheses, and few assumptions that were not 

shared, and employed to differing purposes, by the writers on either 

side.205  

However, what matters here is not whether Bolingbroke wrote great classical history, 

but rather what role did his knowledge of the classical and ancient world play in the 

formation of his historical consciousness.  

 

2.4 Ancient Greece, the Roman Republic, and the Middle Age 

 

Bolingbroke’s classical learning was expressed in nearly all his works. The classical 

ideal of history and politics shaped his thinking on history and politics. On the one 

hand, as has been shown above, the Roman historians were referred to and imitated 

in terms of style in Bolingbroke’s Letters on History. On the other hand, as a political 

thinker who believed that history was philosophy teaching by example, Bolingbroke 

admired good political practice in the ancient world. He constantly compared those 

ancient examples with his contemporary politics. As a result, the classical political 

themes, i.e., the balance of power and mixed government, discussed by thinkers 

from Aristotle, Polybius, Machiavelli, John Fortescue to James Harrington, were 

repeatedly reasserted by Bolingbroke in his writings. 

For Bolingbroke, the political situation in Britain mirrored those of Rome and Athens, 

and both of these ancient civilizations were replete with instructive examples of 

political success and failure from which modern Britons could learn. Nevertheless, it 

must be noted at the outset that when discussing the Greek influence on Bolingbroke, 
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it should at first be admitted that Bolingbroke did not blindly admire the Greek 

intellectuals, especially Greek philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle. Though as 

Kramnick has shown, Bolingbroke was an heir of Aristotle in the theories of mixed 

government and social order, and Bolingbroke iterated Aristotle’s view that civil 

society arises from families. As Kramnick argued: “Bolingbroke’s idealized notion of 

political society has in it a strong dose of Aristotelian political and economic 

wisdom.” 206  However, Kramnick neglected Bolingbroke’s severe criticism of 

Aristotle’s philosophy as we find it in the latter’s Essays on Human Knowledge, in 

which he considered both Aristotle and Plato as the two “great mints of insignificant 

terms” and “abuse of words” in making the “learned ignorance” by Christian fathers. 

Aristotle’s logic and Plato’s philosophy were current coins which “were given and 

received in every philosophical payment” by the Fathers and Scholastics. 207  As 

Bolingbroke stated: 

I have often thought that nothing could have happened more 

fortunately for the propagation of learned ignorance, than the 

succession of the Peripatetic to the Platonic philosophy; for though 

Aristotle opposed many opinions of his master, yet the subtilty of his 

logic has served to cover both his master's errors and his own, on 

more occasions, and at more periods, than one. No writings, 

certainly, were ever so mad as those of the latter Platonists, which 

contain the very quintessence of enthusiasm, and which are almost 

one perpetual abuse of reason and language. Many of the Christian 

fathers came out of the same schools; and all of them using the 

same delirious style, it became that of Christian theology.208 

The Platonists who Bolingbroke referred to here were Ralph Cudworth, Samuel 

Clarke and Rene Descartes, all of whom he criticised in his Fragments or Minutes of 

Essays and Essays on Human Knowledge. Platonism was a school of philosophy 

committed to the existence of abstract objects and of God, to the belief in the 

compatibility of reason and faith, and to a dualist position separating mind from 

                                                                 
206 Kramnick, Bolingbroke and His Circle, 80, 93. 
207 Works, vol.Ⅳ, 95. 
208 ibid. 



58 

 

matter that derived primarily from the philosophy of Plato. 209  The Cambridge 

Platonist Cudworth perceived morality as an eternal essence antecedent to the will 

of God.  But Bolingbroke, accepting Locke’s empirical philosophy, insisted that our 

knowledge came from our experience and sensations, and that there was no way for 

men to perceive the abstract eternal essence as the Platonists claimed they could.  

Bolingbroke’s dislike of Plato and the Platonists related to his criticism of the 

traditional Christianity and its theology. According to Bolingbroke, the Greek 

philosophers spread “a metaphysical dogmatism”, and gave rise to useless disputes 

and difficulties in theology. 210  Plato and Aristotle were, for Bolingbroke, the two 

philosophical origins of Christian “superstition”, “learned ignorance” and enthusiasm 

of Christianity in the Middle Ages.211 As I will show in the next section, this criticism 

was related to Bolingbroke’s belief in the natural law, in a primitive purity of 

Christianity and in an immutable order of religion. However, Bolingbroke’s 

contradictory attitudes towards Aristotle’s theories precisely showed his critical 

scholarship for the ancient intellectual resources, though this does not rule out the 

probability that he maintained a good knowledge of these resources.  

The Greek influence on Bolingbroke’s thinking can be particularly seen in his 

concern over the rise and fall of states in Greek political history. This was discussed 

extensively in “On the Policy of the Athenians,” which appeared in The Craftsman in 

September 1732, and which is now largely neglected by Bolingbroke scholars. This 

article gave a thorough review of Graeco-Persian Wars and the “triumph” and “ruin” 

of Athens.212  Athens had led the Greeks in their victorious struggle against the 

Persians, defending “the balance of power in Greece” and “the common liberties of 

Greece.”213 For a time, Athens enjoyed “the height of its glory and prosperity” in “the 

happiest circumstances,” with extended trade and colonies abroad under the 

protection of “their great naval power”. 214  But their power and prosperity were 
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destroyed by faction and the rise of arbitrary power, “which ended in the destruction 

of Athens.”215  

Bolingbroke saw a similar fate awaiting Augustan England. The eighteenth-century 

English, like the ancient Athenians, had for a long time enjoyed liberty and the 

balance of power, but England was now being ruined by bad policies and arbitrary 

government.216 Bolingbroke gave a long description of Pericles’s personality and 

abilities, in a portrait which closely resembled the figure of Walpole. Indeed, for him, 

Walpole was a modern Pericles. Both of them had “unmeasurable ambition” and 

both had a great ability to gain public support.  Both of them were destroyers of their 

ancient constitution and liberty, bringing great danger and uncertainty to their 

respective countries. He concluded that:  

Thus we see that the overgrown power, ambition and corruption of 

one man brought ruin upon the most flourishing state in the universe; 

and there are not wanting instances of the like kind in history to 

convince us that the same conduct will have the same 

consequences in all ages and all nations.217  

Here, “one man” of course refers to both Pericles and Walpole. Bolingbroke warned 

the English that they would face the same historical fate under the government of 

Walpole as the Athenians did under Pericles.  

Bolingbroke was a warm supporter of policies relating to the balance of power 

among European states; for him this was vital for Britain’s own safety and liberty. He 

traced the development of the notion of a balance of power to antiquity; indeed, his 

Remarks on the History of England began with a general review of Roman history. In 

this review, Bolingbroke’s primary concern was understanding how liberty could be 

preserved through mixed government and the balance of power. For example, in the 

Second Letter of Remarks, Bolingbroke wrote: 
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The dependence of the legislative on the executive power hath been 

contended for by the same persons, under the same direction; and 

yet nothing surely can be more evident than this; that in a 

constitution like ours, the safety of the whole depends on the 

balance of the parts, and the balance of the parts on their mutual 

independency on one another: … that the public safety depends on 

the equal balance of the power of the king, and of the power of the 

kingdom; and that if ever it should happen that one outweighed the 

other, the ruin of one, or of both, must undoubtedly follow.218 

The Seventh Letter of the Remarks was particularly devoted to the theme of mixed 

government and a balance of powers in English history. He traced the period from 

Edward Ⅲ to Henry Ⅵ, and showed the history of conflict between the monarch and 

the people. Bolingbroke argued that the notion of mixed government did not fully 

reflect Britain’s constitution and political landscape, and argued that the classical 

term of “limited monarchy” was more appropriate. For him, the strength of England’s 

ancient constitution lay in its tradition of “limited monarchy.”  As he wrote:  

It is this division of power, these distinct privileges attributed to the 

king, to the lords, and to the commons, which constitute a limited 

monarchy.... 

Again: as they constitute a limited monarchy, so the wisdom of our 

government has provided, as far as human wisdom can provide for 

the preservation of it, by this division of power, and by these distinct 

privileges. If any one part of the three which compose our 

government, should at any time usurp more power than the law 

gives, or make an ill use of a legal power, the other two parts may, 

by uniting their strength, reduce this power into its proper bounds, or 

correct the abuse of it; nay, if at any time two of these parts should 

concur in usurping, or abusing power, the weight of the third may, at 

least, retard the mischief, and give time and chance for preventing 

it....  
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Since this division of power, and these distinct privileges constitute 

and maintain our government, it follows that the confusion of them 

tends to destroy it. This proposition is therefore true; that, in a 

constitution like ours, the safety of the whole depends on the 

balance of the parts.219 

Kramnick argued that “Like most Englishmen of his age Bolingbroke learned about 

the balance of powers and about mixed constitutions during the impeachment of the 

Whig lords in 1701, and in the controversy over the Peerage Bill in 1719.” 220 

Kramnick proceeded to argue that writers who participated in these two incidents 

generally discussed the problem of a balanced constitution from the perspective of 

English history rather than that of classical civilization:  

Bolingbroke’s thoughts on balance and the mixed government were 

derived less from Polybius or Tacitus than from his knowledge and 

concern with English experience.... Bolingbroke’s theory of mixed 

government made no pretensions to abstract or theoretical 

speculation on politics; it was firmly rooted in the experience of his 

age.221  

The theory of mixed monarchy or limited monarchy in the history of English political 

thought can be traced back to the writings of Sir John Fortescue (c.1397-1479), the 

Chief Justice of King's Bench from 1442 to 1460 under the reign of Henry Ⅵ. 

Fortescue was also one of the most important political theorists in medieval England. 

His writings, such as In Praise of the Laws of England (c.1470) and The Governance 

of England (c.1471), were seminal works on the nature of the English constitution 

and on English common law in the medieval age.222 Particularly, his Governance of 
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England was considered as “the first book” on English constitution. 223  Frederic 

William Maitland, the celebrated English legal historian, called Fortescue the “apostle 

of English constitutionalism.”224  

Influenced by the Bible, Aristotle, Thomas Aquinas and scholastic theory, Fortescue 

distinguished between two kinds of kingdoms, one is called dominium regale (“royal 

dominion”), which means that the king rules by such laws he makes himself and 

without the assent from his people,225 and that the king governs by his own will and 

force; 226  another is called dominium politicum et regale (“political and royal 

dominion”), which means that the king could only rule by such laws that his people 

assented to,227 and that the king governs by the “wisdom and counsel of many.”228 

The first kingdom “began of and by the might of the prince”, and the second kingdom 

“began by the desire and institution of the people.”229 

What distinguished Fortescue from the classical political theorists was that he used 

these two notions of kingdoms as intellectual tools by which to compare the 

advantages and disadvantages of the English and French constitutions, and he 

concluded that the English constitution was superior to the French constitution 

because the former was ruled by both the “political and royal law”,230 while the latter 

was ruled solely by the “royal law”.231 This explained why the English were more 

“wealthy” and were more able to defend their realm and to beat other nations than 

the French.232 Fortescue’s praise of English constitution related to his thoughts about 

law. As Fortescue wrote in In Praise of the Laws of England, “all human laws are 

either law of nature, customs, or statutes, which are also called constitutions.”233 For 

him, the law of nature was the same in all nations, but the customs and statutes of 

England were the best among all Christian kingdoms. 234  Fortescue argued that 

ancient and early medieval England had continuously been ruled by the same 
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customs from the time of Britons to the time of Normans. Those customs were the 

usages of many ages. The antiquity and continuity of the English laws served as  

proofs that they were the best.235 While the statutes of England were not just the 

result of the individual will of the king, but were made by “the assent of the whole 

realm.”236 

Fortescue’s writings on English constitution and common law have been seen as the 

early expression of the theory of mixed government in England.237 However, the 

theory of mixed monarchy was not fully developed and had not “assumed its modern 

form” until the late sixteenth century.238 It was called “the classical theory of the 

English constitution”, and only in Bolingbroke’s age did this theory take “on its 

perfected form” and become “a fundamental assumption of eighteenth-century 

England”.239 Bolingbroke should be regarded as a crucial heir to this classical theory. 

It was Bolingbroke’s historical consciousness of the relationship between the 

balance of power and the liberty of citizens that supported Bolingbroke’s criticism of 

contemporary politics in England. Bolingbroke’s ideas about how a state could avoid 

corruption and preserve the liberty of its citizens were explored by him within the 

tradition of ancient politics. He looked to the history of ancient politics for keys to 

understanding the abuse of power, the dangers of anarchy and tyranny, the 

corruption of virtue and liberty, and upon these findings his criticism of contemporary 

politics were based. For him, Roman history provided examples that will help in 

understanding modern politics. As he observed,   

In mixed governments, the danger must still be greater. Such a one 

we may justly reckon that of Rome, as well during the regal as 

republican state; and surely no history can be more fruitful in 

examples of the danger to which liberty stands exposed from the 

natural, and therefore constant desire of amplifying and maintaining 
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power, than the Roman history is, from the last of the kings to the 

first of the emperors.240  

Roman history was thus a treasure house of political examples for helping to guide 

policy in the present. Viewing the Roman mixed constitution as a model, he 

repeatedly referred back to this classical source when discussing the problems of 

corruption and liberty. 241 Both Bolingbroke and Machiavelli lived in periods 

characterized by great change, and both focused their attention on a similar problem, 

that is, the corruption of state. Both of them believed that all natural things have a 

tendency to degenerate and decay. Both were concerned about how to avoid the 

degeneration of the body politic and how to preserve individual liberty from the 

corruption of government, although they differed in their solutions. In Kramnick’s 

view, Bolingbroke “could recognize in his England the familiar features of decay that 

Machiavelli had described in the sixteenth-century Italian Republics.”242  

For Pocock, Bolingbroke’s England entered into what he famously called “The 

Machiavellian Moment”. Bolingbroke learned much from Machiavelli’s writings, 

including The Prince and The Discourses on Livy. He repeatedly cited Machiavelli 

and showed a careful reading of Machiavelli’s theories in his Letters on History, 

Remarks on the History of England, A Dissertation Upon Parties and The Idea of the 

Patriot King. As Kramnick observed, “Machiavelli’s appeal to Bolingbroke lay partly in 

his championship of mixed government, but primarily in his classical preoccupation 

with corruption and decline.” 243  Machiavelli warned that in order to avoid 

degeneration and preserve itself, a state should periodically go back to its beginning 

and renew itself according to its original principles or first principles.244 Bolingbroke 

took a similar view in the second Letter of Remarks, and for him, the most important 

“first principle” for the English to return to was that of liberty, which was in danger of 

being undermined by Walpole’s regime. Following Machiavelli, Bolingbroke 

considered the ruler’s power as an ever-present threat to the liberty of the ruled, and 

“the king and the people in free governments are rival powers.” 245  They have 
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different interests, but, with reference to the Social Contract theory of Locke, 

Bolingbroke concluded that it is the “ultimate and true end of government” and the 

“most sacred” obligation of the King to curb monarchical power in order to defend 

and protect the liberty of people.246  

There was a symbiosis uniting good government and popular liberty: “they are 

mutually necessary to each other, good government to support legal liberty, and 

legal liberty to preserve good government.”247 However, the social contract between 

King and people was not the same in every nation, and a nation that had submitted 

to tyranny in its original social contract or in which authority “has been imposed by 

violence and settled by prescription” would not, or course, benefit by returning to its 

original principles. Here, Jeffrey Hart argued that “Bolingbroke has conceived of the 

social contract as an historical phenomenon rather than as a metaphor contrived to 

rationalise the fact of obligation.”248  

Although he accepted many of Machiavelli’s views, Bolingbroke was also rather 

critical of Machiavelli. For example, in the third letter of Letters on the Study and Use 

of History, he claimed that Machiavelli was over-reliant on historical examples, and in 

the fourth letter, Bolingbroke emphasized the moral function and public value of 

knowledge, and he criticized Machiavelli for his denial of this moral function and 

public value. As Bolingbroke stated: 

Whatever political speculations, instead of preparing us to be useful 

to society, and to promote the happiness of mankind, are only 

systems for gratifying private ambition, and promoting private 

interests at the public expense; all such, I say, deserve to be burnt, 

and the authors of them to starve, like Machiavel, in a jail.249  

Both Hart and Kramnick realized the differences between Bolingbroke and 

Machiavelli. For Kramnick, one of their differences was to be found in the 

interpretation of the causes of decline.  
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Machiavelli saw the roots of decline inherent in human nature.... 

Bolingbroke, however, like Harrington, thought corruption a product, 

not of some invariable human nature, but of the social and economic 

structure of society. He diagnosed the corruption of Walpole’s 

England not in terms of man’s spirit, but in the structural terms of his 

condition.250  

As to how to protect liberty or personal freedom in a corrupt state, both Machiavelli 

and Bolingbroke placed their hopes on the presence of a great man of state in 

possession of great virtue—(for Bolingbroke, a patriot King). However, according to 

Hart, Machiavelli would agree that revolution can be an appropriate means of 

changing the political landscape of a given state, which uses “violence on a large 

scale with fidelity to moral virtue.”251 For Machiavelli, such a political savior may be 

someone who uses power by fair means or foul, and Bolingbroke himself realized 

this difference between him and Machiavelli, as he wrote that: 

Machiavel is an author who should have great authority with the 

persons likely to oppose me. He proposes to princes the 

amplification of their power, the extent of their dominion, and the 

subjection of their people, as the sole objects of their policy. He 

devises and recommends all means that tend to these purposes, 

without the consideration of any duty owing to God or man, or any 

regard to the morality or immorality of actions. Yet even he declares 

the affectation of virtue to be useful to princes: he is so far on my 

side in the present question. The only difference between us is, I 

would have the virtue real: he requires no more than the appearance 

of it.252 

Bolingbroke’s resolution was more conservative than Machiavelli’s, since for him the 

savior should be someone who had the real virtue and also had the ability to revive 

older traditions. “Bolingbroke is thus a moral reformer and not a political revolutionist, 

though he recognises that if moral reform fails, and if, particularly, the ruling class 

cannot be made to fulfil its responsibilities, revolution will be the only remaining 

                                                                 
250 Kramnick, Bolingbroke and His Circle, 166. 
251 Jeffrey Hart, Viscount Bolingbroke: Tory Humanist, 126. 
252 Works, vol.Ⅱ, 389. 



67 

 

course.”253 Hart provides two reasons about why Bolingbroke preferred moral reform 

to Machiavelli’s extreme solution. The first was that “Bolingbroke is writing for a 

legitimate king, one who comes to the throne by the normal process of 

inheritance,”254 rather than for a king who gained and held power through violence. 

The second was that Bolingbroke followed the “Classical-Christian moral tradition” 

and was thus more optimistic about human nature and the possibility of moral reform 

than Machiavelli.255  

In this chapter I argue that, alongside the reasons discussed by Kramnick and Hart, 

another more crucial reason derives from an understanding of Bolingbroke’s 

historical consciousness. That is to say, for Bolingbroke, what had been corrupted 

was the government and its management under Walpole’s regime, rather than the 

fundamental ancient English constitution itself, which for him had been developed 

over the centuries, and while it was being violated by contemporary politics, it 

remained sound in its foundations and could recover.  Machiavelli’s revolutionary 

resolution may have been a practical choice for some other nations which had 

submitted to “tyranny by original contract” or in which the government had been 

“imposed by violence, and settled by prescription,”256 but not for England, where the 

ancient constitution still existed and embodied the spirit of liberty, and where “the last 

of Britons,”257such as Sir William Windham and Bolingbroke himself, still endeavored 

to protect and preserve the old spirit.  

The ancient Western world provided Bolingbroke with the primary sources for his 

historical consciousness. In addition to the ancient intellectual influences on his 

political views as discussed above, his manner of living was also shaped by his 

classical taste. Bolingbroke valued the higher pleasures of life and demonstrated a 

positive attitude towards enjoying a happy life even when he was exiled. In 

Reflections upon Exile, he showed how he sought to live a virtuous and fulfilling life 

according to the teachings of Stoicism and Epicureanism, derived from the ancient 

philosophers. He found comfort in these ancient teachings. Life would not be 

miserable and the evils we are suffering would “become indifferent”, if “we have 
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applied ourselves betimes to the study of wisdom, and to the practice of virtue.”258 In 

a letter to Jonathan Swift in July 21, 1721, he expressed his Stoic attitude toward 

wealth and independence of mind, concluding that “Let us not refuse riches, when 

they offer themselves; but let us give them no room in our heads or our hearts. Let 

us enjoy wealth, without suffering it to become necessary to us.”259 A wise person 

will not refuse to enjoy material life, but neither will that wise person prefer the 

material life to the spiritual life and a love of nature and its beauty. In aesthetics he 

was also influenced by the classical examples. For example, he enjoyed his 

hermitage garden, with its marble structure engraved with Virgil’s and Horace’s 

mottoes, and in his mind the garden was even more beautiful than the poetic 

depictions in Greek and Latin verse.260   

 

2.5 Ancient Britain 

 

In early modern England, the education of the upper social orders in ancient Roman 

history and literature also served to promote an interest in the British ancient world. 

Romano-British history appealed to English national sentiment. The publication of 

Britannia under the editorship of Edmund Gibson in 1695 made a particular 

contribution in this aspect, and as the Oxford antiquarian Francis Wise wrote of 

Gibson’s edition, the work “seems to have inspired our natives with a new desire, of 

prying more closely into our remotest antiquities.” 261  Many among the educated 

English hoped to find a Roman glory of civilization in their own ancient past and in 

their future prospects. As Rosemary Sweet wrote,   

“Old Rome” in time would be rivalled by Britain, promised John 

Warburton, as he encouraged his countrymen to acquaint 

themselves with the monuments of ancient Rome in their native 

country. The level of civilisation which had been achieved under 
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Roman rule became in itself a source of patriotic congratulation and 

a spur to emulate and outdo the feats of ancient Rome.262  

As an English patriot, Bolingbroke was keen on connecting ancient Britain with 

ancient Roman history. His Remarks on The History of England begin with similar 

reflections.  

Bolingbroke’s “past” meant not only the ancient Greek and Roman past, but also 

ancient Britain, which came to hold a special place in his historical consciousness. 

For Bolingbroke, the English constitution and the “old English spirit” had emerged 

and found its definition in ancient Britain. “Ancient” Britain was the source of 

legitimacy for post-Revolution Tory policies, and it was not a dead past, but 

remained very much alive in the modern constitution and political discourses, and for 

the Tory Bolingbroke, it was a powerful tool in his fight against the corrupt political 

management of Walpole’s Whigs.   

Bolingbroke employed historiography to preserve the ancient constitution and the 

“old English spirit”,263 which for him primarily meant the spirit of liberty. Defence of 

the ancient constitution and the spirit of liberty was the theme of his Remarks on the 

History of England, which argues that while “few nations have gone through more 

revolutions, few governments have appeared more unsteady, or fluctuated more 

between prerogative and privilege, than this of Great Britain.”264 None the less the 

English people had retained a commitment to liberty from ancient times. Not even 

the Norman invasion or the prolonged warfare between York and Lancaster had 

undermined this commitment to liberty. Although the spirit of liberty was weakened 

by the spirit of faction, 

we must not imagine…that the spirit of liberty was absolutely 

extinguished. Though that flame was lost, for the most part, in the 

constant glare of faction, yet it was still alive; and by living, preserved 

the constitution of our government during the whole course of these 

civil wars.265 
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In 1735, he repeated the same view that “our ancient Saxon Constitution has been 

preserved through a long succession of ages and against various attempts to 

destroy it”.266 In Bolingbroke’s views, the English spirit of liberty had never been 

extinguished, but had lived on through the ages by virtue of being protected by the 

ancient constitution, itself being an embodiment of this spirit.  

Bolingbroke himself was proud of the constitution of ancient England which he 

claimed had persisted from the ancient Saxon constitution through to the reigns of 

Edward Ⅲ, Henry Ⅴ and Elizabeth Ⅰ, and through the 1730s. He argued that the 

ancient constitution should be revived and employed today. The ancient constitution 

was venerable and should be treasured because it preserved the spirit of liberty.267 

And the old spirit of liberty had been “transmitted down from our Saxon ancestors, 

and the unknown ages of our government, preserved itself through one almost 

continual struggle, against the usurpations of our princes, and the vices of our 

people.” He appealed to his friends and political allies to “continue to ourselves the 

peculiar honour of maintaining the freedom of our Gothic institution of government, 

when so many other nations, who enjoyed the same, have lost theirs.”268 

In Bolingbroke’s view, the ancient constitution was the best fit to the English nation 

not only because it preserved the spirit of liberty, but also it survived the test of time. 

The Revolution of 1688-90 had neither betrayed the ancient constitution nor the spirit 

of liberty, but renewed them. But the situation had now changed. The ancient 

constitution and the spirit of liberty were endangered by Walpole’s government and 

its commercial order. It was “a corrupt age”, as Bolingbroke wrote in The Idea of a 

Patriot King, and Walpole’s administration had corrupted “the minds of men”, 

narrowed the minds to “personal regards alone,” and confined the minds to “the 

present moment.”269 The English nation faced with the decline of virtue and “broken 

traditions;” its political order declined to a point of “depravation.”270 The pressing 

need now was “to reinfuse the spirit of liberty, to reform the morals, and to raise the 
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sentiments of a people.”271 We need, Bolingbroke insisted, to “save or redeem a 

nation from perdition,”272 but how can we achieve this? The ancient constitution 

should be restored, and the ancient virtue and the spirit of patriotism should be 

revitalized, and most important, a patriot King was needed.273 While the ancient 

Greeks and Romans provided examples of such a patriot king, another reference 

comes from the Asian world, especially ancient China.  

 

2.6 Ancient China 

 

Bolingbroke’s reflections on Christian civilization and his criticisms of the established 

religion in England were made from an impressively global perspective of world 

history.   For Bolingbroke’s “ancient history” or the “classical world” did not refer only 

to the Western ancient world, but also to the Eastern ancient world. He particularly 

showed an interest in the ancient histories of India and China, which were two vital 

sources of the human “past” for Bolingbroke.  

From the second half of seventeenth century to Bolingbroke’s age, England as well 

as France experienced a trend called Chinoiserie.274 Through the translations and 

writings of Jesuit missionaries, as well as reports from diplomats and merchants, 

educated Europeans gained a fairly extensive knowledge of Chinese culture and 

history. Europeans developed a taste for Chinese art and handicrafts, printed 

textiles, and gardens. They were also impressed by accounts of the ancient Chinese 
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political system, and the political philosophy and ethics expressed by ancient 

Chinese philosophers including Confucius, Mencius and Laozi.275  

While there is a rich scholarship on the China ‘vogue’ in early modern Europe, these 

studies have generally neglected Bolingbroke’s relationship to China. No 

Bolingbroke biographer has investigated how Bolingbroke gained his information 

about China, though it would not have been difficult for him to get such information, 

given the general interest in China. Many of his contemporaries, such as William 

Temple, Jonathan Swift, Alexander Pope and Oliver Goldsmith, had an interest in 

China. William Temple was especially well known for his knowledge of Chinese 

garden art and Goldsmith wrote a novel titled The Citizen of the World; Or, Letters 

from a Chinese Philosopher which criticized the English politics and society from the 

view of a fictional Chinese philosopher.   

For Bolingbroke, China provided a good model for how England might reform its 

morals and politics. He cited China in some of his main writings, such as the The 

Idea of a Patriot King and the Letters on History, and especially his Fragments or 

Minutes of Essays, in which the twenty-seventh essay focused on the society and 

religion of China. Bolingbroke also discussed the philosophers and moral system of 

ancient China in his private letters to his friends.276 These writings indicate that 

Bolingbroke had a good knowledge of China, especially the Chinese institutions, the 

ancient Chinese political philosophy and ethics. For him, ancient China’s “traditions 

and histories deserve as much credit as those of ancient nations that have been 

known to us longer.”277 He employed Chinese politics as a means to understand the 

nature of English politics. In The Idea of a Patriot King, he defended the aristocratic 
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principle and the possibility of social mobility through merit and service, praising 

especially the Chinese system of social ranks as “a wise institution”:  

But the most prevalent, and the general motive was proximity of 

blood to the last, not to the best, king. Nobility in China mounts 

upwards: and he, who has it conferred upon him, ennobles his 

ancestors, not his posterity. A wise institution! and especially among 

a people in whose minds a great veneration for their forefathers has 

been always carefully maintained.278 

Bolingbroke saw in Chinese’s admiration of ancestors and forefathers a rational 

system of social mobility of ranks. 

For Bolingbroke, Confucius provided an example for both people of letters and 

politicians, for he was a genius “of mighty learning, admirable virtue, excellent 

nature, a true patriot of his country, and lover of mankind”.279 For Bolingbroke and 

his friends, Confucius as well as Laozi laid down ethical tenets on how to be a good 

man and good politician not only in China, but also in Europe. Confucianism is a kind 

of virtue ethic for modern philosophy scholars, and it emphasizes five key virtues, 

which include 仁 (Ren), 义 (Yi), 礼 (Li), 智 (Zhi), 信 (Xin). Ren means benevolence; 

Yi means the righteousness, justice and loyalty (the right person to do the right thing 

in the right position); Li means the ceremony, the ritual or the manner; Zhi means 

wisdom and knowledge; Xin means integrity and honesty. The ideal man for 

Confucianism is 君子 (Junzi), which actually corresponds to “gentleman” in western 

culture. Junzi is a person who possesses these five virtues and he is the model for 

everyone. The politician and also the best King must be a Junzi. For Bolingbroke, the 

ethics of Confucius supported his Tory conceptions about the aristocratic order, 

hereditary politics, a gentleman embracing classical virtues and a King embracing 

the spirit of patriotism. Moreover, under the guidance of Confucianism, ancient China 

was governed by, in Bolingbroke’s words, an “unmixed and uncorrupted” natural 

religion rather than “artificial theology or superstition”; in his view, “natural religion 

seems to have been preserved more pure and unmixed in this country than in any 

other,” as he stated,  
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They observed the order of nature, and from thence they deduced all 

the rules of private morality and public policy. To compare his 

conduct with the law of heaven and earth, is the character of a 

perfect prince, in the works of Confucius. That reason should preside 

over passion, was the great rule of life, and to walk according to it, 

was to walk in the great highway of life. Thus they were led by 

simple and plain reasonings, from the works to the will of God, and 

to three kinds of moral obligations, to those of an individual, of the 

member of a family, and of the member of a political society. Bare 

reason enforced so well the practice of natural religion, by the laws 

and constitutions of this empire, and the duties of it became so 

habitual by education and custom.280 

In Bolingbroke’s eyes, ancient China also demonstrated that it was possible, without 

revealed religion, for human beings to create a society with sound morality and 

order, reflecting the will of God as revealed through the guide of reason. Bolingbroke 

was a famous Deist. His interpretation of ancient Chinese society corresponded to 

his questioning of revealed Christianity. In his mind, the Confucian belief in “tian” (天) 

was a proof of his theory of “one true God”.281 Although Bolingbroke’s understanding 

of ancient China was hardly profound, his knowledge did enable him to make 

comparisons of China and the Western world, especially England. As a result, he 

embraced a more global perspective and a more critical approach to Western culture 

than did many of his contemporaries. 

To some extent, this chapter agrees with Pocock’s assessment that Bolingbroke 

“was detached from the past as they (antiquarians) could never be”, and his 

detachment “gave him the power to reflect on the historical process and on the 

problem of a man’s defining his own place in it”.282 But this chapter does not see 

Bolingbroke as totally detached from the past. Bolingbroke maintained that the best 

student of history would combine knowledge of the past, his personal experience, 

and his own genius. For him, the wisdom from ancient Greece and Rome, as well as 

medieval Europe, should not be simply emulated by modern people, but he did hope 
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that the English ancient constitution and old English traditions could be renewed and 

revitalized. This paradox, as next section will show, relates to the complex nature of 

Bolingbroke’s historical consciousness. 
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Chapter 3: Bolingbroke: Ancient Constitution and Reform 

 

Bolingbroke’s consciousness of the ancient world shaped how he thought about both 

the English past and the contemporary world, but it is not enough to interpret 

Bolingbroke’s history simply within the classical paradigm, as was discussed in the 

previous chapter, and as recent Bolingbroke scholars such as George Nadel, Philip 

Hicks and Sydney Wayne Jackman generally have done. The classical genre only 

represents one dimension of Bolingbroke’s historical consciousness. Although 

Bolingbroke was fascinated with ancient wisdom and classical values, as this section 

shows, his idea of the relationship between the past, the present, and the future was 

more complex than the classical interpretation done. 

As a conservative politician who held a deep affection for traditional England and a 

commitment to reform Augustan England, Bolingbroke possessed a historical 

consciousness that was closely related to his interpretation and criticism of 

contemporary politics. However, Bolingbroke’s consistent preferences for classical 

ethics and traditional values prompted him to idealize the historical experience. For 

him, the past provided better worlds and even golden ages as models for the 

present. The past did not provide him with dead knowledge of worlds not relevant to 

the present, but it provided ideals, models, and examples that needed to be kept 

alive to guide the present. As a result, this tendency to idealize the past produced a 

primitive historical consciousness, which was commonly shared by Augustan, 

nostalgic Tory gentlemen, among whom Bolingbroke was a typical figure.  

These men found in the classical world time-honored traditions and models of 

political life, such as the tradition of balanced power and mixed government, the 

tradition of civic humanism, the tradition of an independent landed gentry with the 

spirit of frugality, the model of a patriot king, and the model of empires like that of 

Rome. It was seen as necessary to restore or renew these traditions and models so 

that people could improve their morality, cure corruption, and achieve the prosperity 

and stability of their state. It is in this sense that this trend of a primitive and 

traditionalist consciousness of history shaped the minds and the discourse of Tory 

conservative thinkers and the country party, such as Charles Davenant, Jonathan 
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Swift, John Trenchard, and Thomas Gordon, with Bolingbroke’s The Craftsman 

being the most influential propagation vehicle of these models. 

Bolingbroke’s views of these traditional models underpinned his fundamental 

concerns: the value and relevance of the ancient English constitution within 

contemporary Britain, and the balance between the monarchy, aristocracy, and the 

general public, which served to guarantee civil liberties in the ancient world. Although 

Bolingbroke depreciated the antiquarians, he was like an antiquarian in terms of his 

historical consciousness. That is, he was a staunch defender of the priceless 

inheritances that he found in the past and that he endeavored all his life to preserve, 

such as the ancient constitution and the old English spirit of liberty. This section 

explores other facets of Bolingbroke’s historical consciousness through an analysis 

of his broad notions of an ancient constitution and liberty itself. 

 

3.1 Ancient and Modern Constitutions  

 

Bolingbroke was arguably the most important transmitter of the tradition of the 

ancient English constitution in the first half of the eighteenth century. The notion of 

the ancient constitution has been much discussed in modern scholarship, particularly 

since the publication of J. G. A.  Pocock’s Ancient Constitution and the Feudal Law 

in 1957. While it is beyond the scope of this thesis to summarize all the existing 

research on this topic, I will discuss some of the academic literature pertaining to 

Bolingbroke’s notion of the ancient English constitution.  

In The Ancient Constitution and the Feudal Law, Pocock has maintained that the 

conceptions of the ancient English constitution were largely the work of lawyers and 

were rooted in the common law tradition, with common law essentially being a 

system of laws based on customary practice. In their legal and historical discourses, 

the early modern English lawyers, historians, and political thinkers, from Sir Edward 

Coke and Sir Matthew Hale to Edmund Burke, emphasized the antiquity of common 

law and, hence, constructed a myth of the ancient constitution. That is, English 

common law and the ancient constitution were considered immemorial in the 

following sense:  
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not merely that they were very old, or that they were the work 

of remote and mythical legislators, but that they were 

immemorial in the precise legal sense of dating from time 

beyond memory—beyond, in this case, the earliest historical 

record that could be found.”283 

As a result, the idea of time immemorial fundamentally shaped early modern English 

legal and political historiography at least up to the time of Edmund Burke; in 

Pocock’s view, English historical consciousness and people’s ideas of antiquity and 

continuity were primarily the result of the common-law mind. 284  Issac Kramnick 

accepted Bolingbroke’s view and considered Bolingbroke to be an exponent of the 

doctrine of immemorial common law.285  

This section clarifies Bolingbroke’s views of the ancient constitution from the 

perspective of historical consciousness.  It suggests that Pocock has misunderstood 

Bolingbroke’s idea of the ancient constitution, as well as his skepticism of history. 

First, this section proves that Pocock’s thesis that the authority of the ancient 

constitution rested on antiquity did not apply to the case of Bolingbroke, who instead 

based his ideas of the ancient constitution on the doctrine of the supremacy of British 

old liberty and the theory of natural law. Second, this section proves that Pocock 

neglected the fact that Bolingbroke’s skeptical attitude toward historical materials did 

not negate his belief in the use and value of history, and it would be unjust, as 

Pocock has shown, to consider him a contributor to the decline of people’s interest in 

the past in the beginning of eighteenth-century Britain.  

There is no doubt that Bolingbroke’s historical consciousness was sufficiently shown 

in his defence of ancient constitutions, which was the central concern of his writings 

such as Remarks on the History of England (1730-1731), A Dissertation upon 

Parties (1733-1734), A Letter on the Spirit of Patriotism (1736), and The Idea of a 

Patriot King (1738). The former two, published in The Craftsman, were results of the 

press battle with Robert Walpole’s pamphleteers, while the latter three are 
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considered to be his “greatest political writings.”286 The following analysis focuses on 

these documents.   

It is important to consider what Bolingbroke’s general view was on the ancient British 

constitution. Just like the common lawyers, Bolingbroke emphasized the antiquity 

and constancy of the British constitution and argued that it had a Germanic origin, 

like the French constitution.287 Britain had experienced numerous invasions, political 

factionalism, civil wars, and revolutions since the Saxon age, and despite the fact 

that ancient Britain was conquered by the Danes and Normans, the ancient 

constitution had never been destroyed.288 However, under the reigns of the Stuart 

monarchs, from King James Ⅰ to King James Ⅱ, the monarchy gained excessive 

and undefined power, which brought distress and disaster to British society. During 

this period, according to Bolingbroke, “The state was subverted, instead of being 

reformed; and all the fury of faction and enthusiasm was employed to destroy the 

constitution to the very foundations.” 289  Fortunately, the Glorious Revolution 

preserved, renewed, and strengthened the constitution; it was the constitution’s “last 

renewal,” “bearing so near a resemblance to primitive liberty.”290 In Bolingbroke’s 

stance on history, the influence of Machiavelli can be seen, viewing the revolution as 

saving Britain from corruption and decay.291  

The next question to consider is what “ancient” meant for Bolingbroke and whether it 

just meant an unfamiliar age in the distant past. In Bolingbroke’s writings, the term 

“ancient” not only means “old,” but it also means the “original” and “primitive,” so the 

ancient constitution is sometimes also referred to as “old constitution,” “primitive 

constitution,” 292  and “original constitution.” 293  Liberty in antiquity was sometimes 

termed “original freedom” or “primitive liberty.”294 “Original” and “primitive” usually 

mean the best and most perfect state, with one common merit of the original 

constitution, the original freedom, and the earliest form of Christianity (or “original 
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Christianity”) being their “genuine purity,” “original purity,” or “primitive purity,” 295 

which is a state free of corruption and the mistakes found in the human thinking and 

social organization of later ages. This primitive historical consciousness also praised 

the “plainness and simplicity” of the original constitution and nature. Differing from 

Shaftesbury, who admired primitive simplicity from the perspectives of morality and 

aesthetics,296 and from Alexander Pope, who admired the sense of “innocence and 

simplicity” that could be derived from pastoral poetry, 297  Bolingbroke highlighted 

primitive simplicity from the perspective of natural law theory, which is discussed in 

the next section. 

As the original constitution was seen as perfect and uncorrupted with genuine purity, 

it embodied the first principles or the original principles that needed to be learned 

from and preserved. For Bolingbroke, the most important “first principle” of the 

ancient British constitution was that of liberty, with this original liberty being the best 

form of liberty; this original spirit of liberty was described by Bolingbroke as the “old 

English spirit”298  and the “true spirit”299  of the English constitution, which will be 

discussed later. As a result, although Bolingbroke criticized the descriptions of a 

golden age given by the Christian Church Fathers and the contemporary clergy,300 

he himself saw the ancient constitution as a golden age in British history. Any 

deviation from this original state and primitive purity would be a corruption of the 

constitution and political virtue. That was what was happening, for Bolingbroke, in 

the contemporary politics governed by Walpole’s ministry.  

Bolingbroke’s criticism of Walpole’s modern financial system and the moneyed 

interests was based on this defence of the ancient constitution, which was a system 

managed by landed interest, trade, and merchants, rather than by money or stock. 

Moneyed interests corrupted the ministers and elections through the buying up of 

parliamentary seats. He highly praised the wisdom and care of British ancestors who 

protected the liberty and prosperity of the nation through a well-managed system of 
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agriculture and trade, so for him, even if the classical paradigm seemed to be 

“remote or imaginary,” “it is certainly incumbent on us to imitate the great examples 

of our ancestor.”301  

Counterattacking the discourse related to the ancient constitution in Bolingbroke’s 

circle, Walpole’s scribblers, in defending the modern constitution of the “new 

England,” argued for a contrary position and developed an opposite interpretation of 

the relationship between the past and the present. Although both sides tried to justify 

themselves by referring to historical evidence and classical authorities such as 

Machiavelli, they interpreted England’s past in different ways.   

Walpole’s main writing platforms were journals such as London Journal and Free 

Briton. The staunch defence of the existing order in these journals was based on a 

complete negation of the historical views of the opposition. They denied the truth of 

Bolingbroke’s description of a golden “original constitution” and “original freedom;” 

for them, the ancient constitution represented a dark age full of slavery and 

misery.302  The “primitive purity” that Bolingbroke admired was an illusion as the 

people of that period faced nothing less than a state of barbarism and the “first 

principles” that Machiavelli and Bolingbroke advocated were nothing but principles of 

slavery. As James Pitt [fl. 1714–1755, wrote under the pseudonym of F. Osborne], a 

Christian Deist and an active journalist in favor of Robert Walpole, wrote in London 

Journal on September 1, 1733,  

To bring the government of England back to its first principles, is to 

bring the people back to absolute slavery: The primitive purity of our 

constitution was, that the people had no share in the government, 

but were the villains, vassals, or bondsmen of the Lords; a sort of 

cattle bought and sold with the Land. The very parliaments of old 

were composed only of Ecclesiastical and Civil Tyrants, called 

Abbots, Priors, Barons, & c.303  

The ancient English people lived in an uncivilized and primitive state, with the 

ancient institution far from being developed to the extent that it could guarantee 
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people any civil rights and liberty like the modern constitution provided. English 

people had no property and liberty at their disposal till the Tudor dynasty and the 

Glorious Revolution. After the above comparisons, it can be seen that the ancient 

system, customs, living conditions, and civil rights were far worse than those in 

modern England. The only way to secure the liberty and happiness of the English 

people, as Pitt argued, “is not to go back to the first principles of our government, but 

keep steadily to the last principles of it.”304 Walpole’s supporters were of this view 

because, for them, “the modern constitution is infinitely better than the ancient 

constitution; and that new England, or England since the Revolution, is vastly 

preferable to Old England, take it in any point of Time, from the Saxons down to that 

glorious period.”305 

For Bolingbroke’s circle, the past was superior to the present, while for Walpole and 

his supporters, the present was better than the past. For the latter, the beginnings of 

British history were not to be admired, for society progressed in stages, from the 

primitive to the more sophisticated, eventually reaching a state of perfection, which 

was the stage of Britain’s constitution and civilization at the time.306 However, the 

present order was not completely new and separated from the past. Instead, it was 

the accomplishment of a progressive development of the past, especially the 

previous 40 years since the Glorious Revolution.307 As the present was in “the fullest 

and most perfect” state,308 there was no need to change it by returning to a more 

primitive past. As a result, Walpole’s pamphleteers suggested a progressive 

historical consciousness that anticipated the progressivist theory later put forward by 

Scottish Enlightenment historians.  

In contrast, for Bolingbroke and the country Tories, the original and primitive state of 

the British constitution in the remote past was exemplary, and most deviations from 

this early ideal were forms of corruption. Bolingbroke’s opposition and Walpole’s 

Whigs expressed two golden constitutions and two golden ages from two opposite 

perspectives of historical consciousness, both of which conceived of an idealized 

order. The former showed a primitive trend that was reluctant to accept the 

                                                                 
304 Ibid. 
305 The London Journal, No.768, March 16, 1733-1734. 
306 The London Journal, No.740, September 1, 1733. 
307 The Free Briton, No.3, Dec. 18, 1729. 
308 The London Journal, No.794, Sep 14, 1734. 



83 

 

governance of the present authority, demonstrating a radical tendency to call for a 

revolution of the present constitution, while the latter was essentially progressive and 

“presentistic,”309 finding it difficult to give equal respect to the authority and legitimacy 

of ancient political systems as was given to the present system. Hence, the political 

battle between the two parties was fundamentally rooted in their different kinds of 

historical consciousness.    

Kramnick concluded that “Reduced to their simplest terms, the historical positions of 

Bolingbroke and Walpole amount to little more than the simple device of brightening 

the present by dimming the past, or vice versa.”310 This chapter argues that it may be 

meaningless for modern readers to debate which side told the true story of the 

English past; what remains enlightening is the method and wisdom with which both 

parties approached the relationship between historical authority, the call for the 

reform of the constitution, and the complex reality of political interests. Despite 

Walpole’s side rejecting the opposition’s “Phantom of an Ancient Constitution” and 

the design of a golden original past, 311  they did not reject the values that the 

opposition hoped to maintain. That is, they shared with Bolingbroke’s circle the 

common aims of maintaining the balance of the constitution, the liberty of the people, 

the legal order, and the church and Christianity. Although the political system that 

Walpole’s side tried to defend was not the ancient order that Bolingbroke’s circle 

hoped to revive, the former was also quite conservative in utilizing historical sources 

to defend the continuity and stability of the British constitution. In the minds of 

Walpole’s supporters, the modern British constitution in the eighteenth century was 

not a break from historical continuity but was developed from the recent past through 

events such as the Glorious Revolution and the Act of Settlement, which were 

defended as the basis of the present constitution. This Whig interpretation of the 

British constitution was inherited by Edmund Burke, who is discussed in the next 

chapter. 

 

3.2 Bolingbroke and the Common Law Tradition 
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If Bolingbroke wrote within the tradition of the ancient constitution, the question can 

be posed of whether there was any difference between his notion of the ancient 

constitution and that of English common lawyers. Pocock has studied this issue and 

this section begins with an analysis of Pocock’s study, trying to give a positive 

answer to this question. 

On the surface, Bolingbroke can be listed as a narrator of the myth of the ancient 

constitution, as Pocock has explained. However, when looking into Bolingbroke’s 

writings, it can be found that his route to defending the ancient constitution differed 

from that of the common lawyer. Bolingbroke rarely based his defence of the ancient 

constitution on the tradition of common law as he rarely used the language of 

immemorial custom as the lawyers and legal historians of the ancient constitution in 

the seventeenth century did, and as Edmund Burke in the next half of the eighteenth 

century did. It seems that Pocock’s theses of the immemorial doctrine of the ancient 

constitution and the common law mind do not apply to the case of Bolingbroke. 

Kramnick echoed Pocock in arguing that Bolingbroke revived the seventeenth-

century doctrine of immemorial common law in Remarks and Dissertation but 

Kramnick did not give any textual evidence to support this argument.312  

The reason is apparent as a keyword search reveals that Bolingbroke did not 

mention the terms “common law” or “immemorial” in Remarks, Study and Use of 

History or Dissertation, which are his representative works in studying the ancient 

constitution. Bolingbroke’s works proved him to be an erudite reader of classical and 

modern history, philosophy, religion, and literature, but he seemed to have little 

interest in jurisprudence, especially the English common law tradition, although he 

was a famous disciple of natural law theory.  He also did not mention any scholar of 

common law in the above three writings. An interesting phenomenon is that 

Bolingbroke and some of his important Tory friends, such as Jonathan Swift and Sir 

William Wyndham, received no legal education, while his opponents, such as Robert 

Harley, and his critics, such as William Arnall, Henry Fielding, and Edmund Burke, all 

received professional legal education either from the Inns of Court or from university. 

Edmund Burke’s idea of the ancient constitution owed much to common law scholars 
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such as John Fortescue, Mathew Hale, and William Blackstone, but Bolingbroke 

never quoted these scholars of common law.  

This does not mean that Bolingbroke neglected the role of law or underestimated the 

value of lawyers in political life. On the contrary, Bolingbroke greatly appreciated the 

profession of a lawyer as “the noblest and most beneficial to mankind,” and his high 

criteria313 for lawyers’ education were even endorsed by the editor of Sir William 

Blackstone’s Commentaries in 1793 as they “correspond so fully with those of the 

learned judge.”314 Nevertheless, Bolingbroke had a poor knowledge of common law 

and there is little evidence that Bolingbroke’s idea of the ancient constitution and his 

historical consciousness was influenced by common lawyers. Here, a difference can 

be discerned between Bolingbroke and Edmund Burke, whose conservative ideas of 

the ancient constitution, change, custom, and tradition arose largely from the 

philosophy of the common law tradition, which is discussed in the next chapter. 

The difference between Bolingbroke and those thinkers of the common law tradition 

was noted by Henry Fielding, a contemporary critic of both Walpole and Bolingbroke, 

who summarized that the crucial error made by historians and lawyers in the 

controversy surrounding the British constitution was that they were willfully isolated 

from each other in the intellectual world. As Fielding stated, “Hence the Historian, 

who is ignorant of our Law, and the Lawyer who is ignorant of our History, have 

agreed in that common Error, remarked above, of considering our Constitution as 

something fixed and permanent.”315  

Pocock has also recognized this difference. In the conclusion of The Ancient 

Constitution and the Feudal Law, he has shown that in the eighteenth century, the 

attitudes of educated people toward the ancient constitution underwent some 
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changes, as the common law mind and the doctrine of immemorial custom were no 

longer as attractive to people: 

Nevertheless the concept of the ancient constitution, considered in 

the setting of eighteenth-century ways of thought, had plainly lost 

much of its original character. Politically, it had ceased to be 

principally—perhaps at all—an appeal to the binding force of ancient 

custom; historically, it had ceased to be essentially a conviction that 

the law and constitution were immemorial, based upon a too 

exclusive knowledge of the common law with its dogma that the law 

was custom and custom immemorial.316 

Pocock has provided at least three reasons for this change. The first reason should 

be understood from the perspective of the sharp contrast between what was 

immemorial and what was willed. As Pocock has discussed, the works of Hobbes, 

Filmer, and Locke prompted an idea that the government and the legal system must 

have originally been the results of human will rather than an element of human 

memory. The natural rights theory and the rise of political rationalism deconstructed 

the myth of the immemorial constitution using the weapons of reason and nature, 

which, in Pocock’s words, “lie outside history and do not change with its changes: a 

fact which was to influence the English attitude to the past.”317 As a result, a trend of 

considering the English parliament and constitution as human creations with a 

known beginning prevailed at the end of the Stuart period. However, this paper 

argues that this reason cannot explain Bolingbroke’s case.  

The second reason, as Pocock has shown, lies in the decline of the education of 

feudal law in the Inns of Court, which were traditionally the schools of the doctrine of 

immemorial law.318 The third reason concerns the lessening of people’s interest in 

the past in the eighteenth century. Pocock has considered Bolingbroke a 

representative who pioneered the rise of historical skepticism. In Pocock’s view, the 

general skepticism toward the past records and the need to generalize the rule of 

history were factors that led to the decline of the immemorial idea of common law, 

with Pocock considering Bolingbroke a pioneer in this aspect.  
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There is no doubt that Bolingbroke was critical of the tradition of Western 

historiography and that the authenticity of history was his central concern in writings 

such as Letters on History, the fourth letter in particular.319 The Letters examined the 

history of Christianity and argued that “history has been purposely and systematically 

falsified in all ages,” and “Deliberate, systematical lying has been practised and 

encouraged from age to age;” “This lying spirit has gone forth from ecclesiastical to 

other historians.”320 For Bolingbroke, it was the Christian clergy who most spread 

falsified historical knowledge. They invented fables, myths, superstitions, and errors 

about the origin of societies, religions, and states “to celebrate their antiquity, to 

ennoble their originals, and to make them appear illustrious in the arts of peace and 

the triumphs of war.” That is why, in Bolingbroke’s view, the true face of history was 

hard to grasp. In addition to this main reason, another reason can be found in human 

nature: as the human imagination easily submitted to fables and superstitions, their 

religious zeal placed people in danger of being deceived. Bolingbroke advised 

people to establish an authentic history based “on concurrent testimony” with reason 

and to give credit to the “contemporary authority” of historical writings.321 Bolingbroke 

realized that the authenticity of historical records in the Western world since ancient 

times had been a big concern for historians and he advocated a skeptical attitude 

toward history, especially ancient history and ecclesiastical history. For him, the truth 

of historical facts could be obtained by a process of the falling out of history and by 

returning to the original state and the first principles. As he stated, history is full of 

“juggling and legerdemain.”322  

The authenticity of history was his concern but was not his ultimate concern. His 

skeptical attitude toward history and tradition should be interpreted within his 

humanist understanding of history, with history seen as the “magistra vitae” of 

human life. As Kramnick stated, “The humanist historical tradition saw the pursuit of 

historical fact as an objective always secondary to the primary one of drawing 

lessons from the past.” Authenticity was not the full end of the study of history but the 
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foundation for studying history. The authenticity of history serves as the ethics of 

history, or in Kramnick’s words, “a moralizing history.”323  

Authenticity is an aspect that should be taken into account in the writing and 

research of history because it helps to “carry a force sufficient to make due 

impressions on our minds,” and to illustrate and strengthen “the precepts of 

philosophy and the rules of good policy.”324 However, in Bolingbroke’s view, it may 

be impossible to reach the authenticity and truth of history; even when the most 

ancient traditions are all authentic, they might still be insufficient to make clear the 

origins and orders of history. This does not mean that these “traditions” are useless 

as they are sufficient to “show us the nature of government, and the character of 

mankind in those early ages.”325 Hence, the use of history is more important than the 

authenticity of history.  

For Bolingbroke, “the drift of all philosophy, and of all political speculations, ought to 

be the making us better men, and better citizens. Those studies, which have no 

intention towards improving our moral characters, have no pretence to be styled 

philosophical.”326 Such kinds of study were seen as mere heaps of knowledge that 

only gratified private ambition but made no useful contributions to the public 

interest.327 That is why Bolingbroke looked down on the antiquarians. David Douglas 

and John Pocock both considered Bolingbroke’s dislike of the antiquarians as an 

attitude of indifference toward the past; this thesis suggests that this may be a 

mistake, agreeing with Kramnick’s view that “The real explanation of Bolingbroke’s 

dislike for Douglas’s collection of scholars, however, is Bolingbroke’s rejection of the 

amoral quality of their research, which they pursued as an end in itself, unmindful of 

history’s responsibility for moral teaching.”328  It is in this sense that Bolingbroke 

criticized that “to be learned about them (ancient history) is a ridiculous affection to 

any man who means to be useful to the present age.”329  
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As a result, although “a wave of historical scepticism” contributed to the decline of 

interest in the past in the first decades of the eighteenth century, with Pocock 

considering Bolingbroke to be the best-known exponent of this skepticism, Pocock 

seems to have neglected the fact that Bolingbroke’s scepticism regarding the truth of 

history did not negate his belief in the use of history. His “mood of doubt” concerning 

historical facts did not nullify his nostalgic belief in the values of the past.330 It seems 

that a tension existed between the truth of history and the value of history in 

Bolingbroke’s thought, a point which has been neglected by Bolingbroke scholars 

even to the present day. For Pocock, there was a trend to “attempt a non-historical 

theory of politics” in eighteenth-century England, and the interest in history, or the 

attempt to understand English politics through history, declined,331 especially for the 

thinkers under the influence of John Locke. It can be argued that Bolingbroke was an 

exception to this trend. He was a student of Locke and he knew very well the natural 

state theory of Hobbes and Locke, as well as the rationalism of Descartes, but he 

believed that the England of his day should still be understood through its “history 

and tradition” rather than through the abstract political philosophy that he severely 

criticized.332  

Due to Bolingbroke’s emphasis on the use of history rather than on the truth of 

history, his indifference to the immemorial problem of the ancient constitution did not 

invalidate his interest in the ancient constitution’s past. As Pocock has shown, “the 

claim to be immemorial had been virtually identified with the claim to be 

sovereign.”333 It can be argued that, for Bolingbroke, the authority and superiority of 

the ancient British constitution were not necessarily obtained from the immemorial 

doctrine, and the ancient constitution was invaluable not just because it was ancient 

but because it bore the fruit of liberty, which was more important than the doctrine of 

immemorial common law in explaining the authority and superiority of the ancient 

British constitution. For Bolingbroke, the authority of history did not necessarily arise 

from its authenticity but could also be established based on the value of history. He 

emphasized the immutable capacity of the ancient British constitution to bear and 

protect the fruit of British liberty. For Bolingbroke, the loyalty to the spirit of liberty in 
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the original principle of the ancient constitution was the most important yardstick with 

which to judge the authority of a government. As a result, the spirit of liberty was the 

central concern of Bolingbroke’s political and historical writings. If the common law 

tradition embodied a myth of an immemorially ancient constitution as Pocock has 

described, then Bolingbroke showed the persistent presence of a myth of the spirit of 

liberty that existed in the history of the ancient British constitution.  

 

3.3 The Myth of the Spirit of Liberty  

 

The spirit of liberty is the central theme of nearly all Bolingbroke’s political and 

historical writings. His Remarks on the History of England, although apparently 

tracing the relationship between the court and the people from the Saxon age to the 

Stuart age, can be seen as essentially a monograph on the idea of liberty as it 

evolved through the history of England. All of his works about the ancient 

constitution, the patriot king, the parties, mixed government, and the balance of 

power are based around his defence of civil liberty. The degree of civil liberty was a 

standard for him to evaluate the kings and monarchs throughout English history.  

It is important to consider what liberty meant for Bolingbroke. This issue is closely 

related to Bolingbroke’s view of the formation of civil society, which is the theme of 

Fragments or Minutes of Essays. Bolingbroke was familiar with the doctrine of 

freedom and the natural rights theory expressed by Thomas Hobbes and John 

Locke, but he disagreed with their views on the essence of individual freedom and its 

relationship with civil society. For Locke, 

The natural liberty of man is to be free from any superior power on 

earth, and not to be under the will or legislative authority of man, but 

to have only the law of nature for his rule. The liberty of man, in 

society, is to be under no other legislative power, but that 

established, by consent, in the commonwealth; nor under the 
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dominion of any will, or restraint of any law, but what that legislative 

shall enact, according to the trust put in it.334  

For Locke, “freedom” meant no coercion under others’ will and he believed that one 

should be ruled by one’s own will. Locke’s theory of liberty was founded on the 

theories of natural law and original social contract. He rejected Filmer’s 

understanding of liberty as being a state that enables “every one to do what he lists, 

to live as he pleases, and not to be tyed by any laws.”335 Locke argued that natural 

liberty was not the state of being under no restrictions but instead living under one’s 

own consent, which is the theory of natural law.  

In Bolingbroke’s view, Hobbes and Locke based their theories of liberty on the state 

of nature hypothesis and the philosophy of individualism. However, human beings 

had never been in a natural state as these philosophers assumed. Their idea of a 

natural state was rooted in an abstract and metaphysical construction of a natural 

society, about which they “have reasoned both inconsistently, and on a false 

foundation.”336 Bolingbroke, just like Edmund Burke, opposed abstract metaphysics 

in political thinking. What such a “metaphysical glass” showed were only “grossest 

absurdities” and “Strange extremes” and even “something monstrous.”337 

Bolingbroke interpreted the formation of civil society historically rather than 

metaphysically. The authority of “history and tradition” was seen as more credible 

and persuasive than the explanations of political metaphysics, poetical imagination, 

and religious historiography. Civil society began with neither “a golden age” as poets 

described, nor with “a state of absolute individuality” as Hobbes and Locke assumed. 

Therefore, “history and tradition” became Bolingbroke’s criteria for exploring the 

formation of civil society. In his view, in terms of the question of how human beings 

came into the world, “reason will tell us no better than history or tradition does.”338 

Moreover, “It is impossible we should know, by history or tradition, how the first civil 

governments were established. It is so impossible, that if any history or tradition 

pretended to give such relations, they would lose deservedly all credit for this very 
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reason.”339 Bolingbroke followed Aristotle and the natural law tradition, holding that 

civil society arose from families formed by social mankind. However, reflecting 

Bolingbroke’s Christian cultural heritage, he also argued that humans were made 

into social beings by “the hand of God,” claiming that “When God made man, he 

made a creature, the happiness of whose being depended on his sociability with 

animals of his own species. He made him therefore a sociable animal, an animal 

capable of feeling the immediate pleasure and advantage of society.” 340  For 

Bolingbroke, a state of “natural sociability” was more truthful than the “absolute 

individuality” posited by Hobbes and Locke in explaining the rise of political society. 

As a human being is born a social animal, their individuality should be understood 

with their sociality. As Bolingbroke wrote, 

Individuality belongs to communities, not to persons. Families might 

be conceived as individuals, though not men, in the state of nature; 

and civil societies much more so in the political state. The reason is 

plain. We have a natural sociability, that is, we are determined by 

self-love to seek our pleasure and our utility in society.341  

As a result, Bolingbroke completely rejected the philosophers’ individualist liberty 

which, for him, would lead to anarchy.  

The spirit of license is in accord with the spirit of faction but in opposition to the spirit 

of liberty.342 Bolingbroke’s notion of liberty is always interpreted within the notions of 

the constitution and the law. The “true liberty” is the “liberty stated and ascertained 

by law, in equal opposition to popular licence and arbitrary will,” 343  and the 

“essentials of British liberty” meant that the “freedom of elections, and the frequency, 

integrity and independency of parliaments were sufficiently provided for.” 344 

Bolingbroke also wrote:  

The friends of liberty acknowledge that a balance of the powers, 

divided among the three parts of the legislature, is essential to our 

constitution, and necessary to support it. The friends of liberty 
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therefore would concur, at least to a certain point, with the friends of 

the ministry; for the former are friends to order, and enemies to 

licence.345  

The friend of liberty was necessarily a defender of the British constitution. 

Bolingbroke found an organic relationship between liberty and the constitution, 

presenting a metaphor to describe liberty as “fruit” and the constitution as the “tree” 

bearing the fruit, stating:  

If liberty be that delicious and wholesome fruit, on which the British 

nation hath fed for so many ages, and to which we owe our riches, 

our strength, and all the advantages we boast of; the British 

constitution is the tree that bears this fruit, and will continue to bear 

it, as long as we are careful to fence it in, and trench it round, against 

the beasts of the field, and the insects of the earth. To speak without 

a figure, our constitution is a system of government suited to the 

genius of our nation, and even to our situation. The experience of 

many hundred years hath shown, that by preserving this constitution 

inviolate, or by drawing it back to the principles on which it was 

originally founded, whenever it shall be made to swerve from them, 

we may secure to ourselves, and to our latest posterity, the 

possession of that liberty which we have long enjoyed.346 

The constitution had been maintained and upheld by the British since antiquity. It 

had proven to be the most suitable system to keep “all the advantages,” among 

which the most important was liberty, the presence of which for previous generations 

was demonstrable and was of the utmost importance for the present and future 

generations. Liberty and the constitution coexisted and supported each other, 

justifying each other and sharing the same fate: 

The state of our constitution then affords an easy and unerring rule, 

by which to judge of the state of our liberty. The improvement or 

decay of one, denotes the improvement or decay of the other; and 

the strength or weakness of one, the safety or danger of the other. 
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We cannot lose our liberty, unless we lose our constitution; nor lose 

our constitution, unless we are accomplices to the violations of it; for 

this constitution is better fitted than any, ancient or modern, ever 

was, not only to preserve liberty, but to provide for its own duration, 

and to become immortal, if any thing human could be so.347 

Bolingbroke’s understanding of liberty should, therefore, be interpreted in light of its 

organic relationship with the ancient constitution. The original ancient constitution in 

England was essentially an embodiment of the spirit of liberty, or the “original 

freedom” and the “primitive liberty.”348 Despite Bolingbroke rarely using the language 

of the immemorial doctrine, he sometimes implied that the “original constitution”349 of 

Britain arose in an unknown age, but here, the original problem is not important. 

What really mattered for Bolingbroke was the fact that the “original constitution” 

yielded the “original freedom” and “primitive liberty.” Although little can be known 

about the origin of the British constitution, he believed that it was certain that the 

British islands was originally dominated and governed by freemen. As Bolingbroke 

wrote, “The ancient Britons are to us the Aborigines of our island. We discover little 

of them through the gloom of antiquity, and we see nothing beyond them. This, 

however, we know, they were freemen.” 350  Furthermore, “A spirit of liberty, 

transmitted down from our Saxon ancestors, and the unknown ages of our 

government, preserved itself through one almost continual struggle, against the 

usurpations of our princes, and the vices of our people.”351 

Although the ancient Saxons and Britons were ruled by kings and princes, they were 

not tyrannical, but rather “chiefs, who persuaded, rather than commanded; and who 

were heard in the public assemblies of the nation, according as their age, their 

nobility, their military fame, or their eloquence gave them authority.”352 Among the 

ancient Saxons were “adelings” (the nobility) and “frilingi” (free-born people).353 The 

“frilingi” and “ceorles” (free man) shared the legislative power with the “adelings” and 

“no magistrate, or officer, could exercise jurisdiction, nor authority over them, no not 
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ecclesiastical, without their consent and election.”354 The rank of “adelings” was not 

restricted to the class of “frilingi.” The different ranks of ancient Britons allowed for 

social mobility, meaning that the lowest freemen could rise to a superior rank through 

merit and favor alone.  

Over the course of its history, both the island of Britain and its ancient constitution 

underwent many changes, including conquest by Rome, the Norman invasion, and 

the civil wars of the Plantagenets and Stuarts. However, the spirit of liberty was 

never extinguished, transmitting from age to age. Although the constitution was 

frequently endangered by foreign invasions, internal power struggles, and civil wars, 

the British people always successfully preserved their liberty and renewed the 

constitution. That had been one of the major outcomes of the Glorious Revolution, 

which Bolingbroke highly praised as a return to and renewal of the “first principle” of 

the ancient constitution.355  

In reflecting on the causes and outcomes of the Glorious Revolution, he wrote that 

“as far as we can look back, a lawless power, a government by will, never prevailed 

in Britain.”356 Expanding upon these reflections on freedom and the government, he 

wrote in A Dissertation Upon Parties, 

One continued design against liberty hath been carried on by various 

methods, almost in every reign. In many, the struggles have been 

violent and bloody. But liberty still hath triumphed over force, over 

treachery, over corruption, and even under oppression. The altars of 

tyranny have been demolished as soon as raised; nay, even whilst 

they were raising, and the priests of that idol have been hewed to 

pieces: so that I will affirm, without the least apprehension of being 

disproved, that our constitution is brought nearer than any other 

constitution ever was, to the most perfect idea of a free system of 

government.357 

Bolingbroke’s notion of liberty was a kind of “ancient liberty,” which was a term used 

by Bolingbroke himself and his contemporary writers. His Whig critics, particularly 
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Walpole’s hired writers, such as John, Lord Hervey and William Arnall, demonstrated 

a very different historical consciousness from that of Bolingbroke in journals such as 

The Free Briton, London Journal and Daily Gazetteer. Both sides showed a good 

knowledge and a detailed study of the ancient English constitution and its feudal 

history, demonstrating a strong interest in utilizing historical resources. The crux of 

their disagreement over the ancient constitution were their opposing preferences 

regarding ancient liberty and modern liberty, rather than their views of the facts and 

overall directions of constitutional history. As John Phillip Reid has argued, what 

concerned those studying the matter of the ancient constitution was “not whether the 

ancient constitution was historical fact or in 1711 still existed just as it had in Gothic 

Europe,” but “the right to current liberty,”358 because whether liberty was provided by 

the ancient constitution or by the modern constitution was related to the legitimacy 

and authority of the arguments that both sides defended. As a result, the various 

understandings of the antiquity of liberty and the legitimacy of the constitution led to 

them drawing different conclusions regarding the relationship between the past and 

the present.  

Lord John Hervey, an influential courtier in the age of George Ⅱ and a loyal 

defender of Robert Walpole, was a close friend of William Pulteney.  He later 

became a spokesman for Walpole’s Whig politics and a main antagonist of 

Bolingbroke’s circle. Hervey composed several pamphlets, such as Observations on 

the Writings of the Craftsman (1730), Farther Observations on the Writings of the 

Craftsman (1730), and The Conduct of the Opposition (1734), which were direct 

replies to writings in Craftsman on various themes. His Ancient and Modern Liberty 

Stated and Compar’d characteristically expresses the positions of Walpole’s circle on 

the ancient British constitution and the notion of liberty. From this pamphlet, it can be 

seen very clearly how the progovernment pamphleteers based their defence of the 

contemporary sovereign order on the so-called “Tory version of the English past.”359   

Lord Hervey briefly traced the history of the English monarchy before the Hanoverian 

dynasty and found that there was not much civil nor religious liberty in Old England 
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till the Glorious Revolution; no monarch had ever accepted an independent 

parliament nor respected the will of the people. What existed was only tyranny and 

the exercise of near absolute power. As he wrote, “From the Restoration let any one 

cast their eye backward to the Conquest, and they will find whatever Changes 

happen’d in the Government, those changes were nothing more than from one 

Tyrant, or one Kind of Tyranny, to another.” There were “the regal Tyranny of the 

Prince,” the “aristocratic Tyranny of the Barons,” and “the Ecclesiastical Tyranny of 

the Clergy,” and “there was no change but from this Tyrant to that, or from one to 

many.”360 Even Queen Elizabeth, who was highly praised as providing the model of 

the English free constitution and mixed government by Bolingbroke’s circle, 

governed the country with absolute disregard for the consent of the people. The 

House of Commons then had no right to judge state affairs but was controlled by the 

queen.361 British people enjoyed no liberty, enduring slavery during the long history 

before the Glorious Revolution, until the Bill of Rights settled “all those disputable 

points of Prerogative and Liberty.” 362  A mixed government was not effectually 

established until the Act of Settlement, which strongly restricted the power of the 

Crown. In brief, liberty did not exist in Old England, but it did appear in new England.  

As Harry T. Dickinson has observed, “Only the political heirs of those who had 

carried through the Revolution Settlement—and here Hervey meant Walpole and his 

closest allies—could be trusted to preserve the new constitution and to protect the 

liberties which had been so recently secured.”363 Hence, the constitution of new 

England was the best constitution and it protected the liberty of Britain better than 

the ancient constitution did in any past dynasty. Thus, what the English needed to do 

was to protect the constitution from the threat of change, as explained by 

Bolingbroke’s opposition party.  

As the notion of liberty was closely related to the possession of property, the 

disagreement regarding liberty between Bolingbroke’s country opposition and 

Walpole’s court circle was very complex, and behind the disagreement lay the 

conflict of the classical ideal of property and the modern idea of commerce. This 
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conflict has been much studied. Pocock has famously summarized the thesis as 

conflicts between land and money, virtue and commerce,364 which for him essentially 

concerns a change of historical consciousness in eighteenth-century Britain. As 

Pocock has repeatedly discussed, in the classical ideal from Aristotle to Harrington, 

land had always been regarded as the real property, guaranteeing individuals’ 

freedom and virtue by making the individual autonomous and independent; the 

stability of the state needed to be established on this real property, independence, 

and virtue. This classical ideal was inherited and revived by country gentlemen like 

Shaftesbury, Charles Davenant, and Bolingbroke in the Augustan age.365 This was 

one key reason that Bolingbroke considered the political system of the new England 

managed by Walpole’s party as a corrupt constitution.  

For Bolingbroke, along with the Glorious Revolution there was also a financial 

revolution, which established a “new constitution of the revenue” and the new 

constitution, which brought British liberties into more real danger than they were in 

before the revolution,366 was based on a new form of property, paper credit, which 

produced moneyed interests in contrast to the traditional landed interest. The new 

property was unreal and movable, and it was considered a threat to individuals’ 

independence and virtue, having a growing power to endanger the British security 

and to destroy the ancient British constitution.367 Great joint-stock companies were 

founded to serve parties and private interests, rather than the national interest, 

becoming “the real masters of every administration.”368 This was the main meaning 

of corruption when Bolingbroke used this term.  

The champions of Walpole’s government provided powerful reasons to justify the 

modern economic constitution. Like the opposition, they also admitted that there was 

corruption, but they showed a different attitude toward it.369 Their justification of the 

English revenue constitution, its public debt, and its corruption was rooted in a 

pessimistic understanding of human nature. For them, the weakness of human 
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nature was something unalterable. Selfishness and self-love, as Bernard Mandeville 

and William Arnall held, were such unshakable components of human nature that370 

human society inevitably suffered from corruption, division, and opposition as a 

result.371 Arnall, the primary author of The Free Briton, argued that “Men are always 

corrupt” and “Mankind are corrupt in themselves.”372 Whether corruption was good or 

bad depended on its effects. “If they well direct it, nor use it for any purpose but the 

publick advantage, they merit immortal applause.” The proper way to deal with 

corruption was not to stop it or remove it by way of returning to the first principles, as 

the classical tradition from Machiavelli to Bolingbroke had advocated, but to utilize it 

to “purchase friends for their country, to buy off bitter and vindictive enemies against 

a national interest; or otherwise to carry any point which improve the happiness of 

Mankind.”373  

Therefore, the apparent bribery of places and pensions was advantageous in 

extending executive power. Moreover, corruption and luxury were seen as beneficial 

to society as they were a stimulus to economic development. The powerful revenue 

constitution, the Bank of England, and the national debt system contributed to 

establishing a powerful British military and a steady Whig ascendancy regime.374 

Hence, the corruption of Walpole’s government highlighted by the opposition was not 

a problem but an exaggerated depiction by the latter from a motive of private 

interests.375 By this reasoning, in the works of Walpole’s writers, a utilitarian method 

was applied to legitimize the policies of the present government. As a result, by 

basing these writings on a pessimistic and realistic theory of human passion and 

desire, a defence or a rationalization of the corruption of Walpole’s government was 

established.  
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The historical problem behind the new financial constitution, especially the public 

credit and national debt, has been an important theme studied by Pocock, for whom 

the national debt in eighteenth-century Britain successfully shaped people’s 

consciousness of time and initiated a new consciousness for the future. As Pocock 

wrote, the national debt played as a device for British to mortgage “its revenues in 

the future”, as a result, it produced a society which lived “by speculation and by 

credit: that is to say, by men’s expectations of one another’s capacity for future 

action and performance.” Then basis of such a “dynamic social device” would be 

nothing but “simple expectations of another’s capacity to pay what he had borrowed, 

to perform what he had promised; they were boomtime beliefs.”376   

In the commercial society of early eighteenth-century Britain, Pocock has found the 

fourth source of historical consciousness: one based on human “imagination, fantasy 

or passion,”377 arguing that public credit was an embodiment of a secular future, 

promising the present a goal and objective of action. When the government utilized 

the device of public credit to support, to authorize, and to legitimize the present 

policies and constitutions, the imagined future, to some extent, determined the 

interpretations of the present as well as the past. Then, the new type of finance and 

commerce, which acted as a form of imagined future, could be properly interpreted 

as “historical determinants.” 378  According to Pocock, such an imagined future 

presumed a secular idea of progress.379 It was common for modern philosophers of 

history to root the idea of progress in the providential history of Christianity, which 

was characteristically expressed by Nicolas Berdyaev and Karl Löwith. For 

Berdyaev, the doctrine of progress was a secularized form of the messianic and 

millenarian idea.380 Löwith found a “secular futurism” in the works of Enlightenment 

thinkers such as Comte, but he could not imagine a secular origin for the idea of 
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progress. For him, the idea could only be explained from the Christian view of 

history, especially from its eschatology, as he wrote,  

The idea of progress could become the leading principle for the 

understanding of history only within this primary horizon of the future 

as established by Jewish and Christian faith, against the ‘hopeless’, 

because cyclic, world view of classical paganism. All modern striving 

for improvements and progresses, in the plural, is rooted in that 

singular Christian progress from which the modern consciousness 

has emancipated itself because it cannot be known and 

demonstrated by reason as a natural law but only by hope and faith 

as a gift of grace.381  

Both philosophers treated the eighteenth century as a key period for the rise of 

progressivism, while both considered the English experience of progress in this age 

vaguely while neglecting that a secular and irreligious origin of the images of the 

future, and, hence, progress, could be found in the Whig commercial ideology. 

This thesis agrees with Pocock’s interpretation of “the image of a secular and 

historical future,”382 while arguing that if the dispute over the new financial system 

between the country and the court were to be examined, it would be found that this 

interpretation only tells one half of the story, with the other half depicting a contrary 

image of the past and progress, which can be explained characteristically by 

Bolingbroke’s history. If it is proper to say that the defenders of the national debt and 

public credit in Walpole’s circle established a secular progressive future based on 

the justification of people’s present imagination, passion, and desire, then 

Bolingbroke’s country ideology established an imagined past based on a design of 

an original golden age. As this thesis shows, Bolingbroke’s past was not a secular 

one but one with roots in Christian providentialist thought. Different views of the past 

and the future determined their different attitudes toward the problems of reform and 

progress, which are discussed in the next section. 
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3.4 Bolingbroke’s Views of Reform, Progress, and Decay 

 

The late Stuart period saw great changes in its domestic and foreign affairs, 

including the Glorious Revolution, the Union of 1707, the South Sea Bubble, and the 

War of the Spanish Succession. As a key politician during Queen Anne’s reign, 

Bolingbroke himself witnessed and contributed to the changes of his time, while 

demonstrating a rather pessimistic attitude toward the “new England” as a result of 

these changes. This section will argue that Bolingbroke’s views of reform and 

progress were opposed to those of Whig sympathizers and that his call for a reform 

in the British constitution should be understood from his primitive historical 

consciousness. Before discussing Bolingbroke's thoughts on this theme, the 

negative attitude toward reform on Walpole’s side will first be considered.   

One of the central themes of the newspaper wars of the 1730s between Bolingbroke 

and the authors supporting the Walpole regime was the necessity and meaning of a 

reformation in the British constitution. A negation of the spirit of reformation was 

repeatedly expressed by the writers of The London Journal and Free Briton. For 

them, no golden age or a perfect original constitution had ever existed in Britain’s 

past. In antiquity, life for ordinary British people was full of misery and slavery, and 

civil freedom was an achievement of modern history, following incremental changes 

and alterations in constitutions, manners, customs, and laws after 1688. Hence, 

Walpole argued that the British political and legal systems up to now had 

experienced numerous changes that were unavoidable and even necessary, since 

the traditional customs and manners, institutions of commerce and property, and 

systems of court and jurisdiction could not persist to modern age without undergoing 

changes or updating itself with new elements. As William Arnall wrote in The Free 

Briton:  

It unavoidably happens, in a succession of ages, from the change of 

national manners and customs, from the influence of parties, from 

the variation of publick opinions, from revolutions in government, 

from great alterations in commerce and property, as well as from 

numberless other causes, that laws themselves will change; some 

grow obsolete and unregards, others differently understood, or 
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construed to a new and contrary meaning. Courts and Jurisdictions 

likewise change, their power always fluctuating; some Jurisdictions 

quite thrown down, and others risen to excessive heights, from very 

small beginnings… 

It follows from these causes, that all Traditionary Laws must be 

attended with great uncertainties, and are liable to infinite 

perplexities; all rules of right, deduced from the doctrines and 

opinions of former times, are still subject to new explanations, and 

governed over by the decisions of those who last fit in judgment: 

such Maxims of right must ever be thus vague, so that no people can 

possibly enjoy a municipal law unalterable and incorruptible.383   

Here we can see a dynamic and fluctuating image of the past, which was brought 

into the future with new contingencies, constant changes, and new explanations of 

the contingency and the change. In this understanding, the term “change” generally 

referred to “progress” in its modern positive sense, a process from the lower stage of 

civilization to a higher stage of it.384 While, on Walpole’s side, the paradox was that 

such a justification of “variation,” “revolution,” and “alteration,” and a progressive 

interpretation of the past did not mean that they would accept the call for any change 

or reform of the present constitution since the present constitution had reached the 

perfect state with “the fullest and most perfect Liberty” and any petition for a radical 

change would bring “confusion and ruin” to this perfect constitution.385 William Arnall 

dismissed the spirit of reform as a destructive passion which “introduced evils and 

corruptions, which never could be reformed,” and “this passion to make the world 

better, has often made it worse.”386  

As discussed above, this rejection was based on a pessimistic understanding of 

human nature. William Arnall considered the corruption of human nature and the 

“civil maladies” of society as something necessary and out of human control. No 

virtuous man, as implied by the classical paradigm of the country tradition, can be so 

wise and prudent to prevent the corruption of human nature and remove civil 
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maladies, which are problems beyond human capacity and “must be left to time and 

accidents;” forcing a solution to these problems would create even more troubles. As 

Arnall argued, “greater Evils be introduced” if root them out, and “Such frequently is 

the Situation of Things, and such the Malignity of Men, that Measures strictly virtuous 

would bring present Confusion and Ruin; and where an endeavour to. Reform would 

overturn, Reformation is a Calamity.”387 The term “reformation” was therefore used 

by the Opposition to refer to changes that were detrimental to Britain’s political reality 

rather than those which were for the better. The constitution that was already in 

place had been the best and the result of ages of evolution. What exists in the 

present is the best; reform and change are not necessary for the present 

establishments.  

Hence, the Whigs’ defence of the present constitution was based on what Pocock 

called “a kind of presentistic conservatism,”388 which was originally formed among 

the Tories in the 1680s but taken over by the Whigs in the early eighteenth century. 

This presentistic conservatism “uses the uniqueness of the present as a source for 

political authority” and it “emphasized that neither law nor parliament nor constitution 

was immemorial, and consequently that none could make claims against the 

sovereign authority on grounds of its supposed prior antiquity.”389 This presentistic 

consciousness denied history and time as reliable sources of authority for any 

regulating principle. If the constitution had experienced numerous historical changes, 

the original authority of the constitution must have lost in the past, and the principle 

of antiquity thus cannot be employed to justify the opposition or the support for 

authority.  

However, such a presentistic strategy would benefit a corrupt administration or an 

absolute authority, which was what Bolingbroke saw in Walpole’s government. 

Bolingbroke’s trend of primitivism in his historical consciousness fundamentally 

opposed such a presentistic authority. His defence of the supremacy of the British 

ancient constitution and his call to reform the present government was relevant to his 

distinction between constitution and government, with this distinction based on his 

theory of natural law. 
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Bolingbroke introduced a definition of constitution, government, and a good 

government. By the constitution, Bolingbroke meant that “assemblage of laws, 

institutions, and customs, derived from certain fixed principles of reason, directed to 

certain fixed objects of public good, that compose the general system, according to 

which the community hath agreed to be governed.”390 By government, Bolingbroke 

referred to the “particular tenor of conduct which a chief magistrate, and inferior 

magistrates under his direction and influence, hold in the administration of public 

affairs.”391 A good government meant that the “administration of public affairs, is 

wisely pursued, and with a strict conformity to the principles and objects of the 

constitution.”392 Otherwise, any government that goes against the constitution is bad. 

One apparent difference between the constitution and the government lies in their 

temporality. The constitution is the rule that should apply to all times, while the 

government is the governing rule at the particular time; the constitution is essentially 

“immutable” since it is a reflection of natural law; while the government “must vary”393 

because it is an artificial device conditioned by human nature and wisdom.  

Bolingbroke’s definition of constitution is thus anchored at a transcendent standard, 

such as “the constitution of things” derived from the law of nature as the will of God, 

and the constitution is “the criterion” by which the king and the politicians try to judge 

a government.394 A good government should govern according to the principles of 

the constitution which Bolingbroke referred to as the English ancient constitution. 

According to the Act of Settlement, the British subjects had the right to judge the 

present government by the principles of the ancient constitution, while any 

government that did not conform to the constitution was immoral and corrupt and 

needed to be reformed or renewed by the principles of the ancient constitution, as 

the British people had done at the Glorious Revolution. 

The organic system of the ancient constitution best corresponded to the law of 

nature. Like the “tree,”395 it was originally perfect, since its essential parts “are so 

proportioned, and so intimately connected, that a change in one begets a change in 
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the whole.”396 Much like William Arnall’s rejection of any changes of the modern 

constitution, Bolingbroke rejected any changes of the ancient constitution. Both 

admitted that there were defects and imperfections in the present constitution 

founded upon the Glorious Revolution. While Arnall considered them to be the 

natural results of imperfect human nature and hence considered change as 

unnecessary, Bolingbroke emphasized the need to resolve the imperfections by way 

of restoring the ancient constitution, otherwise, as he stated, the future would be 

precarious.397  

A retrospective rather than a progressive view of history supported Bolingbroke’s 

defence of Britain’s ancient constitution. Bolingbroke frequently used the notion of 

“progress” but was not a progressivist in a modern sense, as he expressed the two 

senses of “progress” in his writings. In most cases, the word referred to a neutral 

sense, and progress for him simply meant an action of an onward process with no 

implication of advancement or improvement. Such usage can be seen in the 

following instance: 

We have been long coming to this point of depravation; and the 

progress from confirmed habits of evil is much more slow than the 

progress to them….We may go up to her [virtue] with ease, but we 

must go up gradually, according to the natural progression of reason, 

who is to lead the way, and to guide our steps. 398 

Here, “progress” is almost synonymous with “onward process” and Bolingbroke 

occasionally referred to progress in this indifferent sense when discussing the 

change of constitutional and political phenomena in Study and Use History, 

Dissertation upon Parties and Remarks.399 However, this was balanced by his use of 

the term in reference to a process of improvement or advancement to a further or 

higher stage. Such usage can be seen in the following instances: 
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Let us content ourselves therefore to trace his mind, to observe its 

growth, and the progress it makes from its infancy to its maturity.400 

And  

But he who contemplates the obvious advantages of benevolence 

and justice to society, and of society to mankind, will feel a pleasure 

much more sensible: and the same proportion will hold in all the 

progress the mind makes to discover mathematical, and moral 

truth.401  

Here, “progress” is generally used to describe the improvement of knowledge and 

learning, and hence frequently appears in Bolingbroke’s writings on human 

knowledge, philosophy, and religion.402 Although he was not himself a progressivist, 

he believed that a society could be so. In the fifth letter of the Study and Use of 

History, Bolingbroke encouraged Lord Cornbury to study history as it helped people 

improve their knowledge of other ages as well as their own, and contributed to 

character development: 

With these advantages every man may, though few men do, 

advance daily towards those ideas, those increated essences a 

Platonist would say, which no human creature can reach in practice, 

but in the nearest approaches to which the perfection of our nature 

consist; because every approach of this kind renders a man better, 

and wiser, for himself, for his family, for the little community of his 

own country, and for the great community of the world.403  

These words were written to a young nobleman whom Bolingbroke had high hopes 

for, and as they revealed, Bolingbroke believed that the progress of a society could 

occur based on individual improvement that is grounded in greater knowledge and 

learning. Modern reformers and revolutionaries commonly utilize the ideology of 
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progress to legitimatize reformation and revolution movements, but this approach 

and language were not observed in Bolingbroke’s works.404 

On the one hand, when describing the process of changes in human knowledge and 

learning, Bolingbroke used its modern positive sense of “progress,” although this did 

not indicate that he considered this “progress” to have occurred in his contemporary 

age. On the other hand, he rarely used the positive “progress” to describe the 

changes in the political constitution and human civilization. In other words, the 

progressive interpretation of human history demonstrated by the French 

Enlightenment philosophers and the four-stages theory of the Scottish Enlightenment 

historians had not yet seen in Bolingbroke’s historical consciousness. 

David Spadafora concluded that since the late seventeenth century, “it was already 

customary to think about religion and learning as progressive” and the idea of 

progress had become “well-established habits of mind” for the eighteenth-century 

British people.405 However, this thesis argues that Bolingbroke should be considered 

as an exception to this intellectual tradition as he turned out to be a loyal proponent 

of the doctrines of decay and degeneration in explaining the history of politics and 

civilization.  

As Peter Burke summarized in a conference paper on Edward Gibbon, the idea of 

decline had dominated people’s view of “change” from the early fifteenth century to 

the end of the eighteenth. As Burke mainly focused on Gibbon’s view of fall, briefly 

considering Hume and Montesquieu when discussing the situation of the idea in the 

eighteenth century, his paper argued that no one could be more characteristic than 

Bolingbroke of an heir of the tradition of the idea of decline in eighteenth-century 

Britain. Considering that Gibbon published his first volume of Decline and Fall nearly 

forty years after the completion of Bolingbroke’s writings on history in 1776, it may be 

appropriate to say that Bolingbroke was the most important narrator of that tradition 

in the first half of eighteenth-century Britain. Burke argued that the “repertoire of 

metaphors or schemata” existed in this period to express that the idea of decline 

could be divided into six areas: 1) “Cosmic decline,” which tends to describe the 

world as an old man; 2) “Moral decline, or the decay of ‘manners’,” which 

                                                                 
404 Works, vol.Ⅳ, 276. 
405 David Spadafora, The Idea of Progress in Eighteenth-Century Britain (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 1990), 
17-18. 



109 

 

emphasizes the fall of man from a perfect creation of God to a sinful adult and the 

“transition from an age of simplicity and virtue to an age of luxury and corruption;” 3) 

“The decline or ‘fall’ of the church,” which appeals to the idea of the golden age of 

church; 4) “Political decline, or the fall of republics, kingdoms, and empires,” which 

mainly refers to the corruption of power and the loss of liberty; 5) “Cultural decline, or 

the decadence of language, arts, and sciences.”6) “Economic decline, or the decline 

of wealth, trade, industry, and population.”406  

With the exception of the cosmic decline, these notions of decline were all shared by 

Bolingbroke. In “On the Power of the Prince and the Freedom of the People,” 

Bolingbroke concurred with Machiavelli and held that “It is the nature of all 

government to degenerate.”407 The conception of decay is usually blended with the 

notion of a cyclical history, which was an essential tenet of classical historiography 

that constantly shaped the historical consciousness of eighteenth-century British 

thinkers such as Bolingbroke, Edward Gibbon, David Hume, Lord Kames, and Adam 

Ferguson. 408  Bolingbroke is viewed by some as “the chief eighteenth-century 

theoretician” of cyclical history.409 His cyclical theory rarely deviated from those of his 

predecessors and contemporaries, as he stated that, 

Our physical and moral systems are carried round in one perpetual 

revolution, from generation to corruption, and from corruption to 

generation; from ignorance to knowledge, and from knowledge to 

ignorance; from barbarity to civility, and from civility to barbarity. Arts 

and sciences grow up, flourish, decay, die, and return under the 

same, or other forms, after periods which appear long to us, however 

short they may be, compared with the immense duration of the 

systems of created being.410  

This cyclical explanation can be viewed as Bolingbroke’s general interpretation of the 

general civil history, while what really mattered to him was what he perceived to be 
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decay and decline in his present age. He wanted to label his age as a “degenerate 

age” and the modern generations as degenerate people.411 The doctrine of decay or 

decline, rather than cyclical history, was what he employed as a theoretical weapon 

against the progressive ideology of Walpole’s pamphleteers. Strongly discontented 

with the present new England, Bolingbroke held that the state was in a complete fall 

in every aspect.  

Bolingbroke wrote in the last letter of Study and Use of History that the state was to 

become “a new and undefinable monster” and the decay apparently occurring in the 

present political structures, and the new monster was “composed of a king without 

monarchical splendour, a senate of nobles without aristocratical independency, and 

a senate of commons without democratical freedom.” 412  Consequently, the new 

England under the Whig party for Bolingbroke was neither in a perfect and well-

operated state as Walpole’s pamphleteers argued, nor in a progressive state as  

both the orthodox Anglican divine and Knightsbridge Professor of Philosophy at 

Cambridge, Edmund Law, and the dissenting divine Joseph Priestley held.413 Instead 

“the decay appears in every instance. Public and private virtue, public and private 

spirit, science and wit, decline all together.”414 

This decay was true for Bolingbroke in British secular history and also in the history 

of Christianity. His conception of the decay of traditional Christianity constituted a 

key part of his Deist interpretation of Christian history. First in Study and Use of 

History and then in Fragments or Minutes of Essays, he charged the ecclesiastical 

authority, clergies, fathers, and the theologians for having corrupted and distorted 

the genuine Christianity with a later “Traditional Christianity” or “artificial theology,” 

which, as cited above, was constructed under the philosophical influences of Plato 

and Aristotle. Although “Traditional Christianity” was “derived from the writings of 

fathers and doctors of the church, and from the decrees of councils,” it is still the 
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“word of men,” not the “word of God.”415 For Bolingbroke, “Christianity has been in 

decay ever since the resurrection of letters.”416 The schools of Plato and Aristotle 

corrupted true religion by blending philosophical speculations with divine truth. The 

Church of Rome, the Reformation, and the Protestants introduced superstitious 

worship, ignorance, and the monopoly of the clergy to civil society, and this long 

history of traditional Christianity had deviated from the genuine origin of Christianity, 

which was the gospel.417  

The doctrine of “decay” always follows the doctrine of the golden age or the doctrine 

of “original state.” Thus, the language of the original Christianity may be perceived as 

a device to attack traditional Christianity and the clerical authority, commonly used 

by Deists in eighteenth-century Britain. The Deists spoke highly of the original 

Christianity as genuine, pure, and uncorrupted. It is the word of God and is 

“contained in the gospels” as Bolingbroke expressed. 418  In Matthew Tindal’s 

Christianity as Old as the Creation (1730), the Christianity of the gospel is the “Only 

True Religion” which is “as old as the Creation.” Tindal was especially keen on using 

the term “the Divine Original” to refer to God.419 The idea of an original and primitive 

Christianity was echoed by other Deists such as Thomas Morgan and Thomas 

Amory. A self-professed “Christian Deist,” Thomas Morgan had anonymously 

published the first volume of his The Moral Philosopher in 1737, in which a Deist, 

Philalethes, defined Christianity as “the complete system of moral Truth and 

Righteousness, Justice and Charity, which, as the best transcript of the Religion of 

Nature, was preached to the world by Christ and the Apostles”, and this conception 

of Christianity should be viewed as the “original, real and indisputable Christianity,” 

which “restores the eternal, immutable rule of moral rectitude, or the Religion of God 

and Nature”.420  
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In Memoirs, another Deist, Thomas Amory, defended the “original standards,” “the 

primitive state,” and the “original purity” of the original Christianity. 421  As with 

Bolingbroke and Morgan, he too blamed the clerics and theologians for the 

corruption and decay of the original form of Christianity.422 As the original religion, it 

is thus the oldest and the best. In the intellectual history of Deism, it was common to 

justify the original natural religion with a primitive historical consciousness. The Deist 

emphasis on the antiquity of natural religion had been observed in Jean Bodin’s 

Colloquium Heptaplomeres De Rerum Sublimium Arcanis Abditis, in which there was 

a discussion about the true and best religion. Toralba, a Deist, argued that  

the best religion is the oldest. So great is the faith in antiquity that it 

can easily sustain itself by its own authority. New religions, new 

sacrifices, new sacraments, new rites, new laws, new methods, new 

churches, new decrees, new customs have completely disrupted 

some of the most prosperous states.423  

Bolingbroke undertook thorough studies of religion in his philosophical Essays, 

where he discussed “all the theories important to deism of his day.” Although he 

shared many of the positions held by other Deists, he does not lack originality in 

Deist theory.  Walter McIntosh Merrill argued that Bolingbroke’s theories of moral 

attributes of humans and Providence were more complete than any other Deist, and 

he is comparatively more extreme in denying the actuality of miracles and more 

skeptical of the potentialities of reason. Thus, Bolingbroke’s theory of Deism does 

not consist of a simple regurgitation of the thought of his predecessors and it does 

not lack creativity. In this connection, William Warburton and Leslie Stephen argued 

that “He was as original as most of the deists and the most comprehensive of them 

all.”424 This thesis does not intend to discuss the influence of Bolingbroke’s Deist 

theory in the intellectual history of Christianity, but it is nevertheless worthwhile to 

consider whether there were any connections between his religious thought and his 

defence of the ancient British constitution, which is generally neglected by scholars 

of Bolingbroke even today.  
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3.5 Bolingbroke’s Notions of History and Religion 

 

This thesis argues that Bolingbroke’s historical world was rooted in two idealized 

original orders: one is a secular order which refers to the ancient British constitution, 

which was the perfect constitution, and the other is the providential order which 

refers to the original natural Christianity. The secular and providential orders were 

respectively governed by “particular law, or constitution of laws,” 425  and the 

providential order is ruled by the natural law or the universal law of reason. This is 

discussed in The Idea of a Patriot King: 

Now, we are subject, by the constitution of human nature, and 

therefore by the will of the Author of this and every other nature, to 

two laws. One given immediately to all men by God, the same to all, 

and obligatory alike on all. The other given to man by man; and 

therefore not the same to all, nor obligatory alike on all: founded 

indeed on the same principles, but varied by different applications of 

them to times, to characters, and to a number, which may be 

reckoned infinite, of other circumstances. By the first, I mean the 

universal law of reason; and by the second, the particular law, or 

constitution of laws, by which every distinct community has chosen 

to be governed.426  

He goes on to indicate that both laws are actually the works of God and the 

manifestation of God’s general providence. Hence, the secular laws and 

constitutions were fundamentally providential in their origin. As he wrote: 

The obligation of submission to both, is discoverable by so clear and 

so simple an use of our intellectual faculties, that it may be said 

properly enough to be revealed to us by God: and though both these 

laws cannot be said properly to be given by him, yet our obligation to 

submit to the civil law is a principal paragraph in the natural law, 
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which he has most manifestly given us. In truth we can no more 

doubt the obligations of both of these laws, than of the existence of 

the lawgiver. As supreme Lord over all his works, his general 

providence regards immediately the great commonwealth of 

mankind; but then, as supreme Lord likewise, his authority gives a 

sanction to the particular bodies of law which are made under it. The 

law of nature is the law of all his subjects: the constitutions of 

particular governments are like the by-laws of cities, or the 

appropriated customs of provinces. It follows, therefore, that he who 

breaks the laws of his country resists the ordinance of God, that is, 

the law of his nature. God has instituted neither monarchy, nor 

aristocracy, nor democracy, nor mixed government: but though he 

has instituted no particular form of government among men, yet by 

the general laws of his kingdom he exacts our obedience to the laws 

of those communities, to which each of us is attached by birth, or to 

which we may be attached by a subsequent and lawful 

engagement.427 

These statements are characteristic views of the natural law theory. This reasoning 

of the two laws is completely theoretical and speculative in that they reflect two 

highly idealized orders. As Bolingbroke admitted: “From such plain, unrefined, and 

therefore, I suppose, true reasoning, the just authority of kings, and the due 

obedience of subjects may be deduced with the utmost certainty.”428 What has just 

been mentioned is a de jure state of his idealized orders of the universe. These two 

laws and orders represent two conceptual frameworks to understand history, or in 

Pocock’s theory, they are two conceptual frameworks Bolingbroke utilized to “order” 

his consciousness of history. Pocock’s fundamental thesis is “history is public time,” 

which means that 

individuals who see themselves as public beings see society as 

organized into and by a number of frameworks, both institutional and 

conceptual, in and through which they apprehend things as 

happening to society and themselves, and which provide them with 
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means of differentiating and organizing the things they apprehend as 

happening.429  

For Bolingbroke, the particular law and natural law, as well as the order of ancient 

constitution and natural Christianity were precisely the kinds of conceptual means 

through which he apprehends his history. 

Both orders have their own distinctive characters but do not completely disregard 

each other. They share the similarity of being perfect and completed in their original 

state, but they were corrupted and violated by later ages, so each order 

corresponded to a kind of decay. As for the ancient constitution, there was the decay 

that occurred in the new England and the modern commercial society; the decay had 

happened for natural religion during the long history of the later churches and 

traditional Christianity. Another similarity is that both orders are immutable and 

unalterable, and the main principles of the British constitution “are fixed as well as 

any truths can be fixed in the minds of men,” while the natural law conducted by the 

general providence “is not only given but executed.”430 The later ages may only 

revisit the first principles and spirit of these original orders, rather change them into 

new forms, and any change would be corruption and decay. Bolingbroke praised the 

“plainness and simplicity” of the original state as proof of the divinity of natural law.431 

From the perspective of natural law, God has established the natural order and 

dislikes change;432 therefore, because the social order is part of the natural order, 

any opposition to the social order or the rule of law constitutes resistance to the 

ordinances of God. The third similarity is that both orders involve a central figure. In 

the original Christianity, there is God, while in the ancient British constitution, there 

was the patriot king or good king, who ruled in accordance with the natural law. Both 

orders are essentially interconnected. Bolingbroke seems to imply that the first order 

is shaped by the second, as the former is an imitation or even a result of the latter. 

He constantly made metaphors and analogies between the two. Bolingbroke was 
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particularly concerned over the relationship between the two orders and if it meant 

that man could imitate God. 

While the present Bolingbroke scholars have paid little attention to the problem of 

imitation, it is a key point to understanding Bolingbroke’s thoughts on the relationship 

between the divine order and the secular order. W. M. Merrill touched on this topic in 

a brief paragraph, but the horizon of the analysis was limited to the 75th, 76th, and 

77th essays of Fragments, in which Bolingbroke criticized the divines, especially 

William King, who made an analogy between God and man and ascribed humans’ 

passions, notions, and forms to God. Merrill concluded that “Bolingbroke’s objection 

in this instance is so general as to be of little value.”433 Merrill undervalued the 

meaning of the imitation problem for understanding Bolingbroke’s religious thought, 

neglecting the paradox in Bolingbroke’s view of the imitation problem. 

With the exception of the three essays cited above, Bolingbroke exclusively 

discussed the imitation problem in the fourth essay of Fragments, where he 

answered directly the query about whether man should seek to imitate God’s wisdom 

and goodness. The answer for him was simply no. Man is imperfect and foolish, and 

God is Omnipotent. It is absurd to assert that man can imitate the Supreme Being in 

the exercise of the physical and moral attributes, and it is absurd to consider that 

man may have the same attributes as God since there is no direct knowledge of the 

divine attributes that “are exercised in such innumerable relations absolutely 

unknown to us.”434 He further systematically explained the reason in the 77th essay 

of Fragments: 

God’s manner of knowing may be so different from ours, that 

foreknowledge, as we call it improperly in him, may be consistent 

with the contingency of events, although that which we call properly 

foreknowledge in ourselves be not so. But he reasons about the 

essential natural attributes of God as if he reasoned about those that 

we call moral, in which way of reasoning there is great and manifest 

error. The former are fixed, uniform, and specific natures, that want 

no equivalent; and that are certainly adequate, since the mighty 
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effects that are produced proceed from them. They may be 

perceived more or less in different cases, but in no case will they 

vary, even in appearance and in human apprehension, from what 

they are….The latter are not such fixed, uniform, specific natures to 

human apprehension. They are rather assumed nominal natures, not 

manifested by God in his government of the world as clearly and as 

determinately, as the physical attributes of wisdom and power are in 

the whole system of his works; but framed into abstract general 

notions by the human mind to help itself into abstract consideration 

of human actions, and applied to the Supreme Being that we may 

reason more distinctly, if not more truly, about his nature, and the 

dispensation of his providence.435  

As was explicitly expressed in the Fragments, Bolingbroke did not believe that man 

could imitate God in his personal capacity, and imitation Bolingbroke would rather 

consider as a trick made by the revealed religion and divines to misguide and control 

human beings in the mask of representatives of God. The complexity or paradox of 

the problem is that if man cannot imitate God or have His physical and moral 

attributes as an individual, can human constitutions then imitate God’s wisdom and 

pursue the good of society as God had designed? Bolingbroke believes so. 

The answer should be interpreted from the theory of the two orders discussed 

above. As both the law of nature and the positive law are the wills of God and a 

display of God’s general providence, it is the duty of human beings to obey this 

law. 436  The perfect process of secular government and constitution should thus 

imitate the rule of natural law and completely abides by the general providence: 

The ordinary course of things, preserved and conducted by a 

general providence, confirms what the law of reason and of nature 

teaches us. The law is not only given, but executed. The authority of 

the lawgiver makes it our duty, the sanctions make it our interest to 

obey the law….In imitation of providential government, human 

government goes no further: and yet there are a parcel of little 

                                                                 
435 Works, vol.Ⅳ, 463. 

436 Works, vol.Ⅳ, 381. 



118 

 

tyrants who find fault with the former for going no further. God 

punishes to reform, as far as our nature, and his scheme, permit. 

In Dissertation upon Parties, Bolingbroke again depicted his ideal constitution as the 

human imitation of God: 

To govern a society of freemen by a constitution founded on the 

eternal rules of right reason, and directed to promote the happiness 

of the whole, and of every individual, is the noblest prerogative which 

can belong to humanity; and if man may be said, without 

profaneness, to imitate God in any case, this is the case.437 

Bolingbroke tended to compare his idealized ancient constitution to the divine 

constitution, whereby the former imitated the latter to promote the general good of 

human society. In the 17th letter of Remarks on the History of England, he praised 

the limited monarchy as it was “the immediate, the personal, the highest interest” of 

the prince to embrace the union between the governors and the governed, which 

represented the wisdom of the ancient British constitution, whereby wisdom was an 

imitation of divine wisdom: 

The wisdom of our constitution hath made it so; and, in making it so, 

hath imitated that divine wisdom, which appears in the constitution of 

the moral world. In this, it may be easily proved from a consideration 

of the circumstances in which we stand as individuals, that the 

general good of society is the particular interest of every member. 

Our Creator designed therefore that we should promote this general 

good. It is by consequence our duty to do so; and every man who 

believes a wise, all-directing mind, and who knows that proportioning 

of means to ends is essential to wisdom, must subscribe to this 

opinion.438 

The ancient British constitution, in line with the divine natural law, promoted the 

general good. The most important “general good” and “happiness” was the spirit of 

liberty. He compared the British old spirit of liberty to “the divine rod of Aaron,” which 
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“will devour all the serpents of the magicians.” Here the “serpents” referred to the 

spirit of faction.439 As Bolingbroke praised the ancient constitution as an example of 

safeguarding the people’s liberty, he compared the entirety of Britain to a temple of 

liberty, and the spirit of liberty was alluded to the “sacred fire,” stating that although 

the “sacred fires have been extinguished in so many countries, here they have been 

religiously kept alive” because Britain has her guardians of liberty who were 

described to be “her saints, her confessors, and a whole army of martyrs.”440 

Bolingbroke based his defence of the ancient constitution and the ancient liberty 

within the natural law tradition. The providential order reflects itself in the secular 

order, which for Bolingbroke, refers to the British ancient constitution. Both orders 

were perfect to begin with, thus there was no need for change. Fundamentally, 

Bolingbroke did not trust the system and order constructed by human beings’ 

artificial designs with their abstract philosophy. For him, 

A system of human law and human policy is the product of human 

understanding, and therefore incomplete and imperfect, liable to 

different constructions at all times, and fit to be altered at 

some….What is made by man may be explained, supplied, altered, 

and improved by man.441  

However, that is how theology corrupted the natural religion, and how Walpole’s new 

England, directed by the philosophies of Hobbes and Locke, distorted the British 

constitution. Bolingbroke attempted to interpret and defend the traditional order 

within an eternal and immutable order, an order that, to him, was guided by God’s 

general providence, and the universe under this order is filled with a chain of beings. 

All beings of the chain are connected in one immense design, and each being has its 

due place and state, this order and chain rejects any alteration.442 

As a result, the primitive tendency that emphasized the perfection of the two original 

orders gave Bolingbroke’s historical consciousness a closed character, which 

refused to accept the new England or to adapt to the then-present situation. This 
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tendency also made him a radical defender of the past order and values. 

Bolingbroke adopted an essentially religious route to defend the ancient constitution, 

which differentiated him from the utilitarian route of Walpole’s theorists and Burke’s 

common law route.   

 

 

3.6 Conclusion  

 
This thesis has endeavoured to interpret Bolingbroke’s intellectual world and his 

intellectual reaction to the Augustan age through his historical consciousness, 

arguing that Bolingbroke provided one representative solution, primitive and radical 

in essence, to cope with the great change that happened in the Augustan age.  

Bolingbroke believed that Britain had encountered an alarming crisis or decay, both 

constitutionally and morally. In 1740, he wrote to Sir William Wyndham that “The 

British constitution of government is at a great crisis, which must turn either to life or 

death.”443 He lamented the danger of the destruction of British liberty. Bolingbroke 

may not have exaggerated the problem. Kramnick concluded that,  

A decisive break with the past was taking place in English social 

history during the Augustan period. A traditional order was giving 

way to institutions of a centralized and commercial society, and to an 

increasingly urban and middle-class world.444  

Bolingbroke accurately sensed the transformation happening in his age, shifting from 

a traditional to a modern order. The strong sense of crisis inspired Bolingbroke’s 

patriotism and aristocratic spirit to revolt against the new modern order and recover 

the traditional order which, according to him, was ruled by the ancient constitution, 

the ancient spirit of liberty, the landed interest, and the natural religion. Seeing 

himself as “the last of Britons,”445 he considered it his mission as well as that of all 

patriots to preserve and recover the ancient constitution and the spirit of ancient 

liberty. 
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One direct ambition of his political and historical writings was to appeal to younger 

members of the British governing elite, such as the Prince of Wales, Lord Cornbury, 

and the Boy Patriots, to assume the duty of revivifying “the broken traditions”446 and 

to restore the ancient constitution, “drawing our government back to the true 

principles of it.”447 Such a patriotic sentiment and historical consciousness informed 

his thinking throughout his life.  As a leader of the country opposition during most of 

the first half of the eighteenth century in England, his response to the crisis and 

reaction to the present order was highly influential in his age. Thus, Bolingbroke has 

become representative of how many eighteenth-century educated English people 

responded to the shift from a traditional to a modern society, as well as the stability 

of such a historical situation.  

Despite a series of crises of radical change caused by opposition, riot, revolution, 

and war, eighteenth-century Britain was still a relatively stable and conservative 

state, as discussed in the first chapter. Historical consciousness, it has been argued, 

provides a crucial but relatively neglected perspective to understand the issue of 

social and political stability, and Bolingbroke presents a good case study of this. This 

theme has rarely been studied by contemporary Bolingbroke scholars, with the 

notable exception of Pocock, whose study of the historical consciousness of 

eighteenth-century England has hugely influenced my approach. However, my thesis 

differs from Pocock’s judgments on Bolingbroke’s historical consciousness in two 

ways. First, I have not accepted Pocock’s exclusion of Bolingbroke from the 

antiquarian tradition, and as my account reveals, Bolingbroke should be viewed as 

an antiquarian in historical consciousness due to his staunch defence of the ancient 

constitutions, notions, and values. I have also argued that Pocock undervalued the 

significance of Bolingbroke as part of the ancient constitution tradition. Secondly, 

Pocock held that the state gained stability in 1714 after loosening the ties which 

bound England to her past which no longer vitally influenced the present, while my 

account has suggested that this judgment is not true. Rather, I have maintained that 

Bolingbroke’s strategy of employing historical resources to criticize the present 

politics and society, as well as the stability of England in his age greatly benefited 

from his defence of traditional constitution and values.  
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This thesis has reviewed the contemporary studies of Bolingbroke’s historical 

writings, revealing the existing studies to be rather limited in scale, with no 

monograph published on Bolingbroke’s historical ideas. Modern scholars have 

disagreed when assessing Bolingbroke’s position as a historian. Sydney Wayne 

Jackman did not consider Bolingbroke to be a serious and professional historian; 

David J. Womersley viewed him as an original and significant thinker in his age, as 

well as a medium through whom continental historiography was first introduced into 

England; Pocock believed that the rise of historicism can be traced back to 

Bolingbroke’s relativism. My account in this thesis does not focus on Bolingbroke’s 

contributions to the British historiography but rather on the complex relationship 

between historical consciousness and his political and religious thinking. 

As with other historians in his time, Bolingbroke was well educated in classical 

studies, and his thinking was deeply rooted in his knowledge of classical literature, 

and ancient history and philosophy. He admired classical historians and was 

profoundly influenced by the classical philosophy of history; indeed, his Study and 

Use of History has been considered as “The last considerable manual” within the 

tradition of classical historiography.448 Bolingbroke’s image as a classical historian 

has been commonly recognized over the past centuries, while this thesis has 

established that this attention gave insufficient attention to his significant 

contributions to classical historiography. Bolingbroke’s classical scholarship meant a 

great deal to his thinking and is only fully understood through its connection to his 

defence of the ancient constitution and natural religion – a perspective which is 

generally omitted in existing Bolingbroke studies. 

The thesis further examines Bolingbroke’s classical face, arguing that Bolingbroke 

attained his classical knowledge from three main sources: the philosophies, 

historiographies, and literature of ancient Greek, Rome, and Renaissance Italy, the 

constitutional historiography of ancient Anglo-Saxon, as well as the historical 

materials from ancient East where Bolingbroke’s debt to classical Chinese 

philosophies and politics was revealed. These three sources enriched his classical 

knowledge, starting from the first source where Bolingbroke learned the classical 

understanding about the nature of history, the classical style of historiography, the 
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doctrines of balance and mixed-government, and the Machiavellian theory of 

government. Ancient Chinese philosophy provided a comparative sample for him to 

strengthen his beliefs in classical virtue and natural religion. Though Bolingbroke’s 

understanding of ancient China was not profound and professional, his knowledge 

provided a global horizon and a much more critical thought process as compared to 

the antiquarians toward classical history and Western culture. Ancient Britain was 

Bolingbroke’s central theme in such historical writings as the Study and Use of 

History and the Remarks. The thesis then discusses the golden age of the ancient 

British constitution that he had hoped to revive. His criticism of Walpole’s version of 

the new England was based on his idealization of the ancient constitution.  

Bolingbroke’s justification of the ancient constitution adopted a different approach 

from those of Walpole’s pamphleteers and the proponents of common law. Few 

scholars have given serious attention to Bolingbroke’s legal thought, and it is a 

misunderstanding to consider Bolingbroke’s doctrine of the ancient constitution as 

simply based in conceptions of the common law. Here, I have especially questioned 

the views of Pocock and Kramnick. As this thesis has established, although 

Bolingbroke emphasized the importance of the legal profession, he did not defend 

the ancient constitution from the common law tradition as Burke did, and he never 

mentioned the common law in his historical writings. His defence of the ancient 

constitution was not based on the common law tradition but was rather based on his 

doctrine of ancient liberty and the tradition of natural law. For him, the supremacy of 

the ancient British constitution over the modern constitution was demonstrated 

through how the former best embodied the spirit of liberty and the law of nature.  

This thesis, then, has offered a comparative study of Bolingbroke’s notions of the 

ancient constitution and ancient liberty, as well as the doctrines of the modern 

constitution and modern liberty (as expressed, for example, by John Hervey and 

William Arnall). For Hervey and Arnall, the present modern constitution was superior 

to the ancient constitution precisely because the former had perfectly protected the 

people’s liberty and freed up their capacity for enjoyment. This thesis has 

demonstrated that the basis of the doctrine of modern liberty was a pessimistic 

theory of human nature and a utilitarian understanding of corruption and luxury. I 

have argued that behind the controversies over the ancient constitution and modern 
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constitution lay conflicting types of historical consciousness, leading to different 

understandings of the past, progress, and reform.  

The thesis provided a linguistic analysis of Bolingbroke’s discussion of “progress” 

and “decay,” arguing that although Bolingbroke believed in the possibility of progress 

in learning and art, he was not a progressivist in his larger conceptions of history and 

civilization. Instead, he was a thinker who admired the ancient as “the original” and 

“the primitive” with “genuine purity,” “plainness and simplicity,” and “primitive 

freedom.” As a result, he envisaged in his historical consciousness a golden age 

through an idealized version of an ancient constitution, which in turn formed a 

response to Walpole’s Whig political ascendancy. Bolingbroke’s views were criticized 

by the London Journal as “old Prejudices.” 449  By comparison, Walpole’s 

pamphleteers provided a more progressive explanation of British history, which 

corresponded to the rise of modern commercial society and hence were more 

effective than Bolingbroke in interpreting the present order. 

My thesis aims to investigate the reasons why Bolingbroke embraced his particular 

historical consciousness, with its veneration of the ancient and the primitive. The 

answer, I have suggested, is to be found in an analysis of his natural law theory, 

including his Deist views of a God who created the world and humankind. In his 

words, “We are not left to make the discovery, nor to proceed… by the strength of 

our own understandings. We are led to it by the hand of God.”450 Following the 

natural law tradition, Bolingbroke argued that there are two laws, “One given 

immediately to all men by God” and “The other given to man by man;” one is the 

“universal law of reason” while the other is the particular law.451 This paper found two 

idealized and immutable orders in Bolingbroke’s history, one being the natural 

religious order governed by natural law, and the other being the secular order of an 

ancient constitution governed by particular law. For Bolingbroke, the first order was 

an imitation of the second one, and both orders and laws were essentially the works 

of God and the manifestation of His general providence. By integrating natural law 

tradition into the ancient constitution, Bolingbroke demonstrated a transcendental 

character in his ancient constitution and liberty, which played the role of a “perpetual” 
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and “immortal” being across all times since the unknown age of the nation.452 He 

further implied that the ancient constitution was the perfect constitution since it was 

an imitation of the ancient divine wisdom, as it had been communicated to the world 

at the creation of all things. 

While Bolingbroke had the idea of perfectibility, the state of perfection is located in 

the past rather than in the future. What dominated his historical consciousness was 

not “the illusion of finality”453 but the belief in the highest wisdom of originality. If there 

must be any change, then it must be the change that went back to the “first 

principles” and sought to restore ancient purity, for only this kind of change could 

renew the world. As he wrote, “It appears now to be true, in fact, that neither reason 

nor revelation, neither heathen nor Christian philosophers, neither human nor divine 

laws, have been able to reform the manners of men effectually; may we not, nay 

must we not conclude that such a reformation is inconsistent with the original 

constitution of the human system?”454 The primitive belief in the ancient constitution 

led to his radical attitude toward reform for a new England – radical because it 

sought a return to the ancient roots.  

Bolingbroke did not entirely reject the language of revolution, which, as we will see, 

is contrary to the case of Burke. Bolingbroke approved of the “frequent and salutary 

revolutions” since it could bring the British constitution back to its “original principles,” 

renewing and improving the constitution.455 However, the term of revolution for him 

had not received its modern negative connotation as a process that would overturn 

the fundamental constitution or the existing order and lead to disastrous results. On 

the contrary, “revolution” referred to a great change that may achieve promising 

results. It did not indicate the establishment of a new political structure under new 

political schemes and ideas, and the scheme of reform could not violate the natural 

law. Human reform should respect the divine authority. Bolingbroke criticized the 

speculative and abstract political philosophy expressed by Hobbes and Locke, 
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453 Bury, The Idea of Progress, 351. 
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maintaining that “the precepts and motives, offered by the best philosophers, have 

been never able to reform mankind effectually, without the assistance of some higher 

principle, and some divine authority.”456  

On the contrary, reform meant a return to the original constitution and old 

principles. 457  He rejected reform brought by “new laws and new schemes of 

government” but supported reform achieved under “old laws, and an old 

constitution.”458 Such kinds of reform, for Bolingbroke, would best reinfuse the spirit 

of its ancient constitution into the minds of the British people, and, moreover, such 

kinds of reform would be practical and easy for the king.459  This message was 

expressed in The Idea of a Patriot King. Bolingbroke had apparently hoped that the 

Prince of Wales would be such a reformer. 

He also appealed to young British nobles, as well as to the people, to revere the 

ancient constitution, “revive” and restore the ‘true ideas’ and ‘true spirit’ found in the 

ancient constitution, and to maintain it with ‘purity and vigor.’ For him, this was in “the 

interest and duty of every man in Britain” and “the business of every Briton.”460 In 

“On the Spirit of Patriotism,” Bolingbroke expressed his optimistic attitude toward the 

cause of reforming the British government, as he encouraged Lord Cornbury and his 

fellows in Opposition to understand that the cause of reformation might be the 

business of the next generation. He stated that “if the generation that is going off 

could not finish it, let the generation that is coming on finish a greater.”461 

Bolingbroke was, of course, overly optimistic about the Opposition’s ability to initiate 

a reformation under a “Whig Supremacy.” In 1740, in a letter to Sir William 

Wyndham, Bolingbroke lamented that the British constitution was suffering from a 

great crisis, observing that “The disease cannot be long borne. God knows whether 

the remedies can.”462  
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The commercial order under Walpole’s Whig ministration was new to the old 

England. As Bolingbroke realized the changes that happened in his age but refused 

to accept the new world, he strongly appealed to revive the old spirit of liberty and 

the old constitution. When his criticism of Walpole’s new England found no result, the 

frustration brought him as well as his friends such as Swift and Pope a “sense of 

alienation” from the world. 463  Bolingbroke even showed a utopian trend in his 

historical consciousness, as he preferred to rebuild the lost old world and recover the 

old golden age rather than accepting the new world. As early as 1725, he wrote to 

Swift: 

My spleen against Europe has more than once made me think of 

buying the dominion of Bermuda and spending the remainder of my 

days as far as possible from those people with whom I have passed 

the first and greatest part of my life… what say you? Will you leave 

your Hibernian flock to some other shepherd and transplant yourself 

with me into the middle of the Atlantic Ocean? We will form a society 

more reasonable and more useful there.464 

Bolingbroke failed effectively to challenge Walpole's Whig government and the 

emerging order of a commercial society. The reason behind this should not simply 

be concluded from the perspective of power struggle, as analyzed by early 

Bolingbroke scholars like Thomas Macaulay and John M. Robertson. They argued 

that the conflict between Bolingbroke and Walpole was only a contest for “the golden 

bough,” or “the control of affairs.” While Bolingbroke’s attacks were “on no better 

motive,” his political doctrine was “hollowness,” to the extent that the Opposition 

party led by him had no common principle.465  

Bolingbroke failed to recognise that a long-term stability was appearing in England 

under the Hanoverian dynasty. As Pocock stated, “The Whig constitution, alleging its 

peculiar blend of classical balance and customary antiquity, worked too well.”466 The 

Whig constitution did not completely cut itself off from the past, and partly due to 

Walpole’s conservative interpretation of the modern constitution, the stability of the 
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Henry St. John, Lord Viscount Bolingbroke, vol.1 (Edinburgh: A. Donaldson, 1768),ⅹⅹ. 
465 John M. Robertson, Bolingbroke and Walpole (London: T. Fisher Unwin Ltd., 1919), 106, 130-33. 
466 Pocock, Virtue, Commerce and History, 95, 101. 



128 

 

new England successfully withstood the onslaught of Bolingbroke’s radical primitive 

ideas. While the Tory opposite failed in attacking the Whig oligarchy, Pocock 

observed that: 

[T]hey failed not just because the country gentry were as keen in the 

pursuit of influence as the next man, but because they had an 

understanding of their role in the parliamentary system a good deal 

more satisfying than any they found in the commonwealth and 

Country ideology.467  

This conclusion may not hold for Bolingbroke, who did not find his role in the Whig 

oligarchy and did not compromise to the new England. In 1748, three years before 

his death, he wrote to Hugh Hume, the third Earl of Marchmont, that the change of 

ministry was “a farce.” People had expected “a change of men, and, with them, a 

change of measures. How have all these expectations been answered? Not in one 

single point.”468 Bolingbroke saw that the disease continued.    

This thesis argues that Bolingbroke called for reform and attempted to remove 

Walpole from power not because he loved power and wanted to control it, but 

because he sincerely believed that Walpole's modern government was corrupt and 

was corrupting England's ancestral institutions and spirit of freedom. Bolingbroke 

held that the ancient system was superior to the modern system, and that only 

through a return to the ancient system could the English people be restored to their 

spirit of freedom and morality. This historical consciousness became the 

psychological motivation for his pursuit of political reform. His failure was also 

because this historical consciousness did not extend to the authority of the present 

order. 

This thesis has argued that the reason for Bolingbroke’s lack of success as a 

politician is to be found in his historical consciousness. His infatuation with the 

idealized ancient constitution and the natural law failed to provide a just assessment 

of the new society that was emerging in the early eighteenth century. Bolingbroke 

identified many of the problems of his age, including political and financial corruption, 

but he failed to identify the correct remedy. A more mature consciousness of the 
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129 

 

relationship of the ancient constitution and the new commercial society can be 

discerned in the thought of Edmund Burke, and this will be the theme of the next 

chapter. 
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Chapter 4 Edmund Burke: Classical Consciousness and Historical Order 

 

4.1 Edmund Burke’s Classical Consciousness 

 

4.1.1 Introduction 

 

After the publication of the collected edition of his Works in March 1754, Bolingbroke 

was the subject of various forms of criticism from both the clergymen and secular 

intellectuals; his philosophical critique of the established Church of England and its 

clerics drew especially fierce opposition from English churchmen like John Leland 

(1691–1766) and William Warburton (1698-1779). 469  However, the most famous 

critique of Bolingbroke may have been that of Edmund Burke.  

A thinker often referred to as the “Founder of Conservatism,” “The First 

Conservative” or “The Father of Modern Conservatism,” 470  Edmund Burke was 

perhaps the most influential eighteenth-century British politician and political thinker. 

From his death to the present day, Burke’s conservative views on human society and 

civilization have continued to shape the modern mind. There is no need to repeat his 

importance and place in the intellectual history of modern age. He has received 

considerable scholarly attention during the past two centuries. A large group of 

political theorists, historians, literature scholars, and PhD students have written on 

Burke, especially from the second half of the twentieth century.  

In order to show the development of the studies of Burke, my research has made a 

statistical analysis of the number of publications on “Edmund Burke” or “Burke” 

(referring to Edmund Burke) per year since 1900 based on the databases of the 
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Main Library of the University of Edinburgh and the Bibliography of British and Irish 

History. Though these two databases do not cover the complete data of the 

publications on Burke, because, for example, it mainly shows the English-language 

sources, the below index of the second-hand references in these two databases is 

enough to show the general trend of the development of Burkean studies. As we can 

see, the two decades of 1950s and 1960s saw a steep rise in Burkean study, partly 

because of the outputs of American scholars such as Russel Kirk and Peter Stanlis. 

Then from the 1980s to the new century, the publications on Burke have generally 

increased, albeit with some fluctuations. 

 

An analysis of the materials of the past two centuries shows that there developed 

different interpretations of Burke’s thought. From the nineteenth century through the 

twentieth century, western scholars were inclined to view the foundations of Burke’s 

thought as either utilitarian philosophy or natural law, and some tended to interpret 

Burke’s conservative thought within the tradition of historicism.471 

Peter J. Stanlis, in his Edmund Burke and the Natural Law, provided a summary of 

Burkean studies in the nineteenth century, and concluded that Henry Buckle and 

John Morley had first developed the interpretation emphasizing Burke’s utilitarianism, 

and this interpretation was followed by such utilitarian and positivist scholars as Sir 
                                                                 
471 Richard Bourke reminded us that “these alternatives are usually presented as exclusive categories, in fact there is no 
necessary incompatibility between them” in Burke’s thought. See Richard Bourke, Empire and Revolution: The Political Life 
of Edmund Burke (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2015), 19. 
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Leslie Stephen, William Lecky, Charles E. Vaughan, Elie Halévy, John MacCunn, 

Harold Laski, George Sabine, Fossey J. C. Hearnshaw. For this group of 

intellectuals, Edmund Burke was a political thinker who took “utility”, “expediency”, 

“convenience”, and other aspects of the utilitarian position, as the ultimate foundation 

of politics.472 Though Morley and MacCunn did believe that Burke was profoundly 

influenced by utilitarianism, 473  Stanlis’ summary may be unfair to scholars like 

Charles E. Vaughan, Elie Halevy and Alfred Cobban, who had noted a difference 

between Burke’s views of utility and Jeremy Bentham’s utilitarianism.474 

It is clear that “approved utility”475 was a central concern for Burke’s political thinking. 

He is well known for the view that traditions and customs should be respected and 

followed because their efficiency has been tried and tested by time and by past 

experience. The formation of a cultural system or a legal institution was the result of 

long periods of time. The very fact that certain systems, manners and traditions have 

existed for a long time is proof of their validity and of their suitability for human needs. 

Burke is famous for his emphasis of “expediency”, which means what “is good for the 

community and good for every individual in it”.476 For Burke, it is on the principle of 

expediency that the government owed its birth and that its continuance could be 

justified.477 However, Burke’s notion of “expediency” was essentially a manifestation 

of practical wisdom and an embodiment of moral prudence, rather than a principle of 

utilitarianism. 

As a pragmatic statesman with the humanist spirit and a political thinker with a 

strong grounding in reality, Burke was particularly concerned with the objects and the 

values of political institutions and policies, since government was “a practical thing” 

and intended for “practical purposes.”478 As he stated: 
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The practical consequences of any political tenet go a great way in 

deciding upon its value. Political problems do not primarily concern 

truth or falsehood. They relate to good or evil. What in the result is 

likely to produce evil, is politically false: that which is productive of 

good, politically is true.479 

For Burke, the problem of determining utility was most important  in political practice. 

Government was a science about discovering and promoting humanity’s advantages 

and goods, which in Burke’s view were also human rights. Government needed to 

compute the different advantages and goods, so “political reason is computing 

principle”, which means to compute the good and the evil, or, in his words, “true 

moral denominations”.480 The object of society, government and religion was the 

“happiness of mankind” and the preservation of the whole,481 which, as the “first Law 

of Nature”, should be the standards by which any government get measured and 

evaluated.482  

This was the common language used by the natural right theorists and utilitarians of 

eighteenth-century Britain, but what made Burke different from the latter was that he 

opposed interpreting such objects of government from the perspective of abstract 

natural right theory; on the contrary, his discussion of the function and object of 

government was accompanied by a criticism of the abstract and theoretical design of 

politics.  

Although Burke was inspired by Hutchinson 483  and knew Jeremy Bentham’s 

utilitarian views well,484 he did not accept Bentham’s principle of the greatest good 

for the greatest number. Burke clearly realized the epistemological tension between 

his preferred practical wisdom and the philosophy of Utilitarianism. Burke’s thought 

did not reflect Bentham’s calculation of happiness based on the philosophy of 
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individualism, which Burke deeply disliked. As I will show later, Burke based his 

ideas of the formation and ends of society and government on a historical 

interpretation of humans’ rights and liberties. Some scholars have tried to interpret 

Burke's views on “utility” from the perspective of his historical consciousness, but this 

approach was still made on the premise of accepting Burke as an utilitarian in 

Bentham’s style.485  

As John C. Weston observed in 1961 “A study of Edmund Burke's theory of history 

has not, to my knowledge, been undertaken before.”486 However, this statement was 

not an accurate account of the scholarship, since, before Weston, the German 

historian Friedrich Meinecke had investigated the relations between Burke and the 

rise of German historicism in Die Entstehung Des Historismus, published in 1936. In 

the second half of the twentieth century, along with the establishment of Burke’s 

image as “the father of conservatism”, some scholars tried to deplore the religious 

foundations of Burke’s conservatism, and their interpretations situated Burke within 

the tradition of Christian thought, especially within the natural law tradition. Russell 

Kirk and Peter Stanlis were representatives in this approach. For them, Burke wrote 

within the Thomist tradition of natural law, and the order of universe for him was 

ruled by the law of nature, so the course of human society was directed and, 

fundamentally decided by divine providence. As Kirk, a devout Roman Catholic 

scholar, said, in Burke’s view, history “is the gradual revelation of a supreme design 

often shadowy to our blinking eyes….God makes history through the agency of 

man.”487 Burke’s opposition to the radical ideologies of Rousseau and Locke was 

rooted in the fact his Christian view of human nature was fundamentally different 

from the views of the latter. Burke possessed a historical rather than philosophical 

understanding of human nature, civil rights and liberties. Peter Stanlis was right to 

argue that: 

In the age of the Encyclopedists and Jacobins, who were aware of 

history only as a negative force and who wished to amend human 
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nature by emancipating it from history, Burke was unique in looking 

primarily to historical experience for his philosophy of man and civil 

society.488 

On the grounds that Burke’s notion of human nature was rooted in the natural law 

tradition, Stanlis concluded that Burke’s view of history derived from his Christianity, 

and that “To Burke historical continuity was a human form of divine revelation.”489 

This theological interpretation of Burke’s view of history was systematically studied 

by another two American scholars: John C. Weston and Rodney W. Kilcup. Weston 

accepted the role of free will in Burke’s history, for “only by such a belief could Burke 

justify his own long and active political career.” But the elements contributing to the 

“growth” of society, as Weston argued, did not lie in its own internal process and they 

exceeded the capacity of human mind, “The ultimate cause of historical events, 

according to Burke, is Providence acting directly or indirectly.” God intervened in 

history in three ways:  

(1) His occasional direct causation: (2) permanent causes working in 

societies, inscrutable to men, and derived from man's nature and the 

nature of his association in society, which are both God's creations 

and effect His will; and, (3) the human mind, as proximate immediate 

cause, which largely determines the course of nations and can effect 

His will.490  

In a similar manner to Kirk and Stanlis, Weston believed that, for Burke, the 

formation of social associations, the development of civil society, and human nature 

were fundamentally manifestations of the will of God. Keen on grounding Burke in 

the tradition of providential thought but unable to get rid of Burke’s empirical image, 

Weston located Burke within a long-term struggle between belief in divine will and 

belief in secular power. Burke, he insisted, “nowhere explicitly reconciles his view of 

Providential and human causation.”491  

Similarly, Rodney W. Kilcup argued that the significant role of history in Burke’s 

thought derived from Burke’s belief that the Great Supervisor and his divine will were 
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unknown to human mind. God had expressed his will in history in order to show us 

the way to moral behavior. “The essence of morality is to defer prudently to the 

whole of the moral nature God has given us and in so doing both to fulfill our nature 

and conform to the mysterious purposes of Providence.” 492  Hence Kilcup gave 

Burke’s notion of morality a teleological aspect. Under this theological interpretation, 

Kilcup depicted Burke as a forerunner to Joseph de Maistre, Hegel and Dilthey in 

historical epistemology.493  

A historicist interpretation of Burke’s view of history was developed by Leo Strauss. 

In Natural Right and History, Strauss described historicism as “the ultimate outcome” 

of the attacks on natural right in the eighteenth century. 494  For him, historicism 

nullified all higher moral standards and denied the existence of God. It served to 

undermine belief in universal ideals and was concerned exclusively with individual, 

particular and immediate experiences. Strauss maintained that the assault on natural 

right doctrine from the perspective of historicism had led to a crisis in political 

philosophy.  

Strauss viewed Burke’s contributions to historical studies as two-fold. First, Burke 

believed that the criterion is immanent in process, and this, for Strauss, was “in fact, 

a preparation for Hegel”. Second, there was in Burke a tendency towards “the 

depreciation of theory in favor of practice”, and as a result, “the highest form of 

practice—the foundation or formation of a political society—was viewed as a quasi-

natural process not controlled by reflection; thus it could become a purely theoretical 

theme”.495 

While Strauss recognized Burke’s emphasis on “process” and “practice” in history, 

he over-philosophized Burke’s understanding of “process” and “practice”, which, for 

Burke, did not exist solely as an abstract form, and the understanding of them should 

be made within the context of particular conditions and situations. Politics should be 

a practical art of governing through moral prudence, and “history is a preceptor of 
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prudence, not of principles.”496 Burke’s thinking was deeply shaped by his historical 

consciousness, by he was not a historicist, nor did he pioneer the rise of historicism. 

One reason is precisely that Burke’s emphasis on the principle of “prudence” and his 

distrust of metaphysics made it impossible for him to understand and to use “history” 

from the perspective of “ism”. 

This chapter will not deny that Burke used the languages of “utility” and “natural law,” 

and that Burke was a deep thinker of Christianity, the providence, and the 

relationship between religion and society. However, it will be argued that Burke’s 

reference to “utility” and “natural law” should be understood through his notion of 

historical civil order. Burke’s conservative world consisted of two levels of order: one 

is the order of the universe which, as the creation of the divine will, was ruled by the 

law of nature. Another is civil order which was primarily formed and developed in 

history by secular causes. Here, Burke differed from the classical or traditional 

natural law thinkers in asserting that the rise and the legitimacy of civil institutions 

and social systems were not always derived from a transcendent authority. The 

providential interpretation attempted to seek out the “ultimate cause” of Burke’s 

“history” and they hoped to provide a theoretically complete and fundamental 

explanation of Burke’s thought from the theory of Christian theology. By doing so, 

they downplayed the role of secular elements in the formation of Burke’s order, 

neglecting the fact that Burke had only occasionally shown interest in discussing 

political and social affairs from the perspective of the “ultimate cause” and “first 

principles,” in which aspect he differed from Bolingbroke. 

Burke, in truth, opposed any abstract theories and speculation that intended to 

provide a universal solution or a systematic scheme for political management.497 He 

also criticized the tendency among the radicals to determine the authority of 

government and the justice of civil rights and liberties by tracing its roots and origins. 

Whether or not they originated from justice or violence, an order and a government 

should be conserved and maintained if they were to conform to the benefits and 

character of the people. Being a pragmatic statesman, Burke’s political thoughts 
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generally surrounded the practical issues that surfaced in politics. However, the age 

in which Burke lived saw a posterity of abstract theories and ideas. From the 1760s 

to the 1790s, with a rapidly expanding press and inspired by the writings of such 

radical thinkers as Thomas Paine, Joseph Priestley, John Cartwright, and William 

Godwin, various radical clubs, societies, and extra-parliament movements were 

developed to demand constitutional reform and political change in Britain.498 Burke 

viewed these radical movements and doctrines as threats to the ancient constitution 

as well as traditional morality and manners, which had evolved over the centuries. 

He repeatedly insisted regarding the American problem that it was precisely because 

the British politicians were impacted by the abstract political idea of sovereignty that 

the Parliament implemented the taxation policies, bringing a crisis to the ancient 

blood ties between Britain and American colonies. 

Burke accepted that a statesman should be guided by “sound well-understood 

principles” since without them, politics “would be only a confused jumble of particular 

facts and details, without a means of drawing out any sort of theoretical or practical 

conclusion.”499 However, statesmen were not university professors with “only the 

general View of society.”500 Statesmen and their means to political and social issues 

should not be guided by “abstractions and universals” but by times and 

circumstances, while circumstances were “infinite and infinitely combined,” as well as 

“variable and transient.”501 No predictable theory can be made on political affairs and 

history. This notion, as my conclusion will show, would be repeated in his 

speculation about the fate of state and history in “Letter on a Regicide Peace” (1796). 

What statesmen should consider in their political governance are not the 

abstractions, the universals, or the transcendent principles, but the empirical factors 

including “circumstance,” the “character,” and “common sense” of people, the 

opinions and “natural feeling” of people,502 “variety,” “change,” and “the exigencies of 

the moment.”503. Political governance is an art that hinges on the wisdom, skill, and 

prudence to deal with such empirical particulars, rather than being based on 
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metaphysical notions and theories. This chapter argues that it was the emphasis on 

these empirical particulars of the present circumstances, rather than on “the classical 

and Scholastic Natural Law” as Stanlis argued, 504  that underpinned Burke’s 

opposition to abstractions and universals. For example, Burke expressed that civil 

and social freedom is not abstract speculation but “a blessing and a benefit,” and 

that they, “like all other 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.”505 He did not resort 

to any theoretical principle or any transcendent standard to defend this notion of 

freedom but meant that this freedom was essentially rooted in circumstances and 

history. It was a benefit suited to the “temper and circumstances” of a certain 

community, and it was a right confirmed and declared by covenants in the English 

legal tradition.  

Burke understood the essence of human rights, government, and society through the 

same logic. For him these were primarily historical rather than metaphysical 

existences. They could only be properly understood when they were perceived as 

products that were evolved from concrete circumstances and as outcomes of 

“succession and prescription” in history.506 By situating political practice in concrete 

circumstances and temporal conditions as well as by emphasizing the historical 

nature of the ideas and concepts used in political discourse, Burke firmly based his 

political thinking on his historical consciousness. 

 

4.1.2 Burke’s Early Education and Writings on History 

 

Born in Dublin on 12 January 1730 as a son of what was then termed a ‘mixed’, that 

is, a Protestant-Catholic marriage, Edmund Burke was raised within the Church of 

Ireland and thus grew up as part of the privileged Protestant minority in Ireland. His 

father, Richard Burke, was an attorney-at-law of the Court of Exchequer in Dublin. 
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Richard Bourke had converted to the Church of Ireland, perhaps for professional 

reasons. Edmund Burke’s mother, Mary Nagle, came from a Catholic landowning 

family in Cork. Edmund Burke was baptized into the established Protestant Church 

of Ireland, and he later married Jane Nugent who was a Catholic.507 Burke attended 

a Quaker school in 1741, and then enrolled at Trinity College Dublin in 1744.   

A diligent student of history in his youth, Burke showed his genius in historical 

thinking and in applying history to analyzing practical political and social events. 

History had been his main academic interest and shaped his thinking from his 

college time in Dublin to the period at the Middle Temple in London. He received a 

good classical education from Trinity College and read extensively among the works 

of the ancient Greek and Roman historians and writers. He exhibited an interest in 

ancient history. Burke was active in student societies and clubs, and he and six 

friends founded a club at Trinity College called the Academy of Belles Lettres. Topics 

related to classical history were often debated at this club, 508  and Burke gave 

speeches and reviews on both classical and British history. The effect of this college 

period on Burke’s historical consciousness is explored in detail in the first section of 

this chapter. Burke’s thinking about history, while he was at the Middle Temple, was 

greatly shaped by legal studies, since the history of common law constituted the 

main course content, and “Burke started his legal training at a time when history was 

becoming an increasingly important aspect of legal study.” 509  This legal training 

provided him with the fundamental knowledge of English legal history, but, as this 

chapter will show, deeply influenced his historical consciousness. 

Considering his mature intellectual life from the 1750s to his death, Burke’s career as 

a historian preceded his activities as a politician and political thinker. Four of the five 

major manuscripts he wrote or contributed to in the 1750s were historical writings. 

They include A Vindication of Natural Society (1756), Account of the European 

Settlements in America (cooperated with William Burke, 1757), Fragment: An Essay 

towards an History of the Laws of England (1757), and Abridgment of English History 
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(1757, unfinished) which were all composed before he entered the political frontline 

as the secretary of William Gerard Hamilton in 1759. Thus Burke had begun his 

publishing career as a historian, and historiography was the first area of his 

intellectual achievement. After the 1750s, Burke did not produce any significant 

historical writing, but historical records and facts remained the foundations of his 

political thinking.  

For Burke, the essence of human civilization was that it was developed with 

historical continuity. He viewed human society and civilization as primarily historical 

existences, and one consistent concern he expressed from his first publication 

Vindication to his late writings on the French Revolution were related to this historical 

understanding of society. As Carl B. Cone observed,  

History had always been, and was to remain, a favorite study of 

Burke. It was an important part of his thought, for his political 

philosophy was grounded upon a belief in historical continuity, and 

his political judgments emphasized the molding influences of 

circumstances and historical growth.510 

 As a result, all of his life, the historical method was the main methodological tool by 

which he would analyze political, social, and religious issues. Burke rejected an 

ahistorical interpretation of society and civilization, satirizing Bolingbroke’s idea of an 

ideal society based solely upon natural law in his Vindication, and opposing all 

political and social revolutionary regimes that were based upon the destruction of 

historical and traditional social orders and institutions. His opposition to radicalism 

from the perspective of his historical consciousness will be discussed later. 

As a political thinker who was mainly concerned about the use of history in political 

debates and thoughts rather than with theoretical historical constructions, Burke did 

not compose any monographs on the philosophy of history. This was reflected in his 

writings on the particular political and religious histories of Greece, Rome, Britain, 

Europe, India, China, and Islamic nations. For example, the Vindication revealed his 

substantial knowledge of the history of ancient Greece and Rome politics.  This 

history was referred by him (speaking as a pseudo-Bolingbroke) to prove that the 
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entire history of human civilization was full of war, duplicity, cruelty, and misery. 

Ancient Greece and Rome had been often celebrated as highly civilized states, but 

were, in reality, full of barbarism and tyranny, and plagued with massacres. Forms of 

artificial societies and constitutions would bring people neither peace nor freedom, 

but only more warfare, social upheaval, and slavery. These views of ancient history 

in Vindication were not Burke’s genuine thoughts on ancient history but were used 

by him to demonstrate the absurdity of Bolingbroke’s historical methods and his 

doctrine of an ideal natural society, which eventually lead to anti-progressive 

conclusions regarding the history of human society. 

Although Burke did not define the concept of history, he provided general summaries 

in his writings about the nature and role of “history.” Like Bolingbroke, he understood 

history to be the experience of the human past, and to serve as an instructor for 

one’s life.511 However, this conception of “history” was a narrow sense of history. 

Burke’s historical consciousness was partially reflected in his views of the narrow 

sense of “history,” such as his views on the national histories of England, Ireland, 

European nations, America, and Asian-Muslim Nations. This thesis intends not to 

focus on Burke’s particular views on these national histories, 512 although they will be 

referred to in this study. It will focus on Burke’s use of “history” and on his historical 

understandings of the rise and formation of society, the problems of conservation, 

change, and reform, and how a historical consciousness had shaped his political 

thinking.  

 

4.1.3 Burke’s Classical Learning and Oratory 

 

Similar to Bolingbroke and other eighteenth-century British politicians and 

intellectuals, Burke received a good classical education in his youth, and he 

maintained a sound knowledge of the classical and ancient world – as is generally 

known to Burkean students. Nearly all of Burke’s biographies have discussed his 
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high-quality classical studies in the Trinity College Dublin,513 where he studied from 

1744 to 1748. In eighteenth-century Britain, the reform of education in colleges and 

universities took place rather slowly. In Burke’s age, the courses, arrangement of 

curriculum, and daily routine in universities and colleges such as Trinity College still 

retained the form and style that had been formed centuries years ago, and the 

textbooks had been used for over a century.514 Hence, the fundamental structure of 

Burke’s learning and knowledge was not modern, but quite traditional. The classical 

literature, logic, metaphysics and history were basic components of the curriculum in 

this college.515 Burke’s solid grounding in the classics even earned him a scholarship 

in 1746, made after a public examination that covered “all the Roman and Greek 

authors of note.”516  

Burke’s collection of books served as evidence of his classical learning. There were 

126 names in the sales catalog of his library, of whom thirty-one were ancient Greek 

and Roman writers.517 Burke was thoroughly read the works of the ancient Greek 

and Latin politicians, historians, and writers, including Homer, Hippocrates, 

Herodotus, Xenophon, Epictetus, Sophocles, Lucian, Aeschines, Longinus, Terence, 

Juvenal, Caesar, Horace, Cicero, Virgil, Livy, Sallust, and Tacitus, amongst whom 

Cicero and Virgil were his favorite writers. Charles Butler (1750-1832) noticed 

Burke’s love of Virgil, and Burke told Butler that he always had a “ragged Delphin 

Virgil” within his reach.518 Cicero was another one of his idols; as the President of 

Princeton University and American President, Woodrow Wilson, commented, Burke 

had “met a man after his own heart in Cicero…the only man at all like Burke for 

richness, expansiveness, and variety of mind in all the ancient world. Cicero he 

conned as his master and model.”519  

It is also commonly known that Longinus’s On The Sublime had sparked Burke’s 

interest in the same topic that constituted his Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of 
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Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757). Burke revitalized the ancient theme 

of the sublime with his talent and his modern empirical methodology based on 

Lockean thought, imitating Longinus’ style. In On The Sublime, Longinus had 

returned to the ideas of Plato and maintained that one way to convey a sense of the 

sublime was to imitate the great ancient writers. As he stated,  

It is to imitate and emulate the great historians and poets of former 

days. And be this, my dearest friend, our fixed and stedfast aim… 

Thus it is that from the sublime geniuses of the ancients certain 

effluvia are wafted to the souls of those that emulate them, as from 

the sacred caverns; by whose inspiration, even such as are not over-

gifted of Phœbus, catch enthusiasm from the sublimities of others.520  

As for how these ancient patterns worked upon our reflections and sentiments, 

Longinus argued that when the patterns of such great rhetoricians as Plato or 

Demosthenes appear before us, they “will in some degree raise our souls to the 

standard we have pictured to our imaginations.” Ancient writers would assume the 

role of judges or witnesses in scrutinizing our writings and imaginations.521 

This is certainly evidence of Burke’s indebtedness to the classical writers. The model 

of education and classical contents of the courses in Trinity College, Dublin, was that 

of “century-old traditions.”522 The general intellectual atmosphere for Burke during his 

studies at Trinity College was classical rather than modern. His fundamental 

knowledge of politics and history was shaped more so by the ancient and medieval 

thinkers than by modern philosophers.  

This influence was particularly demonstrated in three aspects: his eloquence and 

rhetoric style, his understanding of human nature, and his conception of order. 

Eloquence was a valued attribute in western classical culture. Up to the eighteenth 

century, thinkers such as Bolingbroke and Burke had not only admired the ancient 

tradition of eloquence but were greatly influenced by such ancient orators as Cicero. 

However, as Hume lamented, the ancient eloquence declined in modern times, 
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especially in England, where there was no first-class orator, and Hume questioned, 

“where shall we find a Demosthenes?” 

There is no doubt that Burke was a great orator and rhetorician. He was a master of 

expressive skills, and his speeches and writings were the first-class standard written 

in English. In parliament debates, Burke always showed an excellent ability to make 

persuasive arguments. Burke impressed contemporary intellectuals with his capacity 

for eloquence. In December 1765, Burke gave his first speech in the House of 

Commons as the MP of Wendover in Buckinghamshire. His maiden speech 

profoundly impressed William Pitt the Elder, who was himself a great orator; Pitt 

commented that Burke had “spoken in such a manner as to stop the mouths of all 

Europe” and that the Commons should congratulate itself on acquiring such a 

Member.523  

Burke’s eloquence and oratory also impressed the literary circles in London. Samuel 

Johnson, a sharp-tongued writer of genius, was strongly impressed by Burke’s 

power of oratory. It is stated that once when Johnson was ill and in low spirits, he 

joked that if he were then to run into Burke with his great and overwhelming powers 

of oratory, the experience would kill him.524 Johnson, who was familiar with Burke’s 

style, had a well-known talk with Boswell where he said “So desirous is he (Burke) to 

talk, that, if one is speaking at this end of the table, he'll speak to somebody at the 

other end. Burke, Sir, is such a man, that if you met him for the first time in the street 

where you were stopped by a drove of oxen, and you and he stepped aside to take 

shelter for five minutes, he'd talk to you in such a manner, that, when you parted, you 

would say, this is an extraordinary man.”525  

Johnson was questioned about what “the particular excellence of Burke’s eloquence” 

was, to which he cited Burke’s powerful imagination and allusion, and his “great 

command of knowledge.” Johnson did not believe that Burke had read Cicero in 

much depth, and said that “Burke has great knowledge, great fluency of words, and 

great promptness of ideas, so that he can speak with great illustration on any subject 

that comes before him. He is neither like Cicero, nor like Demosthenes, nor like any 
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one else, but speaks as well as he can.”526 Edward Gibbon praised the eloquence of 

Burke’s writings, although after the publication of Burke’s impassioned Reflections 

on the Revolution in France, he described Burke as “the most eloquent and rational 

madman” he ever knew.527  

Burke’s oratorical eloquence has consistently been recognized by the later ages. 

James Prior, a Burkean biographer in the nineteenth century, praised Burke’s 

brilliant mind and powerful memory, stating that “In powers of imagination no orator 

of any age has approached him; in prompt command of words, and in vigour of 

language, very few; in felicity, and when he pleased, elegance of diction when he 

seized the pen, no writer of modern times.”528 For a conservative who treasured 

traditional culture, his language would be an apparent aspect that may have 

revealed his close connection to the culture of a world that he hoped to conserve or 

even revive. Burke’s eloquence can only be explained with reference to his early 

interest in classics and his diligent reading among the classical writers, as cited 

above.  

Burke developed outstanding skills in literature and rhetoric. He frequently used 

parody to great effect in his essays and letters, which was apparent in Vindication. 

As a student in Dublin, such imitation had already influenced the formation of the 

style of his rhetoric and orator. John L. Mahoney, a modern scholar, has shown that 

the great orators of eighteenth-century England, such as Edmund Burke, William Pitt, 

Charles James Fox, and Richard Brinsley Sheridan, were deeply influenced by the 

classical tradition in the art of oratory, and they had received the solid foundations of 

a classical education early in their lives. Particularly, as Mahoney wrote, “Edmund 

Burke had mastered most of the great writers of antiquity. Demosthenes was his 

favorite orator although he was more inclined to model his own speeches on those of 
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Cicero, while his conception of oratory was essentially the same as that advanced by 

Quintilian and Cicero.”529 

There was a long tradition, going back to ancient Greece, that a citizen should 

develop their rhetorical abilities through careful training before beginning a career as 

a politician. As we have seen, at Trinity College Dublin, Burke established a club 

called Academy of Belles Lettres with six friends who shared a common interest in 

literature, poetry, and history. The main activity of this club was the practice of 

rhetoric. “Members made extempore speeches on given subjects, or delivered 

orations carefully prepared in advance.”530 As for the issues they debated, popular 

topics were drawn from classical history and literature, as well as other matters of 

moral philosophy, politics, economics, and contemporary current events such as the 

problems of Irish free trade and industries, with the primary purpose of this club to 

“provide training in public speaking and communication.”531 This period of training 

can partly explain Burke’s outstanding skills in rhetoric.  

In his later years, when he played a leading role in the parliamentary impeachment 

of the governor-general of India, Warren Hastings, Burke recalled his classical 

education in Trinity and stated that  

We have all, in our early education, read the Verrine Orations [of 

Cicero]. We may read them, not merely to instruct us, as they will do, 

in the principles of eloquence…. but we may read them from a much 

higher motive…. [as] a monument, by which it might be seen what 

course a great public accuser, in a great public cause, ought to 

pursue.532 

In Burke’s mind, the classical thinkers like Cicero should be considered as 

monuments and models by modern people. By learning from and imitating those 

models, the moderns could know how to pursue a public career. 533  In his 

impeachment of Warren Hastings, Burke was motivated by Cicero’s quest for truth 
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and justice in the impeachment of Verres. His impeachment of Warren Hastings can 

be considered as a modern version of Cicero’s impeachment of Verres. Burke 

adopted the rhetorical techniques and methods similar to those of Cicero showed in 

the Trial of Verres. He was even viewed as “modern Cicero”.534 

As an orator he sought to emulate the ancient great politicians, Burke’s views and 

understanding of the function of rhetoric followed those of Aristotle, Cicero, and 

Quintilian. For Aristotle, speech, as a special human faculty, was vital for political 

action since “speeches serves to reveal the advantageous and the harmful, and 

hence also the just and the unjust.” Man differs from other animals as “he alone has 

a perception of good and bad and just and unjust and other things of this sort, and 

community in these things is what makes a household and a city.”535 In Rhetoric, 

Aristotle divided rhetoric into three species, and the first one is called 

“symbouleutikon,” or deliberative or political speech which “is either protreptic or 

apotreptic,” addressing the assembly or public, as well as the individual. Deliberative 

speech is concerned with future events. Thus, political orators make a deliberative 

speech to discuss whether a political action will be harmful or beneficial, just or 

unjust to the future of a state.536 

Aristotle’s understanding of the art of oratory was followed by the later civic 

humanists. For example, Quintilian considered an orator as a man “who can really 

play his part as a citizen” and meet “the demands both of public and private 

business,” and a man who rule the state by “his counsels,” and make decisions “as a 

judge.” 537  Cicero was another heir of this classical tradition. For this Roman 

statesman, the wisdom and judgement showed by a perfect orator were not only an 

honor of the orator, but of other citizens and a welfare to whole republica.538  

Although in definition eloquence differs from rhetoric,539  they are very similar in 

practice, both referring to the art of speech and words. That said, eloquence is not 
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merely a game of words. For classical writers such as Quintilian as well as 

eighteenth-century British politicians like Bolingbroke and Burke, what was more 

important was that eloquence was equated with “virtue.” A good statesman should 

be a good orator; indeed, only a virtuous citizen could truly be a good orator. David 

Hume held that “A man … without public spirit, or a regard to the community, is 

deficient in the most material part of virtue,” and “By virtue they mean the classical 

political virtues: courage, magnanimity, love of justice, civic participation, and above 

all, a preference for the public above any merely private good.” 540  Quintilian 

especially stressed the importance of the courage to speech: “But of all these 

qualities which an orator possesses the highest is that loftiness of soul which fear 

cannot dismay nor uproar terrify nor the authority of the audience fetter further than 

the respect which is their due.”541 

As an heir of this tradition, Burke considered personal morality as a standard of a 

good statesman and good orator. An orator must speak with the virtuous spirit and 

have “constancy, confidence, courage” and courtesy toward his opponents. In a 

letter to Captain Woodford dated February 11, 1791, Burke commends these 

qualities which he had discerned in the speeches of Abbe Maury: 

I find there [in Maury's writings] a bold, manly, commanding, haughty 

tone of eloquence, free and rapid, and full of resources; but admiring 

as I do his eloquence, I admire much more, his unwearied 

perseverance, and his invincible constancy, his firm intrepidity, his 

undaunted courage, and his noble defiance of vulgar opinion, and 

popular clamour. These are the real foundations of glory.542 

The relationship between oratory and liberty was an old theme in the classical 

tradition. The arts of oratory and rhetoric may only flourish in a society where liberty 

exists, otherwise, the rise of an oligarchy or a tyranny would usually point to the loss 

of freedom, particularly the death of the freedom of speech, evidenced by numerous 

ages from the ancient Greeks to the Nazi German and the Soviet Union. This was 

                                                                                                                                                                                                       
speaker with practical help,” while “Eloquence typically refers, in the eighteenth century, to the art of deliberative oratory. 
More specifically, eloquence serves as a metonymy for an imagined scene of ancient oratory in which the speaker moves 
the just passions of a civic assembly and implants a sense of community with his words.” See Adam Potkay, The Fate of 
Eloquence in the Age of Hume (Ithaca and London, Cornell University Press, 1994), 1-2. 
540 Adam Potkay, The Fate of Eloquence in the Age of Hume (Ithaca and London, Cornell University Press, 1994), 3. 
541 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, 12. 5. 1. 
542 EB, “To Captain Emperor John Alexander Woodford, 11 February 1791,” Corr., vol.6, 224.  
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what the ancient writers such as Cicero, Longinus, and modern ones such as 

Bolingbroke, James Thomson, and also Burke had noted in ancient Greece. As 

Burke stated,  

An orator, above all men, ought to be allowed a full and free use of 

the praise of liberty. A common place in favour of slavery and 

tyranny delivered to a popular assembly, would indeed be a bold 

defiance to all the principles of rhetoric.543 

Though Burke followed the classical tradition of oratory, maintaining that speech is a 

political behavior that concerns the fate of the state, he held a critical attitude toward 

the art of words. He clearly understood the power of speech and words and believed 

that a statesman who should master the art of oratory does not indicate that he can 

play word games in political debate, which was why he spent much of his life battling 

political metaphysicians such as Thomas Paine and the French literati. Bolingbroke 

criticized Aristotle and Plato for their logic and philosophy that eventually led to the 

“perpetual abuse of reason and language” and “learned ignorance” among the 

Christian theologians.544 One of Burke’s great contributions to modern civilization lies 

in his constant warnings of how abstract political metaphysics could lead to the 

chaos of society and even political disasters, which was why the Enlightenment 

philosophers should have been held accountable for the revolutions that happened 

at the end of the eighteenth century. 

Burke was clear about the negative power of words and political terms in practical 

politics. He said that “A disposition to preserve, and an ability to improve, taken 

together, would be my standard of a statesman. Everything else is vulgar in 

conception, perilous in execution.”545  Once, after Lord North made a particularly 

eloquent defence of what Burke considered to be the government’s shameful 

policies, Burke noted that “The debator obtained credit, but the statesman was 

disgraced forever.”546  

 

                                                                 
543 EB, WS, vol.4, 380. 
544 Bolingbroke, Works, vol.Ⅳ, 95. 
545 EB, WS, vol.8, 206. 
546 EB, “Letter to John Merlott, Esq., April 4, 1780,” Works, Ⅵ, 236. 



151 

 

4.2 Burke’s Notion of Historical Order 

 

4.2.1 Introduction  

 

Burke was a master thinker in support of a philosophy of order. From his college time 

in Dublin to his later ruminations on the French Revolution, Burke reflected 

continually on the problems of order and disorder, as repeatedly discussed in his 

works, such as the Vindication, and his numerous writings on both the American and 

French revolutions. Burke was a staunch believer in an orderly society. As he wrote 

to the Catholic Archbishop of Nisibis in 1791, “I love order so far as I am able to 

understand it, for the universe is order.”547 The origin of the order, the continuity, 

stability, and conservation of order, the causes as well as the dangers of disorder 

were central concerns for his conservative political philosophy. For Burke, Order is 

crucial for the continuance of human civilization, since human liberty, property, and 

morality can only be conserved and developed within an orderly society. In 

Reflections, he wrote that “Good order is the foundation of all good things.”548 On the 

other hand, disorder and anarchy often pointed to the state of lawlessness, failure of 

government, loss of freedom, violation of property, and the degradation of morality.  

Burke never produced any theoretical work on the subject of order and disorder, and 

his thoughts were mainly related to political reflections and debates. The problems of 

order and disorder concerned society’s practical interests and welfare and were not 

merely theoretical. It was Burke’s profound contributions to formulating a philosophy 

of order from the histories of Britain, Europe, and other lands, as well as from 

contemporary political issues, that helped to establish the structures of modern 

conservatism. The nineteenth-century author and politician, John Morley, observed 

that Burke had “a reasoned and philosophic veneration for all old and settled order, 

whether in the free Parliament of Great Britain, in the ancient absolutism of 

Versailles, in the secular pomp of Oudh and the inviolable sanctity of Benares, the 

holy city and the garden of God.”549 

                                                                 
547 EB, “To the Archbishop of Nisibis, 14 December 1791,” in The Correspondence of Edmund Burke, vol.6, eds. Alfred 
Cobban and Robert A. Smith (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1967), 460. 
548 WS, vol.8, 290. 
549 John Morley, Edmund Burke (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1879), 129-30. 



152 

 

What types of order did Burke defend, and what factors did Burke believe would 

cause disorder and anarchy in society? This thesis will argue that there were two 

levels of order that were considered by Burke: one is “the order of universe,”550 

which he also referred to as “the eternal frame of the Universe,”551 “the order of the 

world,”552 or “the order of nature.”553 Burke’s conception of the order of the universe 

is that it was the creation of God and ruled by his will in the form of the law of nature. 

This divinely created order is eternal and unchangeable, and its natural law is 

immutable.554 Humans live within the transcendental moral standard of this eternal 

order, while God is “the awful Author of our being” and “the author of our place in the 

order of existence.”555 Burke followed the tradition of the great chain of being and 

held that the whole order of the universe which began from God is hierarchical and 

that every matter or being, from the highest to the lowest, has its due position in this 

chain. Human beings exist on this chain, as he said in Hastings’s impeachment trial 

in 1788: 

We are all born in subjection, all born equally, high and low, 

governors and governed, in subjection to one great, immutable, pre-

existent law, prior to all our devices, and prior to all our contrivances, 

paramount to our very being itself, by which we are knit and 

connected in the eternal frame of the universe, out of which we 

cannot stir.556 

This paragraph has often been quoted to demonstrate his belief in the order of 

natural law when it in fact expresses a relationship between the two orders. Under 

the eternal order of the universe lies another order which originated from “our 

devices” and “our contrivances,” and this order is the secular order, which he also 

referred to as “the political and moral order,”557 or the “civil order.”558 It embodies the 

artificial devices, “artificial institutions,” or “civil institutions” 559  such as country, 

government, and positive laws, consisting of temporal institutions like tradition and 
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custom. Scholars such as Russell Kirk and Peter Stanlis, who have interpreted 

Burke’s view of history as providential, have questioned whether any tension existed 

between the universal order and the particular civil order. If Burke embraced the 

Christian tradition and considered the universe to be ruled by the divinely-ordained 

law of nature, then it would follow that the course of human civilization must be 

determined by the divine will. This would imply that Burke considered the divine will 

to be the cause of the rise and fall of particular nations and civil governments.  

Stanlis was representative of this view, arguing that Burke’s view of history was but 

“a reflection of the will and reason of God” who acts “rarely directly,” while most 

commonly “indirectly” in the civil society, and the ultimate cause of history is God.560 

Through such an interpretation, Stanlis concluded that there was no conflict between 

“the omnipotence of God in man’s temporal events and the freedom of man’s will 

and reason in shaping historical destiny.”561 Similarly, Burke believed religion to be 

the foundation of society, repeatedly emphasizing the significance of religion to civil 

order, going as far as to express that “man is by his constitution a religious 

animal.”562  

This section argues that it is an oversimplification of Burke’s thought to consider his 

view of history as completely providential, and historical developments as an 

expression of the divine will. Despite Burke’s belief that the order of the universe 

played the “pattern of nature”563 for the civil order, while the law of nature provided 

the “original justice” to the latter.564 Delving into Burke’s view of the origin of civil 

society and examining his views on the doctrines of the state of nature and original 

contract, this thesis argues that in Burke's view of society, the historicized and 

secularized factors play a decisive role in the origin and change of civil order. Burke 

also exhibited an indifference toward the ultimate cause of civil order. Since the 

authority from ultimate cause and origin was limited and would be lost in time, the 

authority and the legitimacy established by a prescriptive way in history and time was 

more crucial for the continuity of civil order.  
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To defend these arguments, the discussion of the following part will be based on the 

controversy between Burke and his radical opponents such as Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau, Thomas Paine, Richard Price, Joseph Priestley, and John Cartwright. 

The anti-historical and ahistorical essence of the natural right theory held by these 

radical thinkers will first be introduced, followed by an examination of the secular 

essence of Burke’s view on the rise and progress of civil society.  

 

4.2.2 The Anti-historical Essence of Modern Natural Rights  

 
Before discussing Burke’s notion of historical order, it is necessary to understand 

how his radical opponents, who embraced natural right theory and original contract 

theory, approached the origin and processes of civil society, the relationship 

between nature and history, and the authority of history. The tradition of natural law 

varied in its views on the process of history from the classical age to the eighteenth 

century. This discussion will mainly focus on Burke's polemical opponents – 

Bolingbroke, Paine, Price, and French Philosophers like Rousseau and Abbé Sieyè 

– given that they were proponents of the modern theory of natural rights. 

While this thesis acknowledges Burke’s use of natural law language, his 

understanding of the natural law differed from the natural rights thinkers. Regarding 

the differences between traditional natural law and the modern natural rights theories, 

Alessandro Passerin d'Entrèves conducted a classic study in Natural Law which 

considered the thinkers of natural law after Hobbes and Locke to be the modern 

branch of natural law tradition. How did the theory of natural law become a 

revolutionary doctrine and change modern society? d'Entrèves provided an 

etymological examination of “ius naturale,” demonstrating that the change was 

caused by a modern misunderstanding of the Latin word ius. As a result, “The ius 

naturale of the modern political philosopher is no longer the lex naturalis of the 

medieval moralist nor the ius naturale of the Roman lawyer.” As he stated, the 

ancient meaning of ius in the Roman law tradition connotates both “objective” and 

“subjective right.” “In the language of the law-schools, ius could be used in an 

“objective” as well as in a “subjective” sense: but the latter always presupposes the 

former. There is a facultas agenda in as much as there is a norma agendi. There is a 
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‘right’ in as much as there is a law.” However, “the great majority of natural law 

writers in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries” placed more emphasis on 

natural rights than on the natural law, and believed that “natural law was the 

necessary presupposition of natural right.”565  

Although d'Entrèves’ two connotations and usages of the natural law survived to the 

eighteenth century, “On the eve of the American and French Revolutions the theory 

of natural law had been turned into a theory of natural rights.” 566  The German 

Enlightenment philosopher Christian von Wolff explicitly declared that the only proper 

meaning of natural law (ius naturae) is a natural right. It is precisely under this 

understanding that the doctrines of natural law or natural right were ambiguously 

used by the eighteenth-century philosophers with whom Burke debated, as well as 

by the late eighteenth-century revolutionaries to launch ideological debates and 

justify their political revolutions. Locke and Rousseau will be particularly analyzed in 

the following part. 

It is necessary to give a brief introduction to the natural right doctrine. In the Two 

Treatises of Government, John Locke claimed that civil society originated from a 

state of nature ruled by an original law of nature, which is the will of God. Under this 

original state, everyone was born to enjoy perfect freedom and equality, with the 

natural right to preserve his life, liberty, and property against any injury from other 

men. To do so everyone relinquished some of their natural power and natural 

freedom, and by consenting with others, they formed a community which was based 

upon the expressed consent of the majority. By submitting to the will of the majority 

through this original compact, people departed from the state of nature and united as 

one civil society. All political institutions, as well as legislative, executive, and 

federative powers, are established based on this original compact and natural 

right.567 Once the original contract is violated by the governor or the legislator, the 

people’s trust is forfeited and the government dissolved, then people would return to 

the natural state and have the natural right to form a new government through a new 

common consent.  
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Below is a route of the change of the two states, which can be shown as the 

following: 

 

These are the general points of the natural right doctrine and the social contract 

theory, which eighteenth-century British radicals adhered to, from Richard Price to 

Joseph Priestley and John Cartwright. Priestley expressed his commitment to natural 

rights doctrine in the Letters to the Right Honourable Edmund Burke, which was 

written in response to Burke’s Reflections: 

if those magistrates do not give the people what they deem to be an 

equivalent for what they gave up for the accommodation of others, 

they are certainly at liberty to consider the original compact as 

broken. They then revert to a state of nature, and may enter into a 

new state of society, and adopt a new form of government.568  

Under the terms of this theory, given how ready many people were to believe that 

the original compact had been violated and the people’s trust forfeited, society would 

inevitably enter a cycle of revolution, chaos, and restoration, and then revolution, and 

so forth. Rousseau acknowledged this cycle, but he believed that the new state of 

nature to come out of the first revolution would be different from the original one, and 

the end of the first civil society in the cycle would be a time of extreme inequality 
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ruled by despotism and tyrants. It was a dark vision, in which society seemed 

destined to be ruled by violence and force. He wrote: 

Here all private individuals again become equal because they are 

nothing and, since the Subjects having no other law left than the will 

of the Master, and the Master no other rule than his passions, the 

notions of the good and the principles of justice again vanish. Here 

everything reverts to the sole Law of the stronger and consequently 

to a new State of Nature, different from which we began in that the 

first was the state of Nature in its purity, whereas this last is the fruit 

of an excess of corruption.569  

From this new state of nature, a new order can only be established upon violence, 

which would be legal and the only source of the new authority. As Rousseau 

continued:  

the Contract of government is so utterly dissolved by despotism, that 

the Despot is master only so long as he is the stronger, and that as 

soon as he can be expelled he cannot object to violence. The 

uprising that finally strangles or dethrones a Sultan is as lawful an 

action as those by which, the day before, he disposed of his 

Subjects’ lives and goods. Force alone maintains him, force alone 

overthrows him; things thus proceed according to the natural order; 

and whatever may be the outcome of these brief and frequent 

revolutions, no one can complain of another’s injustice, but only of 

his own imprudence or misfortune.570  

Burke would agree with Rousseau's description of these hypothetical outcomes, 

although both Frank N. Pagano and Iain Hampsher-Monk have demonstrated that 

there was no persuasive evidence that Rousseau was the target of Burke’s critique 

in Vindication.571 This thesis will later demonstrate that as early as 1756, in his first 

published work, the Vindication, Burke had thoroughly described the outcomes of the 
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natural state theory, which was bound to lead to a disastrous political state of tyranny, 

slavery, war, bloody conflict, anarchy, and frequent revolutions, coinciding with 

Rosseau’s description above.  

However, this is not sufficient to explain why Burke believed that the theory of natural 

right was so destructive of the existing social order. To answer this question, the 

components of this theory need to be considered, especially with regard to the way 

in which its original state of nature came into being. It is fair to say that not only 

natural law thinkers, but nearly all eighteenth-century historians and philosophers, 

were interested in the problem of the origin of human society. Contemplating the 

origin of civilization was the starting point for their political and social theories since 

the problem of origin did not just concern the primitive state of human history, but 

relates to the purpose of human history. The contradiction was between conceptions 

of the natural origin of society as conceived by natural law theory and the historical 

origin of society as influenced by people’s judgments about the legitimacy of the 

contemporary political order. In this aspect, Rousseau’s thoughts were rather 

influential and will now be analysed. 

 

4.2.3 The Contradiction between Two Types of Origins in Rousseau 

 

In Two Treatises of Government, Locke expressed doubts over whether the original 

natural state had really existed in human history. This was not a question for him, 

and his strategy to solve the contradiction was to assert that people knew little about 

the real beginning of history. A lack of knowledge about the original state of society 

did not mean that such an original state had never existed, since the human 

knowledge of history depended on records and letters. The original state was 

antecedent to the records of a political state, and knowledge of the existence of a 

society presupposed that it had an origin, even if people were ignorant of the precise 

nature of this origin.572  
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Although Rousseau was influenced by Hobbes and Locke, he differed from them in 

many aspects,573 particularly regarding views on the original state of nature. This 

disparity was noted by Leo Strauss, who showed that the state of nature had 

negative connotations for Hobbes and Locke, but had positive connotations for 

Rousseau. For the former, “the state of nature is characterized by such a self-

contradiction as points to one and only one sufficient solution,” which is “the mighty 

leviathan.”574 However, for Rousseau, civil society was characterized by such self-

contradiction and the state of nature is free from this self-contradiction: “man in the 

state of nature is happy because he is radically independent, whereas man in civil 

society is unhappy because he is radically dependent. Civil society must therefore be 

transcended in the direction not of man's highest end but of his beginning, of his 

earliest past. Thus the state of nature tended to become for Rousseau a positive 

standard.”575  

Although it is outside the scope of this thesis to discuss this difference between 

these thinkers, I would suggest that Strauss's reasoning is insufficient to justify his 

conclusion, since he did not explain why Rousseau’s natural state theory viewed the 

origins of civilization in such a positive manner. My thesis holds that the answer 

should be sought in the consciousness of time and history embodied in Rousseau's 

statements about the origin of society. Rousseau considered himself as the first one 

in the natural law tradition to “dig to the root” of the state of nature.576 His notion of 

origin was much more radical than that of Hobbes and Locke, as he broke away from 

the traditional theoretical framework and proposed new views of the origin and the 

state of nature.  

For Rousseau, all other natural law philosophers had felt the necessity to revert to 

the state of nature, but all failed to reach the state of nature as they were stuck in 

“ancient errors and inveterate prejudices.”577 That is to say, they discussed the state 

of nature with the notions and ideas that they took from civil society,” and they 
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discussed humanity’s “need, greed, oppression, desires, and pride,” which in their 

view belong to the state of nature, but could only come about in civil society. The 

philosophers ascribed the result of civil society to the state of nature, and as a result, 

“They spoke of Savage Man and depicted Civil man.” 578  These natural law 

philosophers, in Louis Althusser’s words, “perpetrated a circle.”579 They discussed 

the origin within the circle of a “false origin,” which “is an imposture, because it is 

merely a transference of the result itself back onto the origin because it is the 

imposture of the result declared to be the origin.”580 This is essentially a circle of 

human reason. Those philosophers could not escape the circle as they were subject 

to another circle: the universal circle of the alienation of humankind from both nature 

and society. In Rousseau’s theory, it meant that nature had lost, and the original 

nature of man had disappeared, but “the result of this alienation holds sway over the 

present-day world and the theorists who go looking for this lost origin.”581 The origin 

to which the philosophers had recourse is not the true origin, but to an origin that 

they could comprehend and hope to reach in the present age; it is an origin they 

constructed with reason in the context of the present concerns of history. That was 

why Rousseau saw the problem of anachronism in Diogenes and Cato.582 

The second point that Rousseau made was that men were never in the state of 

nature, which “no longer exists, which perhaps never did exist, which probably never 

will exist,” making it impossible for people to return to the primitive state of nature.583 

The paths led human beings from the natural state to the civil state that had been 

“forgotten and lost.”584 When Rousseau criticized other thinkers for failing to return to 

the true origin, what he meant by “true” was the “historical,” the lost natural state 

from which history actually arose. When he denied that they had reached the true 

origin, he was not claiming to know what the true origin was. Instead, he was 

constructing his own theory of natural state presupposing the impossibility of a 

historical origin, which is the starting point of his theory. Stéphane Lojkine has 

argued that for Rousseau, “The origin is not to be looked at; better still, the 
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examination of nature is necessarily preceded by the solemn denial of a visible origin, 

by the claim that any visible show of original nature is an impossibility.”585 Hence, a 

justification of the authority and sincerity of a purely natural state necessarily entails 

the denial of the value of history. 

A third point is that Rousseau did not consider whether other philosophers’ natural 

state was a historical truth since his concern was not the actual origin of human 

society. For him, “the Mankind of one age is not the Mankind of another age.”586 

Each age is unique from another, and human nature in history is constantly changing. 

History books cannot explain what human nature was originally like, so the truth 

about the origin of this traditional history is unknowable. Rousseau also did not take 

into account the facts formed in history and was determined to “begin by setting 

aside all the facts.”587  Jean Starobinski explained that “For the facts are man’s 

historical record; they bind us to history. Hence to stick to the facts is to mire oneself 

in an epoch far from that in which mankind began. We must escape from history in 

order to witness the birth of history.”588 On the other hand, the truth of history is 

unimportant because the essence of history is highly negative, full of the disasters 

and evils, and simply portraying an ever-alienating society. The study of history is 

unhelpful and unnecessary if a fair and reasonable human society was to be 

constructed. 

In Rousseau’s view, humans should study and value the true origin of society, which 

can only be deduced from the nature of things, particularly human nature. One 

fundamental point under Rousseau's philosophy, expressed in the second Discourse, 

is that nature “never lies,” which means, what is natural is true, virtuous, and just; 

only in this state of nature, could people find the pure virtues such as simplicity, 

compassion, and innocence. Rousseau further presupposed the existence of a static 

human nature in this state, that is, human nature with eternal purity and sincerity, 

and a real sense of freedom and virtue. Here the traces of Christianity in Rousseau's 

thinking about the natural state can be discerned. To some extent, his state of nature 

is a secularized version of the biblical teaching of Paradise, before the fall of Adam 
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and Eve. This trend can also be observed in Bolingbroke, whereby in the state of 

nature, and the original institution of government, “Men would be angels.”589 As Jean 

Starobinski asserted:  

[The second Discourse] is a thoroughly religious work, but of a very 

particular kind, a substitute for sacred history. Rousseau has 

rewritten Genesis as a work of philosophy, complete with Garden of 

Eden, original sin, and the confusion of tongues. This is a 

seculariezed, ‘demystified’ version of the origins of mankind, which 

repeats the Scripture that it replaces in another tongue. Rousseau’s 

language is that of philosophical speculation, and all mention of the 

supernatural has been eliminated. Yet Christian theology, though not 

present explicitly, shapes the structure of Rousseau’s argument.590  

As in the biblical story of the garden of Eden, when the natural man went out of this 

Paradise, and when the history began, the real history was immediately 

contaminated by human wisdom. In particular, the human faculty of perfectibility 

which “is the source of all of man’s miseries,” and which “by dint of time, draws him 

out of that original condition in which he would pass tranquil and innocent days” was 

also “what, through centuries of giving rise to his enlightenment and his errors, his 

vices and his virtues, eventually makes him a tyrant over himself and nature.”591 As a 

result, humanity, within the context of the history of politics, arts, and science, moves 

further and further away from the ideal of original society. Because Rousseau 

denounced all the attributes that can be acquired from society, his version of human 

history is therefore one of constant degradation and deterioration.  

Rosseau believed that time was in nature a corrupting process, and the change of 

time was in fundamental tension with the eternally unchanging nature of things. 

History is essentially opposed to nature, and the process of history, although 

prompted by humanity’s desire to seek perfectibility, is not in truth a process of 

advancement from barbarism to civilization. Rather, history was a process of 
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degradation in human nature and a decline in human society.592 Thus Rousseau 

proposed an anti-historical interpretation of the history of human civilization. This 

interpretation of the political order’s origin based on violence was the language used 

by Thomas Paine in his critique of the British constitution’s moral legitimacy. This 

was one crucial issue that Burke focused upon in his dispute with Paine and 

Rousseau, and it is where Burke differs from the natural right thinkers. Now it is time 

to focus on Burke’s notion of the state of nature and the origin of civilization. 

 

4.2.4 British Radicals’ Views of Origins and Heredity 

 

The basic rationale of the eighteenth-century British radicals, as Professor Harry T. 

Dickinson indicated, was the Lockean doctrine of natural rights. They generally 

claimed that the subjects had the natural right to resist any government which 

violated the trust and the common consent, ruled by an arbitrary or tyrannical power. 

Dickinson reminds us that  

Locke and most late eighteenth-century radicals were prepared to 

concede the right of resistance to all men, but even they were 

careful to suggest that its use was not justified out of sheer caprice, 

but only in order to resist manifest tyranny. This position was 

endorsed by most commentators in the eighteenth century, even 

those of a conservative disposition such as David Hume, Adam 

Smith, William Blackstone and Edmund Burke.593  

The difference between the radicals and the conservatives in this problem was 

profound, and this was especially true of Burke, in his approach to how natural right 

should be applied. 

Almost all the leading radicals in this age, when using natural right doctrine to reflect 

and criticize the British constitution, shared the theological and philosophical 

methodologies to examine the historical legitimacy of the British constitution. They 
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commonly compared the idealized civil state envisaged by the natural right theory 

with the historically developed British monarchy and parliament system. The 

theologically constructed origin of the natural state was employed to critique the 

authority of the real origin of the British constitution, while the legitimacy of its 

hereditary and parliamentary system was judged by the common consent theory. 

This was particularly true for Richard Price (1723–1791), Joseph Priestley (1733-

1804), Thomas Paine (1737-1809), and John Cartwright (1740-1824). These four 

thinkers shared with Burke support for the demands in American colonies for 

freedom and independence. It was largely for this reason that, with the exception of 

Price, they had been the correspondents and friends of Burke for some time, 

although turning against him later because of their very different views on the French 

Revolution. 

Joseph Priestley was one of the most important English chemists and natural 

philosophers in the eighteenth century, and he was also an influential Dissenting 

theologian and an Enlightenment thinker on politics and education. Priestley and 

Burke had been acquainted since 1769, and they had respected and visited each 

other, regarding each other as good friends. Priestley, as a famous Dissenter in his 

age, came across Burke’s speech, “admirably in our favour,” given in the House of 

Commons on 3 April 1773 in support of a bill allowing Dissenters wishing to hold 

public office freedom from the requirement to subscribe to the Anglican Thirty-nine 

articles of faith. Burke visited Priestley in Birmingham at the close of 1782, 

describing him as “the most happy of men and the most to be envied.”594 Burke 

seemed to be interested in Priestley’s scientific experiments, and Priestley discussed 

his experiment about the conversion of pure water into fixed air in a letter written to 

Burke on 11 December 1782.  

Burke spoke of Priestley respectfully with his friend Charles James Fox as late as 

1789.595 Their friendship ended in 1791, when Priestley replied to the publication of 

Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France with a biting critique in his Letters to 

the Right Honourable Edmund Burke. In this work, Priestley publicly announced his 

break with Burke and stated that he was filled with regret that they were now “on the 
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two opposite sides” and he could no longer consider Burke as a friend.596 Priestley’s 

Letters made a point-by-point rebuttal of the arguments and epistemology of the 

Reflections, and to some extent, Priestley repeated arguments he had made twenty-

three years earlier in An Essay on the First Principles of Government (1768). Like 

Price and Paine, Priestly typically combined a theological notion of the origin of 

human society with a progressive view of history. As he expressed in Essay, the 

human nature and human governments were originally created perfectly by the 

divine. Human beings then developed within their history and reached happiness in a 

gradually progressive manner, which was also the will of providence. He stated: 

It seems to be the uniform intention of divine providence, to lead 

mankind to happiness in a progressive, which is the surest, though 

the slowest method. Evil always leads to good, and imperfect to 

perfect. The divine being might, no doubt, have adopted a different 

plan, have made human nature and human governments perfect 

from the beginning. He might have formed the human mind with an 

intuitive knowledge of truth, without leading men through so many 

labyrinths of error. He might have made man perfectly virtuous, 

without giving so much exercise to his passions in his struggles with 

the habits of vice. He might have sent an angel, or have 

commissioned a man to establish a perfect form of civil government; 

and, a priori, this would seem to have been almost as essential to 

human happiness as any system of truth.597  

For Priestley, according to the divine will, not only will everyone be their own 

governor and be fully equal to any other,598 but “every government, in its original 

principles, and antecedent to its present form, is an equal republic.” 599  These 

originally perfect human beings enjoyed the civil and political liberty to contribute to 

public business with their own consent. As with Locke and Rousseau, Priestley 

agreed that all members of society have the natural right to assemble and participate 
                                                                 
596 Joseph Priestley, Letters to the Right Honourable Edmund Burke, occasioned by his Reflections on the Revolution in 
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in the legislative process. However, unlike Rousseau, Priestley considered this 

participation to be impracticable, or in his words, “absolutely impossible,” in large 

communities, thus they were prepared to sanction representative government.600 

However, Locke and Rousseau believed that the real government in history had not 

originated an idealized state with perfect equality and perfect liberty among all 

people. Despite this, they did agree with Priestley’s position that representative 

government was “the only equitable and fair method of forming a society.”601  

In contrast to God’s perfect design of the original state, the real historical origin of 

most particular civil societies and governments was always unjust, uncivilized, and 

unacceptable. In Priestley’s words, the historical origin of all governments was 

“compulsory, tyrannical, and oppressive.”602 This was also the basic argument, in 

Common Sense (1776), for Thomas Paine when he called for the independence of 

the American colonies from Britain. Paine based his support for American 

independence on a denial of the legitimacy of the British monarchy and hereditary 

system. He contended that neither the British monarch nor aristocracy had   

honorable origins, and if we were to “take off the dark covering of antiquity, and trace 

them to their first rise, that we should find the first of them nothing better than the 

principal ruffian of some restless gang, whose savage manners or pre-eminence in 

subtilty obtained him the title of chief among plunderers.” 603  In particular, “the 

antiquity of English monarchy will not bear looking into.”604  

Paine examined the history of the hereditary system and argued that it was not only 

illegal but creates evil. As he stated, “monarchy and succession have laid (not this or 

that kingdom only) but the world in blood and ashes.”605 By denying the legitimacy of 

the historical origin and the hereditary succession, Paine, as well as Priestley and 

Cartwright, actually believed that the authority established in the past should have no 

legitimacy or binding force on the will of the present people. A just government 

should be based on the common consent of the present people, rather than on the 

hereditary system. In Take Your Choice, published in the same year, as Paine’s 
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Common Sense and Price’s Observation in 1776, John Cartwright also criticized the 

hereditary, considering it to be departed from “strict natural justice.”606 

Burke rejected the conceptions of origin expressed by the advocates of natural rights 

theory. He warned his contemporaries of the dangers of natural rights theory when 

applied to the British constitution. He recognised this danger during the war of 

American independence in the 1770s and early 1780s, as well as in the French 

revolution after 1789. As Paine emphasized in both Common Sense and The Rights 

of Man, it was the key point of the radicals to challenge the authority of the British 

constitution by defining its origins as essential unjust and illegitimate. Burke had to 

directly address this position, which can be seen observed in his Appeal from the 

New to the Old Whigs (1791),607 a pamphlet partly responding to Paine’s The Rights 

of Man. His conservative understanding of order and civilization was based on a 

rejection of the radicals’ abstract conception of the origin of society. Although Burke’s 

reflection on the origin and rise of civil order informed his numerous speeches on the 

issues of American independence, the parliament reform debate, and the French 

revolution, this reflection had already been made in his historical writings on English 

history in the Abridgement. The following discussion of Burke’s views on the origin 

and formation of human society is based on both his early historical writings and his 

later political writings.  
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Chapter 5 Burke’s View on the Formation of Society 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

This section addresses the following questions: how did Burke respond to the claim 

that an original state of nature could provide authority and legitimacy for a new order? 

Did Burke consider the origins of human society as providential? Did Burke consider 

the origin of the human constitution, particularly the British constitution, to be ancient 

or mysterious?  

From the 1750s to the 1790s, and from his satire of Bolingbroke to his criticism of 

Price, Paine, and Rousseau, Burke provided a consistent reflection on the radical 

theories regarding the origin and formation of civil society. For Burke, their design of 

a state of nature defied the true experience of human history and brought crisis to 

civil order. Burke’s views of the state of nature and the problem of origin were rooted 

in his historical understanding of nature and society, which distinguished him from 

the Christian theological tradition and the common law tradition. This section focuses 

on two issues: Burke’s notion of nature and his notion of origin.  

 

5.2 Burke’s View on the Natural State and the Civil State 

 

Burke did not provide a definition of nature and he rarely gave positive descriptions 

of nature. He did sometimes refer to the language of the “nature of things,” the “law 

of nature,”608 the “natural feeling,” and “the order of nature.” 609 His views on nature 

were mainly expressed on two levels, as discussed below. 

The first level of Burke’s understanding of nature was expressed particularly in his 

early religious and philosophical writings. This understanding was rooted in his 

notions of religion and natural law. The universe was seen as the creation of God, 

and thus nature in its cosmic sense and the nature of things were also creations of 
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God. God made people beings with an appropriate nature. It was seen as natural for 

people to feel, to fear, to paise, to pray, to deprecate, and to do good.610 People’s 

natural feelings abided by the law of nature.  

As Burke argued, this nature was complex and the whole world was in a great chain 

of being.611 Human beings lived within this chain. Everyone in the universe of order 

was endowed with the natural capacity to understand their place in the world. The 

nature of the world was seen as hierarchical. As he said at Hastings’ impeachment 

trial in 1788, people were all born equally in subjection to the immutable, pre-existent 

law, and “we are knit and connected in the eternal frame of the universe, out of 

which we cannot stir.”612 This nature “is wisdom without reflection, and above it.”613 

Therefore, “it is our nature, that, when we do not know what may happen to us, to 

fear the worst that can happen us.”614 

For Burke, this was true nature. True nature was the pattern of civil order and it had 

original justice and “unerring and powerful instincts.”615 True nature can help people 

“to fortify the fallible and feeble contrivances”616 of their abstract reason. True natural 

feelings and the “inbred sentiments” of people were “faithful guardians” to their 

institutions and artificial devices. In his mind, the English constitution, and English 

traditions, manners, and laws were examples that followed true nature. In contrast to 

the French, the English had maintained true natural feelings and sentiments in their 

social systems, cultures, and morality. As he stated,  

In England we have not yet been completely embowelled of our 

natural entrails; we still feel within us, and we cherish and cultivate, 

those inbred sentiments which are the faithful guardians, the active 

monitors of our duty, the true supporters of all liberal and manly 

morals. We have not been drawn and trussed, in order that we may 

be filled, like stuffed birds in a museum, with chaff and rags, and 

paltry, blurred shreds of paper about the rights of man. We preserve 

the whole of our feelings still native and entire, unsophisticated by 

pedantry and infidelity. We have real hearts of flesh and blood 
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beating in our bosoms. We fear God; we look up with awe to kings; 

with affection to parliaments; with duty to magistrates; with reverence 

to priests; and with respect to nobility. Why? Because when such 

ideas are brought before our minds, it is natural to be so affected; 

because all other feelings are false and spurious, and tend to corrupt 

our minds, to vitiate our primary morals, to render us unfit for rational 

liberty; and by teaching us a servile, licentious, and abandoned 

insolence, to be our low sport for a few holidays, to make us 

perfectly fit for, and justly deserving of slavery, through the whole 

course of our lives.617 

For Burke, the political constitutions and legal systems, as well as the maintenance 

and health of civil order, were and should be rooted in respecting and protecting 

people’s natural faculties, feelings, and sentiments, which “create in us love, 

veneration, admiration, or attachment,” 618  and establish people’s prejudices and 

habits. As a result, these feelings and sentiments were the foundations of social 

manners, law, morality, and religion.  

On the second level, Burke’s view of nature was expressed primarily in his criticism 

of the notion of nature shown by the natural rights theory. Burke defended true 

nature against the extremism of abstract theories, which created abstract ideas, 

notions, and theories that were full of “a spirit of innovation”619 and which were prone 

to violate true nature, creating unnatural feelings or imagined “nature” by their 

abstract reason and “barbarous philosophy.” 620  For Burke, by violating and 

destroying the natural feelings and affections of people, the abstract political 

doctrines undermined the foundations of manner, custom, and morality, thus making 

law impossible and creating disorder and chaos in human society. 

With this understanding, Burke’s second view of nature can be recognized. Unlike 

the philosophical notion of nature expressed by natural rights theorists, Burke’s 

notion of “nature,” although having a basis of natural law, refused to separate reason 

from feeling. This means that his “nature” was not a form of abstract reasoning, but 

was rather reflected in people’s feelings. He refused to understand the state of 
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nature as forming the origin of society. Rather, Burke understood nature and the 

state of nature historically, with his understanding of nature being essentially 

historical.  

The following section examines Burke’s criticism of the theory of the state of nature 

in Vindication, demonstrating that the key difference between Burke’s notion of 

nature and that shown by the natural rights theory lay in Burke’s historical 

understanding.  

Rousseau finished his Discourse on Inequality in 1754 (publishing it in 1755) and his 

Social Contract in 1761. During the same period, Burke published his early 

philosophical and historical works. It can be argued that during this time, the two 

great thinkers were undertaking similar work as both were speculating on and 

investigating the origin and history of human civilization, although they took different 

approaches and reached diametrically opposed conclusions. Rousseau 

reconstructed the origin and history of human society using a philosophical method, 

while Burke discussed this from a historical perspective, using British constitutional 

history as a case study. In Vindication, Burke first raised his doubts about the theory 

of natural rights, particularly about its notion of nature. 

As early as the 1750s, although Burke was still young and had no experience on any 

political platform, he proved himself to be a no less profound thinker about the social 

order than he was in the 1790s. This is especially true of his first publication, A 

Vindication of Natural Society, which is his only theoretical work on politics. It is not 

just a satirical work and an attack on Bolingbroke and freethinkers but, in Frank N. 

Pagano’s view, it “reveals the deepest grounds” of Burke’s politics, and “this belittled 

first work stands as the intellectual autobiography of the young Burke.”621 It can be 

seen that the young Burke was consistent with the older Burke, especially in the 

denial of the natural rights theory and in the defence of a historical order. 

The central concern of Vindication is the contradiction between Bolingbroke’s 

historical methods and his primitivist theory of the natural state and the civilized 

order under different political regimes. As discussed in the previous chapter, 

Bolingbroke’s primitivist historical consciousness presumed that there was a period 
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when people, who were ruled by their original natural reason, believed in natural 

religion and lived in a state of primitive natural liberty, while the later history of 

civilization was corrupted by institutional religion and its artificial systems, including 

priestcraft and false teachings. Burke could not accept Bolingbroke’s historical 

methods. He viewed such an interpretation of civilized history as ridiculous and 

maintained that if the same method was used to interpret the history of political 

society, it could be concluded that humans would have to return to primitive natural 

society.  

Burke attacked Bolingbroke’s defence of the state of nature and his criticism of the 

corruption in civilized states. In Burke’s account, the history of human civilization is 

full of war, struggle, and misery. All artificial orders were seen as contradictory to the 

primitive natural order. After people went from the state of nature to a political society, 

“all Mankind have gradually fallen.”622 Politics and power did not bring justice, peace, 

and liberty to human beings, but led to disorder, revolution, and evil in society, as 

well as the mutual destruction and subversion of the government. Following the 

classical writings on political philosophy, Burke distinguished between three types of 

polity: Despotism, Aristocracy, and Democracy. However, by referring to cases in 

ancient Greek and Roman history, Burke tried to prove that the three types of polity 

differed only in name and were effectively the same. They were all seen as 

tyrannical and capable of bringing destruction to human ordered civilization. They 

were each as bad as the others and no just order could be built upon these polities.  

Burke’s ironic analysis accepted the presupposition that human nature in the state of 

nature, less powerful than in political society, was incapable of causing widespread 

destruction to society, although “there is a Haughtiness, and Fierceness in human 

Nature.” Once it enters political society, the avarice of human nature is always 

unrestricted and it is society and politics that give human beings the “destructive 

views” and “the means of satisfying them,” while it is the “invention of men” that has 

improved human beings’ abilities and skills, leading to destruction and evil. This 

radical human nature and its artificial productions, like varies of institutions, are the 

enemies of stability and order.623 As a result, when people left the state of nature and 

went into political society, they entered a state of mutual destruction, about which 
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Burke selectively quoted some evidence from the theories of Machiavelli and 

Hobbes. Hence, civilized political society is usually in a state of war of all against 

all.624 

As mentioned above, this description by Burke is almost the same state described by 

Rousseau in the second Discourse. Although there is no evidence that Rousseau is 

the object of criticism in Vindication, it is very likely that Burke had read Rousseau’s 

works by 1759 at the latest, since the Annual Register published a review of Lettre à 

D’Alembert in 1759 and of Emile in 1762. 625  These reviews of Rousseau’s 

philosophy were very similar to Burke’s satire of Bolingbroke in the Vindication. The 

reviews consider Rousseau’s recourse to natural society as “the greatest noise” and 

“of little real use or emolument to mankind.” Rousseau’s satire regarding civilized 

society and learning “may make tolerable sport for an ingenious fancy; but if carried 

farther, it can do no more (and that in such a way is surely too much) than to unsettle 

our notions of right and wrong, and lead by degrees to universal scepticism.” The 

review of Emile states that Rousseau’s design of natural society was supported by 

his unlimited imagination, rather than conditioned by any settled order.626  

Burke’s criticism of Bolingbroke and Rousseau remained at a theoretical level in his 

early writings. However, from the 1770s to the 1790s, as the influence of English 

radicalism increased, more and more radical associations were developed to push 

for parliamentary reform and more equal suffrage, and with the outbreak of the 

French Revolution, Burke saw that the destructive results he had predicted in his 

early reviews of Bolingbroke and Rousseau were becoming practical issues in 

France and in Europe and, to his greatest concern, were becoming a threat to the 

British constitution. 

 

5.2.1 Burke’s Notion of Divine Origin 
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It has been shown that Burke employed the language of natural law, particularly the 

classical strand of natural law that was developed by Aristotle, Cicero, and 

Aquinas,627 as well as writing in the tradition of Western Christianity. From his youth 

in Dublin to his later years during the French Revolution, he spent much time 

thinking about the role and meaning of divine authority for human beings, 

emphasizing the indispensability of religion to human societies, and adopting 

maxims and wisdom from theology and scripture to defend a conservative moral 

order and political society.  

Burke’s birth, his upbringing, and his education were influenced by an Irish religious 

situation dominated by the Anglican Church of Ireland and by Catholicism. His father 

was a Protestant, while his mother was a Catholic, and his upbringing was closely 

connected with the Irish Catholic culture of much of his family. One of Burke’s friends, 

Lord Charlemont (1728–1799), who was familiar with Burke’s early years, believed 

that his “early habits and connections … had given his mind an almost constitutional 

bent towards the Popish party.” This can partly explain why Burke later held a deep 

sympathy toward the Irish Catholic community.628 

When he studied at Trinity College Dublin, Burke’s interest in the theological 

problems of Christianity was reflected in the discussions of the debating society that 

he established, with some other students, at the college. During the debates within 

the society, “the revealed word and its effectiveness” was one of his concerns629 and 

he defended the authority of revealed religion, showing a clearly negative attitude 

toward Deism and Atheism. For Burke, religion did not only refer to Christianity but 

also to the religions in other cultures like Hinduism and Islam. Burke was neither a 

theologian nor a profound religious thinker. He never wrote systematically on 

theology nor on religion, although he offered many reviews and thoughts on 
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Christianity and religious themes. The focus on religion in his early works differed 

from his later religious concerns.  

In his early writings from the 1740s to the 1750s, such as his short piece entitled “An 

Extempore Commonplace on The Sermon of Our Saviour on the Mount” (1749), his 

Vindication (1756) and Philosophical Enquiry (1757), a short essay entitled “Religion 

of No Efficacy Considered as A State Engine,” and a poem entitled “Religion,”630 his 

thinking was mainly on the theological level, without relating to political and social 

problems, which were the concerns of his religious thinking in his later writings. In 

these early writings, the main focus for him were the divine foundations of human 

nature and human morality, as well as the impact of religious belief on human nature, 

human duty, and human relationships. This thinking was far from repeating orthodox 

theological and dogmatic language but tended to be a narrative of his moral 

philosophy from a religious perspective. The theological and moral principles on 

which his later religious thinking in the 1780s and 1790s rested can be found 

expressed in these early works. From these writings, it can be seen that he accepted 

the fundamental articles of orthodox Christianity, including the doctrines of creation, 

revelation, the immortality of the soul, the last judgement, and rewards and 

punishments in the afterlife. 

Burke conveyed the truths of Christianity and accepted that God was man’s Maker 

and superior,631 as well as the belief that men “stand in two grand relations the one 

to Society & the other to our Creator,”632 with God as the author of the general law of 

the universe. Humanity’s relationship with God is revealed in human nature and it is 

natural for people to sense their duty to God and to other people. Burke was greatly 

influenced by the Church of England Bishop Joseph Butler’s celebrated Analogy of 

Religion, and he shared Butler’s commitment to defending revealed religion against 

the natural religion championed by Deists. For Burke and Butler, nature and 

revelation were not antagonistic but complementary and mutually supportive. God 

had not stepped away from the world after the act of creation, but rather God 

continued to guide human beings through their natural faculties, and more 
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particularly through the process of rewards and punishments. The course of nature 

was the revealer of providence. In Analogy of Religion, Butler adopted analogical 

reasoning learned from the Alexandrian theologian Origen, stating: 

Origen has with singular sagacity observed, that ‘he who believes the Scripture 

to have proceeded from him who is the Author of nature, may well expect to 

find the same sort of difficulties in it, as are found in the constitution of nature.’ 

And in a like way of reflection it may be added, that he who denies the 

Scripture to have been from God upon account of these difficulties, may, for 

the very same reason, deny the world to have been formed by him. On the 

other hand, if there be an analogy or likeness between that system of things 

and dispensation of Providence, which revelation informs us of, and that 

system of things and dispensation of Providence, which experience together 

with reason informs us of, i.e. the known course of nature; this is a presumption, 

that they have both the same author and cause.633 

Revelation and nature were seen as having the same author. Those who denied the 

authenticity of Scripture because of its uncertain, indemonstrable, incomprehensible, 

or mysterious elements, such as miracles, could also find the same difficulties in 

nature by analogy. The great mystery of God was unknowable and “mystery is as 

great in nature as in Christianity.” The higher truths of both Christianity and of nature 

were beyond people’s comprehension.634 Therefore, it was absurd to be skeptical of 

the authenticity of revelation and the words of the Bible using human metaphysical 

reasoning. These were the basic points that Burke adopted in criticizing the theories 

of Deism.  

For Burke, man’s natural feelings and instincts, rather than reason, were much more 

reliable as the foundations of belief. As he stated in “Religion,” men “naturally 

measure their Duties to the Divinity by their own wants and their feelings, and not by 

abstract Speculations,” and “Metaphysical or Physical Speculations neither are, or 

ought to be, the Grounds of our Duties; because we can arrive at no certainty in 

them. They have a weight when they concur with our own natural feelings; very little 

when against them.” 635  This can be seen as an early expression of his anti-
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rationalism and this distrust of metaphysical reasoning supported his thinking all his 

life. In particular, it supported his opposition to the social and political projects that 

attempted to construct a new state or a so-called better society under the guidance 

of human theories.  

For Burke, human beings, as creatures of God, were not simply beings with the 

capacity for reason but, more importantly, they were being with natural faculties 

including feelings, desires, passions, sympathies, commitments, and enthusiasm. As 

he discussed in “Sermon on the Mount,” “Christian morality excels the Best heathen” 

morality, precisely because the natural faculties of humans can be constantly 

improved by Christianity and its morality is intelligible to everyone, even to “the most 

ignorant,” meaning that Christian morality represents an unifying ideal that humans 

can utilize to improve their societies.636 Many years later, this early thinking was 

elaborated on in a more complex and refined way in his writings on the French 

Revolution, especially the Reflections on the Revolution in France, which is 

discussed later, in the section discussing Burke’s notions of continuance and 

progress. Here, the question is posed of whether Burke believed that God directly 

intervened in the progress of society.  

 

5.2.2 Burke’s Notion of Original Contract 

 

Burke referred to the discourse of the “original contract” in his political philosophy 

and accepted the language of the “original contract,” as most thinkers of his age did. 

In Reflections, Burke explained that the whole of human society was a contract but 

he did not accept this in the Hobbesian nor Lockean sense, as many of the radicals 

and revolutionaries did. Burke understood the “original contract” not in a 

philosophical sense but in the juridical sense of common law and the theological 

sense of a divinely-ordained natural law. Burke’s use of the “original contract” should 

be understood within the context of the debate around which the radicals employed 

the doctrine of the “original contract” to interpret the Glorious Revolution and its 

settlement, as well as to defend the French Revolution.  
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The term “original contract” had already been commonly used in parliamentary 

debates and in the Lords’ Journals since the late seventh century. In particular, it 

was used in the item of the resolution to describe the “abdication” of James II, which 

stated:  

Resolved, That King James the Second, having endeavoured to subvert the 

Constitution of the Kingdom, by breaking the Original Contract between king 

and people, and, by the advice of Jesuits, and other wicked persons, having 

violated the fundamental Laws, and having withdrawn himself out of this 

kingdom, has abdicated the Government, and that the throne is thereby 

become vacant.637  

Burke discussed this resolution approvingly in both the Reflections and the Appeal 

as he challenged the modern natural rights doctrine that was made by the French 

philosophers and accepted by the “New Whigs,” especially radicals like Richard 

Price who sought to interpret the Glorious Revolution using this doctrine. Burke did 

not accept such an interpretation, warning the English that it would bring danger to 

their ancient constitution. Burke stressed the need for rigor in the use and 

understanding of political language. For him, the terms “abdication” and “contract” 

were used in a juridical sense by the resolution. This idea can be traced to the 1680s 

when the Lords and Commons were involved in debates about whether the use of 

“abdication” and “original contract” was reasonable or not and in which sense they 

should be used. John Hampden admitted that the difference between the Lords and 

the Commons “is only about a few words,” but these words were significant and 

weighty in the issue of amendments.638  

At the Glorious Revolution of 1688, the Commons firmly insisted that James II broke 

the original contract between the king and the people, and, as Thomas P. Slaughter 

has argued, they interpreted the “original contract” in a Lockean fashion.639 The 

parliamentarians at the time were familiar with the term “original contract” and it was 

generally presumed that there was a compact between the king and the people that 
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“was made at the first time, when the government was first instituted.” 640  That 

contract established what the “Old Whigs” called the “ancient constitution” and the 

fundamental laws of England, which was also the notion of the “original contract” that 

Burke accepted in the Reflections.  

As John Philipps Kenyon has shown, in the late seventeenth century, not only the 

Whigs but also many Country MPs, such as Sir Thomas Clarges and Lord Digby, 

shared this notion, considering the British state to be founded upon the ancient 

original contract.641 It was even believed that “the sense of original contract runs 

through all our Law-Books.”642 The question could be posed as to whether there was 

any particular document in English history that could be seen as the English people’s 

“original contract” with their monarchy, and whether it was possible to find the 

moment when the “original contract” was signed. Someone followed the tradition of 

natural law and, as Mr Serjeant Maynard, the author of A Free Discourse, and later 

Bolingbroke showed, they traced the English “original contract” to the state of nature.  

However, as this thesis argues, the state of nature is not a historical experience but 

a theoretical invention, so this answer was rather vague and did not answer the 

question. Some, including John Hampden and Lord Digby, considered that there was 

an older original contract that had been broken by James II and that the Bill of Rights 

was now the English people’s new “original contract.” Sir George Treby (1643-1700) 

traced the use of the phrase ‘original contract’ to Richard Hooker’s Ecclesiastical 

Polity. However, no certain answer was given about the actual original contract, 

which came to be considered as a Whig myth. 643  The Earl of Clarendon, in a 

parliamentary conference focusing on the amendments on 5 February 1688, 

explained that “this breaking the original contract is a language that hath not been 

long used in this place; nor known in any of our law books, or publick records. It is 

sprung up, but as taken from some late authors, and those none of the best received, 

and the very phrase might bear a great debate, if that were now to be spoken to.”644 
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Nevertheless, the term “original contract” was accepted by both the Lords and the 

Commons.  

In the controversy surrounding the expression of the settlement, the Lords opposed 

the use of “abdication,” preferring the term “deserted” to “abdicated.” Two reasons 

for this were given by the Tory Earl of Nottingham. First, it was “Because the Lords 

do not find, that the word abdicated is a word known to the common law of England 

and the Lords hope the Commons will agree to make use of such words only, 

whereof the meaning may be understood according to the law.” Second, “Because in 

the most common acceptation of the civil law, abdication is a voluntary express act 

of renunciation, which is not in this case.” The Lords hoped to avoid the implications 

that “the crown was elective” and “the throne was vacant” because the English 

monarchy was hereditary, rather than elective, and the word “abdication” implied that 

James II had the possibility of returning.645  

Both reasons were responded to by Lord Somers (1651-1716), the first Baron 

Somers, a Whig statesman and the leader of the Whig Junto, who first asserted that 

if the term “abdication” could not be used because it was unknown to the history of 

common law, then the same objection should be held against the use of “deserted” 

for the same reason. Then, Somers quoted Grotius, Brisonius, Budeus, Spigelius, 

and the Code to prove that the use of “abdication” was reasonable since it “doth 

naturally and properly signify entirely to renounce, throw off, disown, relinquish any 

thing or person, so as to have no farther to do with it.” In contrast, the use of 

“deserted” had “not only a very doubtful signification, but in the common acceptance 

both of the civil and canon law, doth signify only a bare withdrawing, a temporary 

quitting of a thing, and neglect only, which leaveth the party at liberty of returning to it 

again.”646 

Sir John Holt (1642-1710), the Lord Chief Justice of England from 1689 to 1710, 

highlighted the key problem of the debate, which was the historical legitimacy of the 

words. As for the first reason, Holt stated, “whether it be a word as ancient as 

common law, for that will be no objection against using it; if it be a word of a known 

and certain signification.”647 By stressing that the significance of a word lay in its 
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pragmatic function in the present, Holt actually rejected the claim that it derived its 

meaning from history. If a theory or concept was useful in reality, then it did not 

matter whether it had historical legitimacy. Moreover, Holt believed that such an 

attachment to historical authority would bring confusion to the present understanding. 

As he spoke to the Lords, “we have very few words in our tongue that are of equal 

antiquity with the common law; your Lordships know the language of England is 

altered greatly in the several successions of time, and the intermixture of other 

nations; and if we should be obliged to make use only of words then known and in 

use, what we should deliver in such a dialect would be very difficult to be 

understood.”648 After the 1690s, the terms “original contract” and “abdication” were 

generally accepted by the official political ideology. 

Burke rejected Price’s insistence on treating the French Revolution and Glorious 

Revolution as the same type of revolution. Burke believed that the French Revolution 

was a complete disruption of social order, whereas the Glorious Revolution had been 

a restoration of the old English order and did not interrupt the continuity of the 

English constitution. The Glorious Revolution was not a revolution in its modern 

sense. James II had not been deposed by the English people inspired by contract 

theory, but he had rather vacated the throne by “necessity.” 649  The Glorious 

Revolution had been the means to preserve the ancient English constitution650 and 

was a renewal of that constitution. 

Burke’s objection to Price’s original contract theory was based on his rejection of the 

idea that the people may create a government for themselves by contract. It was 

inappropriate to describe the abdication of James II as a ‘misconduct’ as Price did.  

Moreover, to describe the king of Britain as the servant of people was “a sort of 

flippant vain discourse” that was incompatible with the serious legal language. As 

Burke stated, “we, on our parts, have learned to speak only the primitive language of 

the law, and not the confused jargon of their Babylonian pulpits.”651 

For Burke, the ancient English constitution did not originate from an “original 

contract” in the modern sense of the term. In 1757, before Burke’s political career 
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began, he attempted to write serious histories of England, which resulted in two 

unfinished works: the Fragment, and the Abridgement. The Fragment was thought to 

have been written either before or during the early stages of the composition of the 

Abridgement.652 It remains unclear whether the Fragment was originally intended to 

be a part of the larger work, the Abridgement, or as a separate work on the English 

legal history. The Fragment is a short piece of several pages in length, and its theme 

was discussed more fully and systematically in the Abridgement, covering the period 

from Caesar’s invasion of Britain to the age of King John and Magna Carta. Both 

works were concerned with how the constitutional order in England had been 

established, and they traced the origin and the development of the English legal 

system and the parliamentary system. 

These historical works proved Burke’s denial of the traditional doctrine of ancient 

constitutionalism, which had prevailed since the seventeenth century and which had 

been revived by Bolingbroke. This was a key difference between Burke and 

Bolingbroke. Burke knew well this doctrine and knew it had existed as a traditional 

political discourse in England for a long time. While he reviewed the doctrine as 

“visionary,” as he stated in the Abridgement, 

That order is now reversed. All these things are, I think, sufficient to shew of 

what a visionary nature those systems are, which would settle the ancient 

Constitution in the most remote times exactly in the same form, in which we 

enjoy it at this day; not considering that such mighty changes in manners, 

during so many ages, always must produce a considerable change in laws, 

and in the forms as well as the powers of all governments.653 

Later in the 1770s, he refuted the idea that ancient constitutionalism was a work 

“modelled according to the present form” by the antiquarians. 654  For Burke, no 

golden age of an ancient constitution had ever existed in England. However, he was 

interested in the origin and development of the English constitution. The Fragment 

aimed to trace “the origin, the progress and the various revolutions” of the ancient 

British law and constitution, and he lamented the poor quality of existing studies of 

the English regarding “historical jurisprudence.” He especially criticized Matthew 
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Hale’s The History and Analysis of the Common Law of England for its inadequate 

study of ancient English law.655 Burke came off as confident in his ability to compose 

a better monograph on this topic, although he failed to finish the work. 

For Burke, the ancient English constitution originated in an uncivilized and barbaric 

period, rather than from an idealized state of nature or a golden age. He traced the 

origins of the Saxon laws to three sources: the first was “the ancient traditionary 

customs of the North,” which formed “the great body and main stream of the Saxon 

laws;” the second was “the canons of the church;” and the third was the Roman Civil 

Law and the customs of German nations.656 Later, he expressed that the root of the 

English “primitive constitution” was not the natural right, but “the feudal Baronage, 

and the feudal Knighthood.”657 

Burke repeatedly emphasized that the first fountains of Saxon laws were “obscure 

and scanty.” When the ancient Saxon constitution “remained in the woods, and for a 

long time after, it was far from being a fine one; no more indeed than a very 

imperfect attempt at government, a system for a rude and barbarous people, 

calculated to maintain them in their barbarity.”658 For Burke, this English constitution 

was the fruit of “innumerable improvements, either for the correction of the original 

scheme, or for removing corruptions, or for developing its principles better to suit 

those changes, which have successively happened in the circumstances of the 

nation, or in the manners of the people.”659 Contained within the ancient English 

constitution were the capacities for change, repair, and reform, and hence it could be 

constantly adjusted and adapted to the circumstances and manners of different 

historical periods. Burke's view of origins is crucial for understanding his later 

defence of the old order in the American Revolution and French Revolution. 
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5.2.3 Burke’s View of Origins 

   

As discussed above, for such thinkers as Bolingbroke, Rousseau, and Paine, the 

ultimate source of authority of a just civil order should be derived from a just origin, 

be it rationally devised or divine. Burke did not believe that the legitimacy of an order 

could be guaranteed and renewed by human conceptions of what is a just origin. 

The primitive natural state, natural liberty, and natural religion, as Bolingbroke and 

Rousseau praised, may be pure, just, and perfect, but they were in essence, rational 

inventions of men’s mind and this meant that they shared in human imperfection.660 

This consciousness of origin and cause was supported by the logical justice of 

abstract theory and would lead people into a game of words and ideas without 

considering the complexity of actual social and political circumstances, and this 

would lead to radicalism and extremism. In his Speech on Conciliation with America 

(1775), Burke argued that the extreme policy of colonial taxation would not work 

because it reflected this pattern of thought. For him, to press for colonial taxation on 

abstract grounds of social justice would create greater discontent and struggle 

amongst the colonies.661 

Burke contended that the origins of human societies took place in the distant past, 

amid unjust wars and slavery; these origins were unclear, “rude and uncultivated.”662 

The process of historical change consisted of variety and contingency, and, as Burke 

observed, “nothing in progression can rest on its original plan.” It would be absurd to 

rock a grown man in the cradle of an infant.663 

The origin of government was not mysterious, in the sense of being beyond human 

reason; governments originated from the circumstances and human experiences that 

could be traced and analyzed in secular history. As he said, the “government, which 

can claim no higher origin or authority, in its exercise at least, ought to conform to 

the exigencies of the time and the temper and character of the people, with whom it 

is concerned.”664 
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In Burke’s mind, the factors that determined the formation and progress of civil 

society were historical circumstances, manners, social customs, people’s natural 

feelings, habits and characters, and contingencies. Through a complex process of 

constantly adjusting and adapting to these diverse empirical factors, civil institutions 

had the opportunity to contribute to gradual the improvement of culture and 

commerce. The wisdom embodied in civil institutions was thus “based on experience 

and nothing but experience,” and only by studying these empirical and temporal 

factors could people explain the origin and progress of the governments and 

societies.665 As these factors were variable and temporal, and the wisdom embodied 

in the formation of civil order “could not be completely rationalized, that is, reduced to 

first principles which might be clearly enunciated, shown to be the cause of the 

institutions’ first being set up, or employed to criticize their subsequent working.”666  

The true process of civil order and society, for Burke, was a spontaneous and 

evolutionary one, insensible to straightforward human planning (or what would later 

be called social engineering), and in many respects beyond human knowledge. The 

notion of spontaneous order through historical changes could not be rationalized, 

theorized, or systematized, and only this spontaneous, unsystematic, evolutionary 

order was most suitable to human natural feelings, characters, and habits. Such 

spontaneous and evolutionary order supported Burke’s explanation of the rise and 

progress of the local assemblies in the American colonies. As he stated,  

The Colonies were from the beginning subject to the legislature of Great-Britain, 

on principles which they never examined; and we permitted to them many local 

privileges, without asking how they agreed with that legislative authority. 

Modes of administration were formed in an insensible, and very unsystematick 

manner. But they gradually adapted themselves to the varying condition of 

things.667  

It was originally natural for the American colonies to accept the authority and the 

basic principles of the legislative power of Britain. This authority could be accepted 

without any discussion of its fundamental principles, and as such, this growth of 
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order was not a result of any artificial design, systematic scheme, or larger plan. 

Instead, it would have been formed insensibly without human interruption, implying 

that the order in the colonies was developed spontaneously. 

This insensible and unsystematic progress, for Burke, was not chaotic and anarchic, 

and it was capable of being regularized and formalized to an extent. The assemblies 

and legislatures of the colonies were essentially historical institutions, formed 

through the continuous interactions between peoples, different generations, and 

different natural environments, as well as the steady accumulation of human 

experience and trials. They were the products of “imperceptible habits, and old 

custom,” which Burke viewed as “the great support of all the governments in the 

world.”668 

As a stable, healthy civil order could only grow up through such a spontaneous 

process, the external policies from the British motherland should be applied to the 

American colonies with a respect for their local circumstances. This was the basic 

argument in Burke’s “Address to King,” written in 1777. With the failure of the 

Rockinghams’ plan on the America problem, Burke was requested to compose a 

manifesto (the Address) to justify the Rockingham Whigs’ principles and policies. 

Burke’s address analyzed, ostensibly for George III, the reasons why the American 

colonies suffered from “disorders” and “troubles.” These were the result of the 

“misconduct” of the British government, 669  which had violated the “no taxation 

without representation” principle by seeking to impose a centralized, systematic 

taxation policy on the colonies.  Perceived as “acts of hostility,” these policies had 

alienated the minds of the American people and provoked them to rebellion.670  

The “flourishing commerce, and their cultivated and commodious life” that had 

developed in the American colonies during the eighteenth century proved that even a 

community that had originated with small bands of colonists in a wilderness could, 

under the wise guidance and unobtrusive management of a distant limited 

monarchical state with an historic constitution, grow into a nation in a free and 

civilized condition. For Burke, the American colonies had developed gradually and 

unsystematically to the extent that they now seemed like “rather antient nations 
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grown to perfection,” and “Nothing in the history of mankind is like their progress,” 

even developing the image and substance of the British constitution.671  

However, there were commercial restraints that the colonies bore, such as through 

the Navigation Acts, a series of parliamentary acts passed between 1651 and 1696, 

which, informed by mercantilist theory, sought to limit and regulate colonial 

commercial activity in the interest of enriching Britain. However, although these 

restraints were harsh, and could even be viewed as a “rigorous servitude,” the 

colonies had borne such administration, and despite the Navigation Acts they had 

moved on to prosperity and a happy condition. It was “Because men do bear the 

inevitable constitution of their original nature with all its infirmities.”672 And the people 

had been used to the restraints, as it showed, “The act of navigation attended the 

Colonies from their infancy, grew with their growth, and strengthened with their 

strength. They were confirmed in obedience to it, even more by usage than by law. 

They scarcely had remembered a time when they were not subject to such 

restraint.”673  

Here, as Burke implied, an unjust origin and even a servile form of administration 

would not necessarily lead to poverty, disorder, anarchy, or tyranny, as the radical 

reformers argued in natural right theory. Instead, a stable, liberal, and civilized order 

could be established in such originally primitive colonies with a dynamic 

development of commerce and industry. This spontaneous progress toward 

prosperity and freedom owed much to the fact that human beings are animals of 

habits and customs. Hence, any interruption or innovation of this spontaneous order 

would change people’s habits and customs and thus would yield “nothing but 

discontent, disorder, disobedience,” which, in Burke’s prediction, would be the result 

that the introduction of a “colony revenue” would bring to British sovereignty on the 

American colonies.674 

 

5.3 Burke’s Notion of Continuity and Change 
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The continuity of human society was a central concern for Burke throughout his life. 

From his early philosophical, historical, and religious writings to his later political 

writings on the American Revolution, the Indian problem, and the French Revolution, 

he became one of the most profound social thinkers and staunch defenders of social 

continuity of his times. Burke’s thoughts on historical continuity formed the 

cornerstone of his conservative philosophy, which also made him the enemy of 

Enlightenment radical philosophies, and distinguishing him, as we have seen, from 

Bolingbroke and his defence of the ancient English constitution. The questions that 

arise include what continuity meant to Burke, the importance of maintaining the 

continuity of society, and how it might be maintained. This section will argue that, for 

Burke, the continuity of society was established on five notions: 1) the understanding 

of society as an eternal partnership shared by past, present, and future generations; 

2) the understanding of man as creatures of prejudice and habits; 3) the principle of 

prescription as the main source of all civil authority; 4) the spirit of respect for the 

ancestors; and 5) the consciousness of permanence. 

 

5.3.1 Burke’s Notion of Continuity 

 

For Burke, continuity did not merely refer to the state of history being uninterrupted 

with an unbroken succession. Burke’s notion of continuity should be understood in 

relation to his view of society. He believed that continuity was the way in which 

society exists, or an attribute of society, while the society and nation were how 

continuity exists. To be exact, the existence of human communities, constitutions, 

orders, traditions and the secular institutions are the ways in which continuity exists. 

Burke addressed this notion of continuity in a parliamentary speech given on 16 

June 1784, in response to William Pitt’s bill to reform the electoral system. Being a 

critic of sweeping changes to the British representative system, Burke delivered a 

long speech detailing the nature and superiority of the British constitution, defending 

its foundation and authority with his philosophy of continuity. As he argued, the 

British constitution was the best in the world, and its representation systems “as 

nearly perfect as the necessary imperfection of human affairs and of human 
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creatures.”675 The British constitution and the prerogative of the Crown were not 

based on the theory of natural rights but were prescriptive. The constitution and the 

nation were neither the choice of the systematic scheme and untried project, nor the 

result of “any sudden and temporary arrangement by actual election,” but the 

“election of ages and of generations.” He stated, “a nation is not an idea only of local 

extent, and individual momentary aggregation, but it is an idea of continuity, which 

extends in time as well as in numbers and in space.”676  

This notion of continuity was also expressed in his description of society as an 

eternal partnership between the living, the dead, and those to be born.677 Within this 

continuity, the past, the present, and the future were not separate spaces of time, but 

coexisted simultaneously in the same space. Society was a continuity of “the lower 

with the higher natures, connecting the visible and invisible world,” and “all physical 

and all moral natures.”678 

Burke’s notion of continuity was based, as we have seen earlier, on his belief in the 

great chain of being, a traditional Christian idea he had discussed in his early 

writings. In “Religion,” he demonstrated that our relation to others was the foundation 

of morality. God “placed” us in relation with others, and it was our duty to relate to 

others.679 The human mind was limited by the “great chain of causes,” as he wrote in 

Philosophical Enquiry, linked one to another to the throne of God, but was out of 

human wisdom to reach the ultimate cause. 680  In his later political writings, the 

notions of continuity and chain became the basic reasons in his defence of the 

English constitution’s authority and the monarchy. 

For him, the superiority and vitality of the British constitution lay not just in its spirit of 

liberty, as Bolingbroke claimed, but in the continuous adjustment of its ancient 

institutions to new circumstances and social needs. Through this process, the British 

constitution was  

never old, or middle-aged, or young, but in a condition of 

unchangeable constancy, moves on through the varied tenour of 
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perpetual decay, fall, renovation, and progression. Thus, by 

preserving the method of nature in the conduct of the state, in what 

we improve we are never wholly new; in what we retain we are never 

wholly obsolete.681  

It is within this sense of continuity that Burke defended and admired the Glorious 

Revolution, which for him was a great renewal of the ancient constitution. Unlike the 

radicals, Burke did not consider the Glorious Revolution as a fundamental break with 

the previous constitutional and social order, nor was it, for him, even a revolution. 

During his first public speech about the French Revolution in February 1790, he 

responded to Price’s sermon which portrayed the Glorious Revolution and French 

Revolution as similar movement. Concerned that members of the House of 

Commons would accept this portrayal of the two revolutions Burke attempted to 

defend the continuity of the British constitution, arguing that the Glorious Revolution 

did not introduce a new constitution to Britain, but was a continuation of the old 

constitution. There was no change in the English constitution before or after, as he 

stated, “the laws were the same, the rights of the subject the same; and the religion 

the same. The church, as by law established, received fresh lustre.”682 

The debate between Burke and his opponents was particularly focused on the British 

hereditary system. For Burke, the British monarchy, the hereditary gentry and 

aristocracy, their titles and their privileges were all long-standing and living parts of 

the constitution. The authority and legitimacy of the monarchy and nobility were 

derived from continuity and succession. 

Radicals such as Paine and Price attacked the British monarchy and hereditary 

system based on a complete negation of Burke’s developmental theory. Their works 

demonstrated an anti-historical stance toward the past and a utopian trend toward 

the future. Their deconstruction of the authority and legitimacy of the English 

monarchy was rooted in their negation of any authority derived from history, which 

was rooted in their belief that civil right and liberty could not be inherited or passed 

between generations, but could only be granted directly by an absolute authority at 

some point in history. If there was a dispute regarding the rights of man, then every 
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generation could directly refer to this original source of authority.683 Moreover, in 

contrast to this absolute authority of justice, any historical authority would not only no 

longer acceptable, but even harmful to the liberty and happiness of the present 

generation.684 Their submission to such historical authority would be a loss of liberty 

and degradation of human nature. This was the basic rationale in Paine’s writings. In 

Rights of Man (1791), Paine proposed that, 

Every age and generation must be free to act for itself, in all cases, 

as the ages and generations which preceded it. The vanity and 

presumption of governing beyond the grave, is the most ridiculous 

and insolent of all tyrannies. Man has no property in man; neither 

has any generation a property in the generations which are to 

follow.685 

Paine, as well as Price, considered each individual and each generation to be 

independent possessors of political rights, which were based in universal natural 

human rights. No transmission or succession of rights and authority could be justified 

between human generations, because each generation received their rights and 

freedom directly from the original contract or divine creator.686  

This individualist notion of rights and liberty embodied a consciousness of history 

that separated the past, the present, and the future. In response, Burke held that this 

would undermine the “chain and continuity” that was inherent in all traditional 

institutions and orders, and thus, the “whole original fabric” of human society.687 An 

individualistic interpretation of rights and liberties would result in individuals being 

atomized, disconnected from any historical bond. As Burke stated that “No one 

generation could link with the other. Men would become little better than the flies of a 

summer.”688  

Paine based his defence of human rights on a timeless understanding of political 

principles, contending that political principles were not and should not be temporal, 
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and they were and should be completely free from any influence of time and history. 

Then and only then the principles would be absolute and eternal. As Paine wrote, 

“Time, with respect to principles, is an eternal NOW: it has no operation upon them: 

it changes nothing of their nature and qualities.”689 If the time was indeed an eternal 

NOW, there would be no distance between generations, the ancients would be also 

moderns, like the present generation.690 Consequently, the ancients would no longer 

have superiority over the moderns because of their antiquity. This abolition of 

temporal distance would essentially lead to the abolition of the authority represented 

by history. Paine highlighted that “The fact is, that portions of antiquity, by proving 

every thing, establish nothing.”691 Everyone would be his own master.692  

Burke responded to this notion in Reflections, arguing that such an abolition of 

generational distance would not work since differences and distinctions were the 

qualities inherent in the nature of the world, stating that “those who attempt to level, 

never equalize,” and they may “only change and pervert the natural order of 

things.”693 Thus, the radicals were not “combating prejudice,” but instead, “at war 

with nature.”694 

By undermining the systems of historical authority, Burke believed that this 

individualist political philosophy, held by what he termed “the whole clan of the 

enlightened,” threatened the continuity of the entire civil order. This individualistic 

philosophy tried to build a new order, based entirely on each man’s “private stock of 

reason.” 695  This represented an exaggerated conception of the power of the 

individual reason and will, while ignoring and undermining the historical wisdom 

accumulated by the generations. For those placing their full confidence in the 

individualist understanding of human reason and will, 

it is a sufficient motive to destroy an old scheme of things, because it 

is an old one. As to the new, they are in no sort of fear with regard to 

the duration of a building run up in haste; because duration is no 

object to those who think little or nothing has been done before their 
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time, and who place all their hopes in discovery. They conceive, very 

systematically, that all things which give perpetuity are mischievous, 

and therefore they are at inexpiable war with all establishments.696 

The abstract political doctrines understood governments to “vary like modes of 

dress,” and the new order they sought to establish was based on “a sense of present 

conveniency,” on their “fleeting projects” and their “momentary opinion.”697 Burke 

identified an approach of humanity and government that opposed the principles of 

continuity and permanence. However, the continuity of society was based on respect 

for the fact that “we are generally men of untaught feelings.” 698  Humans were 

creatures of prejudice and habits, or in their nature, historical beings. Humans lived 

by their “old prejudices.” Prejudice was not the absence of reason, but was rather the 

product of a combination of individual reason and the wisdom from the “general bank 

and capital of nations, and of ages.”699 Thus, the longer prejudices lasted, and “the 

more generally they have prevailed, the more we cherish them.”700  

It was more reliable for humans to live by prejudice than by “naked reason.”701 Burke 

listed five major advantages of living by prejudice:  

1) Prejudice, with its reason, “has a motive to give action to that reason, and an 

affection which will give it permanence;”  

2) “Prejudice is of ready application in the emergency;”  

3) Prejudice “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;”  

4) “Prejudice renders a man’s virtue his habit; and not a series of unconnected acts;”  

5) Prejudice made man’s duty a part of his nature.702 
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The collective wisdom of human communities, accumulated over history and time, 

provided a more reliable and effective guarantee for the morality and continuity of 

society than individual reason.  

Another basis of Burke’s notion of continuity was his conception of prescription, 

which was repeatedly cited to support his argument about the foundations of 

historical orders and traditions. Burke followed the common lawyers, like Sir Edward 

Coke and Lord Somers (1692-1700), in his consideration of the English constitution’s 

authority as essentially prescriptive.703 He argued that the principles of prescription 

and presumption were the two grounds of authority in the human mind. They 

supported people’s preference for the established order and the settled institutions to 

untried schemes and designs of society.  

Price and Paine believed that the natural rights of man were imprescriptible, and it 

was the foundation and end of all governments to preserve the imprescriptible 

rights.704 In his parliamentary speech on 16 June 1784, Burke used the theory of 

prescription to counter the tendency of certain parliamentarians to understand the 

British constitution through the theory of imprescriptible rights. He argued that the 

British constitution was not founded on the natural rights theory, that “our 

Constitution is a prescriptive Constitution, it is a Constitution whose sole authority is, 

that it has existed time out of mind.”705 The authority of all components of the British 

constitution was derived from the principle of prescription. “Prescription is the most 

solid of all titles, not only to property, but, which is to secure that property, to 

Government.”706 

Burke’s notion of prescription was one whereby the possession of authority and 

property could be legitimized by a long enjoyment, dominion, or “long usage” over 

time.707 It provided an immanent and enduring justification for the possession of 

authority and property. For Burke, the principle of prescription was “the principal 
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cause of the forming of states.”708 This led him to believe that a government, even a 

government that had originated from violence and usurpation, could gain legitimacy 

to rule by virtue of the principle of prescription, as he wrote, 

Prescription ... gives right and title. It is possible that many estates 

about you were originally obtained by arms, that is, by 

violence; ...but it is old violence; and that which might be wrong in 

the beginning is consecrated by time and becomes lawful.709 

By legitimizing the possession of authority and the usage of property, the principle of 

prescription validated and justified the continuity and succession of order. The 

violation of the principle of prescription would destroy the foundation of social order: 

the systems of property, commerce, and trade. Burke believed this to have 

happened in France with the outbreak of the Revolution. He criticized France’s new 

national assembly as they “openly reprobate the doctrine of prescription,” and their 

confiscation policy had subverted “all property of all descriptions throughout the 

extent of a great kingdom.”710 Here Burke cited the French jurist Jean Domat (1652-

1696), and described the rule of prescription as “a part of the law of nature,” “If 

prescription be once shaken, no species of property is secure.”711 

Natural law scholars previously considered Burke’s concept of prescription to be 

rooted in the natural law tradition.712 While this thesis does not deny that Burke used 

this traditional language to support his notion of prescription, it also acknowledges 

that when Burke expressed this statement in the Reflections, it was not done so in 

the first person, but expressed so as to indicate that it was Domat who “tells us” the 

idea “with great truth.”713 Burke understood the language of natural law very well. 

While this detail may imply that Burke’s caution toward the use of natural law, I 

discerned in the same book that Burke provided a secular explanation of the 

principle of prescription. 

In emphasizing the succession of English liberties from Magna Carta to the 

Declaration of Rights, Burke stated that English liberty was an entailed inheritance 
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from the forefathers “without any reference whatever to any other more general or 

prior right.” 714  The recognition of the principle of prescription was in fact an 

affirmation of the authority of time and history. There could be no transcendent basis 

for Burke’s prescription.715  

The emphasis on social continuity led Burke to constantly stress the importance of 

respect for the achievements of past generations.716 Society and the state were a 

partnership shared by the dead, the living, and the unborn; the past generations 

continued to live in the institutions, laws, traditions, and customs that they had 

helped to form.  

In Burke’s view, the English history before the thirteenth century had been generally 

barbaric and uncivilized, but England had enjoyed prosperity and freedom during the 

past 500 years.717 British constitutions, churches, and societies had maintained a 

long continuity and stability in this period. As he stated, “very little alteration has 

been made” in “the old ecclesiastical modes and fashions of institution” since the 

fourteenth or fifteenth century.718 The British still enjoyed “the Gothic and monkish 

education” in the eighteenth century.719 The British constitution, Crown, peerage, 

privileges, franchises, liberties, were all the inheritance of “a long line of 

ancestors.”720 

For Burke, the main reason for “all the improvements in science, in arts, and in 

literature” in Britain that had “illuminated and adorned the modern world” was that the 

British had never despised “the patrimony of knowledge” left by their “forefathers.” 

The country had tenaciously adhered to their “old settled maxim, never entirely nor at 

once to depart from antiquity,” and “found these old institutions, on the whole, 

favourable to morality and disciple” and “were susceptible of amendment, without 

altering the ground.”721  
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Particularly, the English spirit of freedom was the inheritance of their forefathers, 

which always acted “as if in the presence of canonized forefathers.”722 The English 

needed no foreign examples to rekindle in them “the flame of liberty,” as Burke 

argued, since “The example of our own ancestors is abundantly sufficient to maintain 

the spirit of freedom in its full vigour, and to qualify it in all its exertions.”723 

Burke viewed the adherence to the principles and spirits of ancestors as the only 

way to maintain the order and continuity of society. In the American crisis, he 

believed that the key to reconciling the British and the American colonies was to 

return to the old principles and manners in which the British forefathers had once 

ruled the colonies. He recalled the history of England’s managements on Ireland, 

Wales, Chester, and Durham in the Middle Ages, and proved that these areas had 

been changed into civilized parts via the same method. That is, the English ancient 

rulers such as Henry VIII managed these colonies with the principles and manners of 

the ancient English constitution, and shared “the feast of Magna Carta” with the 

colonies.724  

In Speech on Conciliation with America (1775), Burke proposed six resolutions which 

he had hoped to reconcile the American colonies, and the strategy was to place the 

discussion about the right to taxation in America within the context of the ancient 

English constitution and legal tradition. In his six resolutions, the language he used 

was the language of the “ancient acts of Parliament,” 725  arguing that as the 

“constitutional materials,” those ancient languages, words, and terms were  

the genuine produce of the ancient rustic, manly, home bred sense 

of this country—I did not dare to rub off a particle of the venerable 

rust that rather adorns and preserves, than destroys the metal. It 

would be a profanation to touch with a tool the stones which 

construct the sacred altar of peace. I would not violate with modern 

polish the ingenuous and noble roughness of these truly 

constitutional materials. Above all things, I was resolved not to be 

guilty of tampering, the odious vice of restless and unstable minds. I 
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put my foot in the tracks of our forefathers; where I can neither 

wander nor stumble.726 

In this paragraph, Burke exhibited in his historical consciousness a tendency to 

venerate the past. Although the ancient heritages were imperfect, the rust was 

“venerable,” and the “roughness” of the constitutional materials “ingenuous and 

noble.” Burke’s emphasis on following the “tracks” of forefathers was derived from 

his distrust of individuals’ wisdom and speculation, since “The march of the human 

mind is slow.”727 As he stated, “I set out with a perfect distrust of my own abilities; a 

total renunciation of every speculation of my own; and with a profound reverence for 

the wisdom of our ancestors.”728 

Burke believed that the French ancient states shared the same advantages as the 

ancient English constitution, but the French revolutionaries abandoned their ancient 

civilization and “had every thing to begin anew.” He reminded the French that “a 

pious predilection for those ancestors” would help them build virtue and wisdom in 

their imagination, and advised that “Respecting your forefathers, you would have 

been taught to respect yourselves.”729 Burke’s veneration of the past generations did 

not mean a blind acceptance of all the past. In Abridgement, he highlighted that 

there were barbaric and uncivilized periods in ancient Britain. Burke did not consider 

the past to always be superior to the present. He had no idea of golden age. The 

inheritances of ancestors that he emphasised should be respected were mainly 

those that had survived the test of time and changes over history. 

Burke showed a strong consciousness of immortality throughout his life. This 

consciousness of immortality was a reflection of his devout Christian faith. In his 

early religious work, entitled “Religion,” Burke revealed his belief in the immortality of 

the soul, as he wrote, “Man has Ideas of Immortality, and wishes for it.”730 This wish 

for immortality was “ancient, universal, and in a manner inherent in our nature.”731  

When Edmund Burke first visited London in May 1750, he described his impression 

of the city to his class-fellow in a letter which revealed his astonishment regarding 
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the highly civilized city, with its artistic architecture, the virtuous character and good 

manners of its people, its sophisticated tastes, and its high degree of learning. Then 

he proceeded to reflect on his visit to Westminster Abbey, where the Gothic 

architecture, particularly Lady Elizabeth Nightingale’s monument, inspired him to 

speculate on the problem of immortality. He wrote: 

the moment I entered I felt a kind of awe pervade my mind which I 

cannot describe; the very silence seemed sacred….Mrs. 

Nightingale’s monument has not been praised beyond its 

merit.…They shew besides how anxious we are to extend our loves 

and friendships beyond the grave, and to snatch as much as we can 

from oblivion—such is our natural love of immortality: but it is there 

that letters obtain the noblest triumphs; it is here that the swarthy 

daughters of Cadmus may hang their trophies on high: for when all 

the pride of the chisel and the pomp of heraldry yield to the silent 

touches of time, a single line, a half-worn-out inscription, remain 

faithful to their trust.732  

Standing beneath the Nightingale’s monument, the young Burke meditated on the 

relationship between ancient inheritance, time, death, and eternity. As humans were 

a kind of mortal being, like the chisel and heraldry, they would “yield to the silent 

touches of time,” and they would die and disappear from time, while a human is also 

a being with the “natural love of immortality.” The old Abbey, monuments, letters, 

and inscriptions could help human beings to “guard the remains,” rescue themselves 

from oblivion, and approach immortality. It was the power of these materialized and 

institutionalized existences that aided humans in their faith in a divine presence 

behind all worldly events. 

Immortality was not merely the nature of the soul, as Burke later emphasized. The 

consciousnesses of immortality and permanence were necessary for humans to 

maintain the continuity and stability of religious and civil orders, since they could 

consecrate and elevate the secular institutions.  
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Burke believed that the ancient British constitution, its Church establishment. and its 

hereditary system had evolved with an immortal component. He was influenced by 

Virgil on the continuance of time, contending that the English “inheritable principle 

survived with a sort of immortality through all transmigrations,” which he thought to 

be the spirit of the English constitution and was “either continued or adopted” 

through “all its revolutions.” 733  Throughout his life, Burke defended the British 

hereditary system since the “undisturbed succession” of the British crown as “a 

pledge of the stability and perpetuity of all the other members of our constitution.”734  

During the 1780s to 1790s, when the British constitution faced the threat brought by 

both the French revolutionaries and English radicals, Burke hoped to stir the English 

people to discover and to treasure the element of immortality as proclaimed by the 

established Church of England. One function of the religious system in England was 

its maintenance of an “early received, and uniformly continued sense of mankind” 

which Burke likened to “a sacred temple” that can consecrate “the commonwealth, 

and all that officiate in it.” This consecration gave people a consciousness of 

immortality, which was beneficial in inspiring the administrators and politicians to 

resist the temptation of “the paltry pelf of the moment” and “the temporary and 

transient praise of the vulgar.”735 He believed that the administrators should have a 

sense of immortality and sublimity in governing the state, stating that “their hope 

should be full of immortality,” and they should look to “a solid, permanent existence, 

in the permanent part of their nature, and to a permanent fame and glory, in the 

example they leave as a rich inheritance to the world.”736 

Burke criticized the French “literary men” and revolutionaries in the 1790s for 

destroying their “old scheme of things,” arguing that one fault of their social contract 

theory was that it did not take into account the “duration” of society, and their 

philosophies had destroyed the immortality inherent in the ancient civilization. They 

“conceived, very systematically, that all things which give perpetuity are mischievous, 

and therefore they are at inexpiable war with all establishments.”737 
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Burke held that continuity was the essence of human civilization and society and that 

the destruction of continuity of society would undermine the very foundations of 

society. Burke’s defence of the British constitution, monarchy, hereditary system, 

parliamentary system, and traditions were based on his consciousness of continuity. 

He also established that the continuity and succession of society could only be 

maintained if the people revered the heritages of ancestors, protected human 

prejudices and habits, and if the principle of prescription was applied in the 

protection of authority and property, respected collective wisdom accumulated over 

generations, and opposed the destruction of the social order by abstract theories 

based on individual reason. Although Burke defended historical authority and the 

existing order, he did not support a static view of society. He viewed both change 

and continuity as attributes of society, and his notions of change and reform became 

the core elements of his conservative philosophy. 

 

5.3.2 Burke’s Consciousness of Change and Reform 

 

Burke is known for his opposition to revolution and from the nineteenth century to the 

present, most scholars have seen Burke within the context of an opponent to radical 

changes to political systems and civil society, being considered “the first great critic 

of the first great modern revolution.”738 Burke’s thoughts on change, reform, and 

revolution have become the most modern aspect of his conservative philosophy. 

After Burke entered the House of Commons in 1766, he played a role as a 

professional politician for nearly thirty years, retiring from the House of Commons in 

1794. He spent most of his time with the Opposition, becoming the mouthpiece for 

the Whig Party. The highest positions he attained were Paymaster-General of the 

Forces and a Privy Counsellor in 1782 when the Rockingham party returned to 

power. While the latter position was an honorary one, the former position was highly 

important and holding the position allowed Burke to make substantive contributions 

to financial and administrative reform. As a pragmatic politician, but also a guardian 

of the ancient British constitution, Burke always maintained a cautious attitude 
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toward political reform demands from both the parliamentarians and the extra-

parliamentary movements.  

During the reign of George III, the Crown pursued an increasing influence over 

Parliament by expanding the patronage and prerogatives of the Crown, with the 

balance of power and the independence of Parliament suffering from threat in the 

eyes of the Opposition, particularly of the Rockingham Whigs, then the leading party 

in the opposition. The Rockingham Whigs, and especially Burke, adhered to 

traditional attitudes of Whiggism, insisting that the distinctive strength of the British 

constitution lay in its traditions of a balance of power between the executive, 

legislative and judicial branches of government, of maintaining the independence of 

parliament, and of respect for the principle of individual liberty. This was one basis 

from which they viewed the issues of parliamentary and administrative reform. 

Burke’s early thoughts on political reform were expressed around the aims to reduce 

the influence of the Crown and protect the balance of the constitution. This can be 

particularly seen in his Thoughts on the Present Discontents (1770) and his bills for 

economic or administrative reform. Thoughts on the Present Discontents was a 

response to the constitutional crisis of 1769. In this pamphlet, Burke defended the 

tradition of a balanced government in Britain and showed that he refused change or 

reform that would violate basic British constitutional principles and the spirit of liberty. 

In the pamphlet, he recalled how the monarchical court had implemented changes 

by degree to expand its privileges, to foster “the personal favour and inclination,” and 

to form a party in favor of the court. They proposed “a manifesto preparatory to some 

considerable enterprize” and a “new system” that was to separate the court from the 

administration by forming a new party called the king’s men.739 In Burke’s words, 

they hoped to “restore Royalty to its original splendour.” 740  Then, the mixed 

constitution would be “in danger of being forced into an aristocracy.”741  

Such a change to the constitution would dissolve “the natural strength of the 

kingdom.”742  The reform planned by the court was inspired by “a great spirit of 

innovation.”743 It operated against “the spirit of the whole constitution.”744 Britain was 
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ruled by a mixed government and it was seen that the powers should be exercised 

according to the “public principles and national grounds” and the common law, 

without which the “Commonwealth is no better than a scheme upon paper; and not a 

living, acting, effective constitution.”745 

It was for this purpose of preserving “all the health and vigour”746 of the British 

constitution that Burke “bent the whole force of” his mind to reform the British 

administration, with one of his main tasks being to reduce the influence of the Crown. 

In the 1780s, he pushed for economic reform with the aim of curtailing the salaries 

and allowances of the royal family, as well as reducing its “exorbitant emoluments”747 

and “all the unmerited pensions.”748 However, reform did not mean radical change 

and reform was not without limits, bottom lines, and rules. Burke listed the limitations 

of his economic reform as they were “the rules of law; the rules of policy; and the 

service of the state.”749 Reform needed to consider people’s natural feelings and 

prejudices, so he would not reform “the offices of honour about the crown” since 

“Men of condition naturally love to be about a court.”750 

Any reform scheme needed to avoid the dangers of either extremism or absolutism. 

Burke warned that the motivation for reform should not be any illusive hope to 

achieve perfection. There was no perfect mode of government or system. Even the 

very best governments had flaws and “must encounter a great deal of opposition.”751 

It is a fallacy among some reformers to insist upon the inconveniencies which are 

attached to every choice, without taking into consideration the different weight and 

consequence of those inconveniencies. The issue is not between absolute 

discontent or perfect satisfaction in Government; neither of which can be pure and 

unmixed at any time, or upon any system.752 

Burke described the distance between the theory of perfection and the imperfect 

reality. The theories of “greatest perfection” showed “a degree of purity 
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impracticable.”753 There was no need for a ruler or governor to seek the “abstract, 

universal, perfect harmony”, otherwise, they would abandon “those means of 

ordinary tranquillity.”754 

After 1779, Burke became increasingly cautious concerning the language of reform, 

as Britain was experiencing a rapid growth of political reform movements and 

associations.  He distanced himself from reforming associations in England. Later, 

he would claim that “he was no enemy to reformation” and from the first day that he 

sat in that House, what he was concerned with “was a business of reformation.”755 In 

the 1790s, the outbreak of the French Revolution inspired Burke to produce 

systematic thoughts about the growing demands in Britain for change, reform, and 

even revolution. There were five characteristics of change in his philosophy, which 

are discussed below. 

First, change was seen as part of the very nature of society. “We must all obey the 

great law of change, it is the most powerful law of nature, and the means perhaps of 

its conservation.”756 Human society was constantly in a changeable state, and it 

constantly generated new elements and absorbed new elements. Therefore, the 

state of change was a state of renewal. In this sense, change was a means of 

conservation. As he stated, “A state without the means of some change is without 

the means of its conservation.”757 In Burke’s mind, the British constitution had the 

capacity to conserve old aspects and adapt to new circumstances, and their key was 

the principle of prescription or the idea of inheritance. As he said, “The people of 

England well know, that the idea of inheritance furnishes a sure principle of 

conservation, and a sure principle of transmission; without at all excluding a principle 

of improvement.”758 

Second, change and improvement should be made gradually and in a cautious way.  

Like Bolingbroke, Burke believed in and favoured progress in culture, human 

knowledge and learning. The eighteenth century, in his mind, was such a good time 

observe the progress of human society. When he replied to William Robertson, the 
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Scottish Enlightenment historian, to thank the latter for sending him the History of 

America, and he expressed the view that contemporary people were in a better 

situation than ever before to know history and human nature, in large part due to the 

contributions made by historians such as Robertson. Burke contended that his 

contemporaries’ knowledge of history had greatly improved and that historiography 

grew into a point when “the great map of mankind is unraveled at once, and there is 

no state or gradation of barbarism, and no mode of refinement, which we have not, 

at the same instant, under our view.”759 People had formed more grand, general and 

cosmopolitan conceptions of human history than before.  

Through this accumulation of knowledge, history functioned as an instructor of 

human beings, and it could help them “trace the progress of society”. 760 But Burke 

was not as progressivist as nearly all of his radical opponents. Burke had no utopian 

sentiments. This gradual change and improvement for him were and should be 

related to the complex nature of reality. The principle of gradual change would 

prevent people from “being intoxicated with a large draught of new power, which they 

always abuse with a licentious insolence.”761  

Third, change that was beneficial to humans should be change that proceeded by 

insensible degrees. In Burke’s view, when humans were not conscious of change, 

they could be prevented from intervening in the process of change. For him, 

beneficial change was seen as beyond human reason and consciousness and it was 

not the result of artificial design or a rational system. In this way, it was this change 

that gave human society a lasting order. In Burke’s view, this was what happened in 

American colonies before the British government intervened in the development of 

society using artificial policies.  

Fourth, political and social reform and change should always be made with prudence. 

Modifications in the social and political order were occasionally required, but they 

should not be radical, violent, or sweeping changes, but they should be gradual, 

incremental changes pursued in a spirit of prudence. 
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Fifth, reform and change should be made by considering specific circumstances and 

conditions. These conditions included people’s natural feelings, needs, tempers, 

characters, customs, habits, and prejudices. Reform should not be based on naked 

reason, abstract principles and theories, and fixed methods. In his Observations on a 

Late State of the Nation of 1769, Burke called the reform programme then being 

pressed by reformers “a sort of digest of the avowed maxims of a certain political 

school.”762 For him, one of the proposals, that for a land tax, gave no consideration 

to the local ancient customs and circumstances,763 and it was nothing but “abstract 

principles of government,” 764  with this proposal disregarding the local people’s 

“temper and disposition,” prejudice, “spirit and this character.765 Therefore, it would 

be opposed by “the most powerful and most violent of all local prejudices and 

popular passions.”766  

Burke explained that the fixed methods and forms found in political administration, 

although they embodied a wealth of knowledge, should not be enforced without 

adaptation to the situation and time. “Nothing universal can be rationally affirmed on 

any moral, or any political subject.”767 However, change and modification regarding 

moral aspects were different from, say, mathematical changes, as moral changes 

must be made by prudence, rather than by logic and reason.768 Adaptation and 

prudence were more crucial to politicians than adherence to abstract principles. 

“Prudence is not only the first in rank of the virtues political and moral, but she is the 

director, the regulator, the standard of them all.” 769  For politicians, obstinacy “is 

certainly a great vice; and in the changeful state of political affairs it is frequently the 

cause of great mischief.”770  

Burke’s notion of gradual change and the principle of prudence made him different 

from Thomas Paine and William Wilberforce in the manner of his opposition to 

slavery. Burke abhorred slavery, but his advocacy for the abolition of slavery was not 

based on an abstract theory of universal and equal human rights, but rather on a 
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gradualist view of reform. Specifically, the goal of progressivists like Paine and 

Wilberforce was to abolish slavery once and for all and return slaves to a condition of 

natural equality and freedom, with the aim of giving them the same liberty and rights 

as their masters. Burke did not think that such a solution would work. Burke’s 

position was based on what he viewed as the psychological basis of slavery, arguing,  

Slaves are often much attached to their masters. A general wild offer 

of liberty, would not always be accepted. History furnishes few 

instances of it. It is sometimes as hard to persuade slaves to be free, 

as it is to compel freemen to be slaves.771 

One main reason for Burke opposing the French Revolution was that it undermined 

the psychological bases of people’s lives, such as their natural feelings, natural 

sentiments, natural impulses, and common feelings,772 which were the foundations 

of custom and manners and the “faithful guardians” of law, religion, country, polity, 

and morality.773 Undermining people’s natural feelings and impulses would ultimately 

destroy the bonds of society. It was the abstract theories and concepts that would 

most easily destroy people’s natural feelings as their inherent characters of 

absolutism and extremism would incite people’s zeal, enthusiasm, and imagination, 

creating fanaticism which could lead to violence and cruelty.774 Abstract theories and 

notions were innovative in spirit and they would stimulate the imagination with new 

concepts, creating the illusion of progress and utopia, thus encouraging people to 

abandon their respect for the traditional order. 

It was common for revolutionaries to describe the old order as unjust and 

unacceptable, and to insist that revolution was necessary to rebuild a just order. This 

was the popular idea that Burke read in the writings of American and French 

revolutionaries, who generally gave pessimistic descriptions of the old order. For 

example, to Paine, the English monarchy represented the remains of ancient tyranny, 

under which constitution there was no freedom or security for the people, only 
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servitude.775 Human freedom could only be achieved by pushing back the old order 

and building a new world. 

Did Burke believe in opposing all forms of revolution? If a society was suffering from 

injustice and tyranny, would he support the option of revolution for this society? 

Under what conditions could a revolution take place for Burke? 

Burke did touch on these issues in his Reflections on the Revolution in France. His 

writings throughout his lifetime, however showed that he did not accept everything as 

it was. He explained that there were conditions under which a society could accept a 

revolution.  

He stated that people should deal seriously with the idea of “revolution” and with this 

way of thinking about social issues, stressing the need to be careful about adopting 

“revolutionary” ways of thinking. For him, society and the state were complex and 

could not be explained using one theory or doctrine. The complexity of society lay 

not only in its real components but also in the fact that it existed as a historical being 

with historical complexity. Burke emphasized the importance of judicial tradition in 

solving social problems. Political issues should first be dealt with according to the 

principles of jurisprudence. The science of jurisprudence was “the pride of the 

human intellect” since it “collected reason of ages, combining the principles of 

original justice with the infinite variety of human concerns.”776 

In response to Price’s interpretation that James Ⅱ was deposed by his subjects and 

that the Glorious Revolution of 1688-89 was a triumph of people’s rights to resist, 

Burke argued that the question of dethroning “will always be, as it has always been, 

an extraordinary question of state, and wholly out of the law; a question (like all other 

questions of state) of dispositions, and of means, and of probable consequences, 

rather than of positive rights. As it was not made for common abuses, so it is not to 

be agitated by common minds.777 The succession of the Crown was a problem dealt 

with by common law. Burke recommended the writings of old Whigs like Lord 
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Somers as they understood the principles of the Revolution in “the words and spirit 

of that immortal law.”778 

Quoting Livy’s words, Justa bella quibus necessaria (War is just to those for whom it 

is necessary), Burke accepted that some wars were just, although he emphasized 

that only very few wars were just, with wars in general, especially civil wars, being 

unjust. The question of the extraordinary, therefore, was not a matter for legal 

consideration. 

According to Burke, revolution was only the last option when an existing government 

was so corrupt and evil as to be beyond toleration and in which no moderate reform 

program had any hope of success. He pointed out the conditions under which 

revolution could be accepted as a moral option: “Governments must be abused and 

deranged indeed, before it can be thought of; and the prospect of the future must be 

as bad as the experience of the past.”779 

Even if the conditions for revolution were present in society, how did revolutions start 

and who was qualified to lead and participate in revolutions? Burke gave very vague 

and negative answers to these questions. However, it was certain that, for Burke, 

revolutionary action was not a civil right. He was not prepared to give the right to 

foment revolution to the common people and the masses. Democratic politics were 

also not acceptable to Burke and he believed that political affairs should be left to 

politicians and judges, as representatives of the people, but not to direct action by 

the masses. Burke stated that,  

When things are in that lamentable condition, the nature of the 

disease is to indicate the remedy to those whom nature has qualified 

to administer in extremities this critical, ambiguous, bitter portion to a 

distempered state. Times and occasions, and provocations, will 

teach their own lessons. The wise will determine from the gravity of 

the case; the irritable from sensibility to oppression; the high-minded 

from disdain and indignation at abusive power in unworthy hands; 

the brave and bold from the love of honourable danger in a generous 
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cause: but, with or without right, a revolution will be the very last 

resource of the thinking and the good.780 

Even if a revolution occurred, the initiative should not come from an individual or 

from some fixed method or uniform plan, still less from the common people, but 

could only come from “times and occasions, and provocations,” from the wise, the 

irritable, the high-minded, the brave and bold, and from the combined reactions of 

the various parts of the whole organism. Burke wanted people “to make the 

Revolution a parent of settlement, and not a nursery of future revolutions.”781 

 

5.3.3 Conclusion: Burke’s Religion and History 

 

The relationship between the role of providence and the role of history in Burke’s 

thoughts has long been a controversial issue in scholarship. As mentioned above, 

there is a long tradition of considering Burke’s notion of history to be providential and 

to believe that for him the “ultimate cause” of history was God. This thesis does not 

deny the Christian background of Burke’s conservative thought but it does show that 

the perspectives of religion and providence are inadequate in understanding the 

whole picture of Burke’s consciousness of a historical world. Burke’s notions about 

the origin, formation, continuity, and change of civil order proved that the secular and 

historical aspects played an independent role in his conservative thinking.  

Burke was somewhat vague in his discussions of the relationship between divine will 

and the power of human beings. In his early religious and philosophical writings, 

Burke interpreted the structure of human society from the orthodox perceptive of 

Christianity. His “Religion” and Philosophical Enquiry demonstrated his belief in the 

Christian notions of creation, immortality, the law of nature, and the great chain of 

being. Later, he exhibited latitudinarian Christian beliefs and argued for religious 

tolerance for Catholics, Muslims, and those from other religions, claiming that he 

would give his “respect for all the other religions,”782 alongside his own Christianity.  

He opposed the Deism and Atheism of his age. For him, “atheism is against, not only 
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our reason but our instincts.”783 Atheism was seen as a force that would destroy civil 

order and civilization.784 Generally speaking, Burke based his thoughts on civil order 

on his understanding of human beings as religious beings but he was not an entirely 

orthodox Christian thinker. His religious thinking could seem at times primarily 

concerned with the utility and function of religion and the church within civil society, 

though of course we cannot know the depth of his personal religious beliefs. 

This study of Burke’s views on the origin and formation of society shows that Burke 

had an attitude of indifference toward the problems of “ultimate cause” and “primary 

origin,” and that he rarely explained the rise of civil order as the result of divine will. 

For Burke, the government had “no higher origin or authority,”785 and the civil society 

and “the civil social man” were the “offspring of convention”786 since they were the 

results of secular and historical factors, such as circumstances, situations, and 

people’s natural feelings, characters, tempers, and prejudices. For Burke, the 

continuity and change of civil order depended on a respect for these empirical 

factors in political management. Burke’s emphasis on the principle of prudence 

made him wary of all theories, tenets, doctrines, and philosophies, whether 

metaphysical or a priori. 

Burke’s own religious background, as we have seen, was complicated. His family 

included members of the established Protestant Church of Ireland and of the Roman 

Catholic Church at a time when Irish Catholics were suffering from a loss of basic 

civil rights under penal laws. While Burke was raised within the Church of Ireland, he 

was very close as a child with his Catholic cousin, while his best childhood friend, Q. 

R. Shackleton, would later be unable to attend Trinity College Dublin because of his 

religious status. While studying at Trinity College, Burke participated in many political 

debates concerning the penal laws related to Catholics and their civil rights. These 

experiences, as Seán P. Donlan has observed, would “incline him towards both 

religious and political latitudinarianism.” 787  William F. Byrne has remarked that 

“Burke’s intense personal experience of so much religious diversity, and his direct 

personal observation of the exploitation of such diversity for purposes of oppression, 
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probably contributed to his deemphasizing of doctrinal details and his emphasis 

instead on mystery, and on ‘religion’ in general.”788 As a pragmatic politician, Burke 

tended to subordinate claims of religious belief to practical politics. He considered 

political questions “in the light of policy alone,” rather than with reference to 

providence and divine will.789 

Burke’s Christian beliefs, formed in his early years, appeared notably later in his 

philosophical and political thinking. In his Philosophical Enquiry, he analyzed 

empirically the origin of religious beliefs in human emotions. 790  Burke’s concern 

regarding the potential of human zeal and passion was one reason that he viewed 

religion as providing effective control over human nature. He defended the traditional 

authority of the church, believing that, “religion is the basis of civil society, and the 

source of all good, and of all comfort.”791 It could stabilize social associations and 

prevent “naked reason”792  from destroying order. His early historical writing, the 

Abridgement in particular, shows how early Christians, especially Saint Bede, 

contributed to the rise of civilization in ancient Britain by introducing religion, learning, 

and culture.  

Burke emphasized the necessity and usefulness of religion in society, partly because 

human nature was imperfect and frail. The consolation provided by the Church gave 

comfort to those who were poor and suffering:  

Some charitable dole is wanting to these, our often Very unhappy 

brethren, to fill the gloomy void that reigns in minds which have 

nothing on earth to hope or fear ; something to relieve in the killing 

languor and over-labored lassitude of those who have nothing to do; 

something to excite an appetite to existence in the palled satiety 

which attends on all pleasures which may be bought, where Nature 

is not left to her own process, where even desire is anticipated, and 

therefore fruition defeated by meditated schemes and contrivances 
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of delight, and no interval, no obstacle, is interposed between the 

wish and the accomplishment.793  

In Burke’s later years, religion was a central concern within his thinking. In his 

writings on the Irish Catholic emancipation problem, Burke again showed that his 

defence of religion and the church was related to his emphasis on their value to civil 

order. In “Letter to William Smith” (1795), he claimed that “All the principal religions 

in Europe stand upon one common bottom” and the support that they “may have in 

the secret dispensations of Providence,” but which is unknown to human beings, 

although humans can know that “they are all prescriptive.” 794  Religion, as an 

institution of civilization, was itself an integral part history. During the long history of 

different religions, “They have all stood long enough, to make prescription, and its 

train of legitimate prejudices, their main Stay.”795   

For Burke, religion provided the strongest foundation and guardian of civil order, so 

religion was the most powerful check against the fanaticism of philosophical 

radicalism. This was one reason that he defended the rights of Irish Catholics. As 

Burke wrote, “my whole politics, at present, center in one point,” that is “what will 

most promote or depress the Cause of Jacobinism?” For Burke, the Catholic religion, 

because of its “serious and earnest belief and practice,” was “the most effectual 

Barrier, if not the sole Barrier, against Jacobinism.”796 

In June 1794, Burke retired from the House of Commons, and ten days later, his son 

died. With the proceeding of the French Revolution and wars in Europe, in his later 

years, he fell into a mood of “dejection.”797 From the 1780s, Burke spent nearly 

twenty years opposing the French Revolution and reflecting on its spirit of 

Jacobinism. His last important piece on the theme was four letters on Regicide 

Peace. In “First Letter on a Regicide Peace,” written in 1796, he began by lamenting 

that his death was imminent and discussing, “The disastrous events, which have 

followed one upon another in a long unbroken funereal train, moving in a procession, 

that seemed to have no end.”798 
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Then, with a rather pessimistic tone, Burke presented his most profound reflection on 

the fate of European nations and on the history of human society. It was a clear 

exhibition of Burke’s historical consciousness. He criticized the organic view of 

history that considered all states and societies to have a history from infancy and 

manhood, to decline and decrepitude.799 Such a view may be applied to individuals 

but not to societies and nations as individuals were “physical beings, subject to laws 

universal and invariable.”800 In contrast, commonwealths and societies were “moral 

essences” and “artificial combinations,” and they were also “the arbitrary productions 

of the human mind. We are not yet acquainted with the laws which necessarily 

influence the stability of that kind of work made by that kind of agent.”801 For Burke, 

the moral world did not “produce any thing more determinate” regarding its history. 

He stated,  

I doubt whether the history of mankind is yet compleat enough, if 

ever it can be so, to furnish grounds for a sure theory on the internal 

causes which necessarily affect the fortune of a State. I am far from 

denying the operation of such causes: But they are infinitely 

uncertain, and much more obscure, and much more difficult to trace, 

than the foreign causes that tend to raise, to depress, and 

sometimes to overwhelm a community.802   

For Burke, the history of states and societies, unlike the laws of the physical lives of 

living beings, proceeded without laws and causes, and even if there was a cause, it 

was hard to trace. Burke did not ignore the possible role of providence in the course 

of history but he emphasized that God’s intervention was occasional. Some states 

may experience a fluctuant history, while some do not. Within history, there were no 

laws or rules, and therefore any temporal event or secular element, like a person’s 

“disgust,” “retreat,” or “disgrace,” could bring disaster to a nation and any human 

could change “the face of fortune, and almost of Nature.”803 As Burke wrote,  

We have seen States of considerable duration, which for ages have 

remained nearly as they have begun, and could hardly be said to 

                                                                 
799 Ibid., 189. 
800 Ibid. 
801 Ibid. 
802 Ibid., 188-89. 
803 Ibid. 



215 

 

ebb or flow. Some appear to have spent their vigour at their 

commencement. Some have blazed out in their glory a little before 

their extinction. The meridian of some has been the most splendid. 

Others, and they the greatest number, have fluctuated, and 

experienced at different periods of their existence a great variety of 

fortune. At the very moment when some of them seemed plunged in 

unfathomable abysses of disgrace and disaster, they have suddenly 

emerged. They have begun a new course and opened a new 

reckoning; and even in the depths of their calamity, and on the very 

ruins of their country, have laid the foundations of a towering and 

durable greatness. All this has happened without any apparent 

previous change in the general circumstances which had brought on 

their distress.804 

History was unpredictable, and there was no general rule for the rise, decline and fall 

of a state. The decisive forces of history and of the fate of states, in Burke’s view, 

varied according the occasional intervention of God to mere chance, human free will, 

and all other factors. Any analogies made between the life of an organism and 

history was, for Burke, disregarding the true complexity and irregularity of history. 

Theoretical arguments relating to the laws of history were unreliable, because 

human history was unpredictable. Hence, Burke could not have been a Hegelian and 

he did not see any ultimate cause, general spirit, principle, or end of history.  

Although, for Burke, history was not subject to any universal rule or law, and any 

accidental factor – the temper of a king, “a common soldier”, even “a girl at the door 

of an inn” – could change “the face of fortune, and almost of Nature,”805 Burke did 

not maintain that the changes in history were incomprehensible. What he 

emphasized was that humans could not fully comprehend the rationale or theoretical 

structure of the course and operation of history, and that history could not be 

fossilized in “abstractions and universals”. 806  Historical events could only be 
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analysed within the complex context of their “variable and transient” 807 

circumstances. 

What Burke emphasized then was that human reason and intelligence should remain 

in awe of the authority of history. It was important for men to respect the experience 

and wisdom accumulated over ages and generations, and to respect the 

inheritances of our ancestors, and govern the state according to the principles of 

prudence and prescription. It was these forms of experiences and wisdom from 

history that could keep humans from becoming lost in their voyage upon the sea of 

history. 

Burke's expression of history as a state of chaos and disorder reminds us that, in 

1770s, when he was young, he had already begun to speculate about the 

unpredictable and chaotic nature of history and the formation of human civilization. 

The American colonies, before Britain attempted to control them by taxation policies, 

had developed institutions that he believed were not inferior to the British constitution. 

In Burke's mind, the disorder and chaos of history perhaps were the key to the 

formation of a spontaneous order in human society.  
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Chapter 6 Conclusion 

 

Considered one of the “inventors” of modern world civilization, eighteenth-century 

Britain provided a rich tradition of conservative thinking and a long list of talented 

conservative thinkers. These conservative intellectual sources provide a key for 

understanding how eighteenth-century Britain dealt with the constitutional crisis, the 

growth of radicalism, the rise of industrial revolution, the development of a modern 

commercial society, and the decline of traditional Christianity.  

This thesis has focused on two influential eighteenth-century British politicians: 

Viscount Bolingbroke and Edmund Burke. The former was a leading Tory politician 

who mainly lived in the first half of the eighteenth century, and the latter was a 

leading Whig politician who was active in the second half of the eighteenth century. It 

is well known that Burke was an antagonist to Bolingbroke. His first publication, A 

Vindication of Natural Society, was a satire of Bolingbroke’s theory of natural society. 

Bolingbroke’s Deism was particularly offensive to Burke. In Reflections, Burke asked 

“Who now reads Bolingbroke? Who ever read him through?” 808  Burke despised 

Bolingbroke as “a presumptuous and a superficial writer,” and stated that the latter’s 

works were not worth reading. 809  Bolingbroke and Burke were quite different in 

characters and personalities. However, they also shared some similarities. 

Both Bolingbroke and Burke have been considered as representatives of English 

conservatism. 810  Their political thoughts on traditional authority, on English 

institutional history, on old order and morality and on political reform, have been 

seen as important inheritances of English conservative tradition. However, their 

differences are obvious. While they shared some common views regarding the 

question of “what to conserve”, such as the British ancient constitution and the spirit 

of liberty, they differed sharply on the question of “how to conserve”. Their 

differences, as this thesis has argued, lie in their different kinds of historical 

consciousness. 

                                                                 
808 EB, Reflections, in WS, vol.8, 140. 
809 Ibid., 175. 
810 For example, Ian Gilmour listed Bolingbroke and Burke as two of the nine fathers of English conservatism, see Ian 
Gilmour, Inside Right (London: Hutchinson, 1977). 
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The key features of Bolingbroke’s historical consciousness were characterized by his 

linear view of history which considered the past, present and future as separate 

spaces of time. As a country Tory, Bolingbroke held a nostalgic, sentimental view of 

the English ancient constitution and the traditional social order. He showed a 

tendency to idealize the English ancient constitution. For example, he admired the 

reign of Queen ElizabethⅠas a perfect model of English limited monarchy, noting 

how at that time England enjoyed harmonious relations between the Crown and the 

people, a flourishing commerce and trade, and an expanding liberty.811 Bolingbroke’s 

nostalgia for a golden past meant that he hoped to restore the past, and his 

opposition to Walpole’s government was fundamentally inspired by his nostalgic and 

archaist historical consciousness. 

Edmund Burke held a different view of the relationship between the past, the present 

and the future. Although he agreed that England’s ancient constitution, traditions, the 

manners and customs should be respected and preserved, he had a very different 

historical consciousness from that of Bolingbroke. For him, the past, the present and 

the future were not separate, but co-existed in the same space of time, and the state 

should be viewed as belonging not only to the present generation, but as shared by 

the past, the present and the future generations. As this thesis has shown, the 

historical consciousness is a key perspective to understand Bolingbroke’s and 

Burke’s different attitudes toward English ancient constitution, the political crisis and 

political reform in the eighteenth century, and their views on the rise, continuity, 

progress, and modes of reforming human society.  

This thesis examined Bolingbroke and Burke’s different historical consciousness 

around four themes: 1) the classical influence on their historical and political 

thoughts, 2) their notions of English ancient constitution, 3) the tension between their 

historical consciousness and modernity, and 4) the relationship between religion and 

history.  

Both Bolingbroke and Burke had a rich knowledge of classical world. They received 

a good classical education in their young age and maintained their classical learning. 

Their conservative thoughts of the relationship between the theory and political 

practice were partly rooted in their study of classical thinkers like Cicero; both of 
                                                                 
811 Bolingbroke, Works, vol.1, 363; Works, vol.2, 416. 
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them accepted the classical understanding of “history” as a school of experience and 

hence a guide of life; and both accepted the classical theories of mixed government 

and balanced constitution. Moreover, both considered English ancient constitution as 

the sample of mixed government, while Bolingbroke absorbed the classical notion of 

mixed government and developed his notion of limited monarchy.  

Both Bolingbroke and Burke hoped to reform the British government and maintain 

the balance of power between the monarchy, the aristocracy, and the people, 

although their methods differed. Bolingbroke’s schemes focused on forming a 

national party and a patriot King, while Burke mainly focused on reducing the 

influence of the Court through a series of reforms.  

Both Bolingbroke and Burke were strongly aware that they lived in a society that was 

highly traditional and historical. They considered the political constitution, legal 

system, culture, and established Church of England as deeply rooted in the English 

past. Both of them showed a sense of pride in the English past. Their thoughts on 

the contemporary reforms were largely related to their conceptions of English 

traditions of ancient constitution and liberty.  

As this thesis has demonstrated, both of them lived in times of great social change, 

but their reactions to change were different. The intellectual basis of Bolingbroke’s 

historical consciousness included the classical tradition of historiography, the natural 

law tradition, and his philosophy of Deism. As a country Tory, Bolingbroke followed 

the doctrine of ancient constitutionalism, and had a tendency to idealize the English 

ancient constitution, which in his mind was the perfect constitution that should be 

restored in modern England, and the ancient constitution for him perfectly embodied 

the principles of mixed government and the spirit of liberty.  

After he returned to England in 1725, Bolingbroke was mainly active as an 

Opposition writer and a leader of a campaign against Sir Robert Walpole, but he 

failed to recover his former political power and influence. During this period, 

Bolingbroke devoted his most of his time to historical, political and philosophical 

writings. Writing for several newspapers, the Craftsman in particular, Bolingbroke 

criticized the corruption of Walpole’s ministry. This thesis discussed how his 

nostalgic attachment to the past shaped his battles with Walpole's hired literati.  
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Bolingbroke’s historical consciousness was an archaic and nostalgic one, which 

reflected a linear view of history, with a tendency to idealize the past. Bolingbroke 

believed that there was a golden age in English constitutional history, such as the 

period of Elizabeth Ⅰ. For him, government was prone to be corrupted, while the 

constitution, as the original and primitive perfect constitution, was always good, since 

it embodied the law of nature and shared the eternal spirit.  

My thesis has demonstrated that Bolingbroke’s conflict with Walpole’s ministry 

should be reviewed within the context of the history of English conservatism. His 

attacks on Walpole’s “new England” and on the moral principles of modern 

commercial society were more than a mere pursuit for personal power; rather, they 

were a reaction against modern commercial civilization by an old Tory born in the 

seventeenth century who was trying to defend old values rooted in a traditional 

agricultural society.  

My discussion of Burke's historical consciousness was mainly conducted within the 

context of his controversy with radicalism or Jacobinism. Throughout his life, Burke 

was an opponent of radicalism, extremism and absolutism. From the speeches on 

the American revolution in 1760s to his last writings on Irish Catholic relief measures 

and on the French revolution, Burke’s main enemy were modern political theories, 

include natural rights theory, universal equal human rights, social contract theory, 

modern individualism and democratic politics. My thesis demonstrated that his main 

weapon to fight against these theories and doctrines was his historical 

consciousness.  

I based my discussion of Burke on four basic problems of historical consciousness: 1) 

the relationship between nature and history, 2) the notion of origins of society, 3) the 

attitudes toward change and reform, and 4) the relationship between the divine will 

and history. As I demonstrated, Burke’s historical consciousness ensured that he 

held opposite views on these themes from those of the radical thinkers of his time. 

Though the state of nature is not a temporalized state appearing in history, it both 

precedes and co-exists simultaneously with the civilized state. In the first sense, the 

natural state, as the origin and starting point of civilized history, is more like a golden 

age than as one seen as an actual historical experience, as implied by John Locke 
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and clearly expressed by his followers like John Cartwright and Catharine 

Macaulay,812 or more like an Utopia as expressed by Rousseau, which is a logically 

structured and morally perfect state of being. This original state is the moral and jural 

standard of the later historical state, and the original state is one that the later 

historical state needs to learn from and respect. As John Dunn maintained, the state 

of nature was not “a graphic depiction of the actual moral situations of men,” but 

rather it represented “the set of jural co-ordinates on which such situations must be 

placed if they are to be understood accurately.”813 People were born to enjoy the 

natural right of self-defence, which is the law of nature. Locke had discussed several 

cases in which the political union or government could be dissolved, which included 

the cases when people suffer from “the inroad of foreign force making a conquest 

upon them”, when “the legislative is altered”, and when “the legislative, or the prince, 

either of them, act contrary to their trust.” In these cases, people “have a right to 

resume their original liberty” and the “original right” to set up a new legislative and 

government.814 It is very common for the natural right disciples to use the terms like 

“return”, “resume”, “revive”, “revert”815 and “back to”, by which usage they presumed 

that, whether consciously or unconsciously, an original state of nature existed in the 

distant past. This is the language adopted by Bolingbroke which Burke satirized in 

Vindication. These terms and this primitivist consciousness of nature was also what 

Burke faced in confronting the views of Thomas Paine and Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau.816  

Burke saw in abstract theories a violation of the historical and traditional order of 

society. These abstract notions and theories were, in essence, an imaginary social 

construct that was at odds with real history. To seek to govern societies according to 

these abstract theories would undermine the prospects for an orderly, stable and 

prosperous, which would only be found in respecting historical developments. Burke, 

like Hume, believed that human societies and states had not originated in a state of 

nature. My thesis has shown that Burke’s view of society was rooted in his historical 

                                                                 
812 This point has been briefly cited by Professor Dickinson in “British Liberties and Natural Rights”, see Dickinson, The 
Politics of the People in Eighteenth-Century Britain, 178-79. 
813 John Dunn, An Historical Account of the Argument of the 'Two Treatises of Government' (Cambridge University Press, 
1969), 110. 
814 John Locke, Two Treatises of Government, 406-28. 
815 Ibid., 120, 412, 428. 
816 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract and The First and Second Discourses, edited by Susan Dunn (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 2002), 3, 136, 148, 169, 175, 274, 280, 
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consciousness, for him, the civil state was the natural state, and what was historical 

was natural.  

For Burke, moreover, the ultimate origin of society was not the only source of 

authority; the origin was often imperfect. The ancient Britons before the Roman 

conquest were, for example, not the inhabitants of an ideal society; there were wars, 

slavery and barbarism. It was a people’s history that gradually shaped over time their 

form of civil order, and that provided the true foundations of the state. 

For Burke, society and state were not the result of the original contract or social 

contract. When Richard Price used the natural right theory and original contract 

theory to interpret the Glorious Revolution and the abdication of James Ⅱ, Burke 

responded that it was absurd to consider British constitution was based on the 

abstract notion of natural rights. The British institutions, for him, were all the result of 

prescription and convention.  

Burke’s opposition to the social contract society, as my thesis had demonstrated, 

was based on his understanding of such terms as “contract” and “original contract”, 

and of the parliamentary debates in the period of 1688-1689, when English 

parliamentarians and common lawyers had discussed the “abdication” of James Ⅱ. 

Burke followed this tradition and interpreted the terms in a historical and juridical 

perspective. Burke emphasised the significance of judicial tradition in addressing 

social problems.  

Burke’s references to the English ancient constitution related to his idea that the 

society and state were prescriptive entities, their authority derived from time and 

history. It was this recognition of authority that ensured the continuity and stability of 

the social and political order. That was why he opposed the radicals' attack on the 

hereditary monarchy and aristocracy. The radicals’ assault on the hereditary system 

was based on their ahistorical philosophy of individualism, which held that each 

individual was endowed with rights directly from the original contract at the beginning 

of society, or from God. In Burke's view, their conception made it impossible to 

establish a social order, since it would leave all individuals detached from their 

historical associations, and all individuals atomized, and their condition no better 

than summer flies, which briefly flourished but left nothing lasting. 
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Burke’s defence of existing institutions and traditional orders reflected his notion of 

society and states as a partnership shared by the dead, the living and the unborn. 

This thesis has shown that Burke’s notion of the continuity of society consisted of 

five basic elements: 1) the understanding of society as a partnership uniting the past, 

the present and the future; 2) the understanding of men as creatures of prejudice 

and habits; 3) the principle of prescription as the main source of all civil authority; 4) 

respect for the achievements and contributions of historical figures; 5) the 

consciousness of immortality. This thesis has argued that it was his conception of 

historical continuity that made Burke different from Enlightenment radical 

philosophers in viewing the origin of political authority, and that made him different 

from Bolingbroke in defending English ancient constitution, and that made him 

different from Hume's thinking about the authority of order. 

My thesis, then, has assessed Burke’s thought on change, reform, and revolution, 

which shaped his conservative philosophy. My discussion of this aspect of Burke’s 

career has covered two periods: Burke’s speeches on British parliamentary reform in 

the period from 1770s to the 1780s, and his reflections on reform and revolution in 

1790s. Burke conceived of himself as a reformer. When he entered the parliament in 

1764, conflicts between the American colonies and Britain were rising and Britain 

was experiencing a constitutional crisis involving efforts to expand the power and 

prerogatives of the monarchy. The Whigs, especially the Rockingham party, believed 

that one of the main causes of the American crisis was the expansion of royal 

prerogatives, which threatened the independence of Parliament.  

Burke followed the old principles of Whiggism, hoping to reform the administration 

and to protect the balance of powers. In 1780s, he launched a series of motions to 

reform the financial system, aiming to curtail the influence of the Court by reducing 

the salaries and pensions of royal family, so as to protect the influence and 

independence of parliament and thus to preserve the spirit of liberty. Though Burke’s 

reform scheme was unsuccessful, he did develop his views on the principles and 

limits of political reform and change, which later found expression in his Reflections 

on the Revolution in France.  

Burke showed two tendencies in his speeches on parliamentary reform, one was that 

any reform of the British government should respect the principles of ancient 
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constitution and common law tradition, as had been reflected in his opposition to the 

taxation policies on American colonies. For him, the main cause of the disorder in 

American colonies was that British government began, from the early 1760s, 

insisting on its unlimited right to tax the colonies. This insistence on exercising its 

sovereignty over the colonies, in Burke’s view, violated the older relationship 

between Britain and her American colonies, and it disrupted Britain’s traditional way 

of managing her colonies.  As a result, it alienated Britain’s American subjects and 

would lead to the break-up of the empire  

He argued the only way to achieve reconciliation between Britain and the American 

colonies was to return to the old policies and ensure that the American colonists 

would have the liberties embodied in the British ancient constitution. Second, by 

studying Burke’s critique of the growing power and influence of the monarchy, this 

thesis has noted that the conservative themes of Burke’s political thought were 

evident from the 1770s. In his Thoughts on the Present Discontents (1770), Burke 

argued the theories of “greatest perfection” showed “a degree of purity 

impracticable,”817 and that this was the enemy of the existing order. He insisted that 

there was no need for a ruler or governor to seek the “abstract, universal, perfect 

harmony”, as this would led the ruler to lose sight of “those means of ordinary 

tranquillity.”818 

Differing from Bolingbroke, Burke did not seek a return to a golden age in the past; 

rather, for him change was the law and nature of society. As he said, “We must all 

obey the great law of change, it is the most powerful law of nature, and the means 

perhaps of its conservation.”819 In this sense, an acceptance of the inevitability of 

change was a part of his conservative political philosophy. Burke believed that “A 

state without the means of some change is without the means of its conservation.”820 

Hence, there was no perfect institution in human history that should be considered 

an ideal model to be copied and restored. In Burke’s mind, one advantage of British 

constitution was that it aided Britain in conserving traditional rules and manners, and 

to adapt to new circumstances in a prudent manner. As he said, “The people of 

England well know, that the idea of inheritance furnishes a sure principle of 

                                                                 
817 Ibid., 310-11.   
818 EB, Thoughts on the Present Discontents (1770), in WS, vol.2, 282. 
819 EB, “Letter to Sir Hercules Langrishe,” in WS, vol.9, 634. 
820 WS, vol.8, 72. 
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conservation, and a sure principle of transmission; without at all excluding a principle 

of improvement.”821 

Burke opposed any radical change or revolution. In his writings of the 1790s, he 

repeatedly emphasized how a revolution and revolutionary theories would do harm 

to society, to the administration of justice, to economics, to religion, to manners and 

to morality. He discussed the foundations of French Revolution from both theoretical 

and psychological perspectives. For him, the main theoretical foundations of the 

French Revolution were characterised by their abstraction and impracticality; and the 

psychological foundations of French Revolution were characterized by fanaticism, an 

ahistorical rejection of traditional order, and a utopian tendency. 

In his later life, Burke showed a pessimistic view of the fate of Europe and human 

civilization, which was expressed in his first “Letter on a Regicide Peace”, a writing 

expressing Burke’s speculations on the relationship between history and human 

society. He criticized the organic notion of history and argued that the moral world 

did not change like a living being, moving from infancy, to maturity, and then 

decrepitude. There was no universal rule in the history of states, which might rise 

and fall suddenly. History was unpredictable, and it was shaped by uncertain and 

obscure factors. It was hard to trace the causes of history. The decisive forces of 

history varied from the occasional interventions of God to mere chance and accident. 

People therefore should take a prudent attitude rather a doctrinal one to matters of 

state, to society, and to traditions and customs. It was dangerous for an individual to 

live “on his own private stock of reason.” Individual human being should rather draw 

upon “the general bank and capital of nations, and of ages.”822 They should learn 

from history, since “history is a preceptor of prudence”.823 

The historical writings and historical consciousness of Bolingbroke and Burke form 

important subjects, and they have been highly appropriate for this comparative study. 

Bolingbroke and Burke represented two distinctive types of statesmen, one a Tory 

and one a Whig, who wrote history from different perspectives and approached 

history with different political priorities. Their historical writings formed valued parts of 

the treasure-house of eighteenth century British historiography, and they 

                                                                 
821 WS, vol.8, 83-84. 
822 Ibid.,138. 
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represented two important examples for understanding how historical consciousness 

informed the political atmosphere of the eighteenth-century Britain.  Moreover, they 

each made seminal contributions to modern historiography – for example, 

Bolingbroke's separation of the truth of history and the use of history, and Burke's 

respect for medieval world and his insistence on the absence of any laws directing 

history. 

Bolingbroke and Burke were not specialist or professional historians; in their 

historical achievements, neither could be compared to such ancient historians as 

Tacitus and Herodotus, or to such early modern historians as Clarendon, Gibbon 

and Hume. The greatest value of their historical scholarship is found not in their 

contributions to the development of historiography, but in how they used history to 

inform their political activities and to seek to preserve both political order and human 

liberty. This thesis has sought to demonstrate that in an age when social traditions, 

social ethics, and human dignity were coming under threat from the dislocations 

caused by the rise of commercial society, interest politics, and new political 

ideologies, Burke's and Bolingbroke's historical consciousness provided enduring 

insights into the nature of progress and continuity in human civilization. 
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