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coarseness and vulgarity in all the proceedings of the assembly and of all
their instructors. Their liberty is not liberal. Their science is presumptuous

ignorance. Their humanity is savage. and ?.:QL

® % %

MARY WOLLSTONECRAFT

"he first of the many published replies to Burke’s Reflections was by Mary Woll-
stonecraft (1759-1797), who appears elsewhere in this anthology as author of
A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), the landmark work in the history of
feminism, and Letters Writien during a Short Residence in Sweden, Norway, and
Denmark (1796). Toward the end of 1790, when Burke’s Reflections came out, she
was working in London as a writer and translator for the radical publisher Joseph
Johnson. Reading Burke, she was outraged at the weakness of his arguments and the
mxmemowm:wn_ thetoric with which he depicted the revolutionists as violators-of royalty

and womanhood. Always a rapid writer, she composed her reply, A Vindication of the
mﬁwra of Men, in a matter of days, and Johnson's printer set it in type as fast as the
sheets of manuscript were turned in. It was published anonymously in November,
less than a month after Burke’s Reflections first appeared, and a second edition (this

time with her name on the title page) was called for almost immediately.
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From A <5nromﬁo§ow the Rights of Men
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Mr. Burke’s Reflections on the French Revolution first engaged my attention
as the transient topic of the day; and reading it more for amusement than
information, my indignation was roused by the sophistical arguments, that
every moment crossed me, in the questionable shape of natural feelings and
common sense.

Many pages of the following letter were the effusions of the moment; but,
swelling imperceptibly to a considerable size, the idea was suggested of
publishing a short vindication of the Rights of Men.

Not having leisure or patience to follow this desultory writer through all

the devious tracks in which his fancy has started fresh game, I have con-
fined my strictures, in a great measure, to the grand principles at which he
has levelled many ingenious arguments in a very specious garb.

A Letter to the Right Honorable Edmund Burke
Sir,
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discuss an important subjéct é_nr a man whose literary abilities have raised
him to notice in the state. /_ “have not yet learned to twist my periods,' nor,
in the equivocal idiom of politeness, to disguise my sentiments, and imply
what I should be afraid to utter: if, therefore, in the course of this epistle,
I chance to express contempt, and even indignation, with some emphasis,
I beseech you to believe that it is not a flight of fancy; for truth, in morals,
has ever appeared to me the essence of the sublime; and, in taste, simplic-
ity the only criterion of the beautiful. But I war not with an individual
when I contend for the rights of men and the liberty of reason. You see I do
not condescend to cull my words 6 avoid mr. nvidious phrase, nor shall 1
be prevented from giving{ wﬂmw&m_ , of i, by the flimsy ridicule
which a lively fancy has interwoven with the Emwmsw acceptation of the

nmE:. m®<mnm:n5o the rights of r_.::m:: I mrm: dare to mmawi Hrog not

labored to excite.
From the many just sentiments interspersed ﬁrwo:mr :um _mﬁow v&.o-.m me,
and from the whole tendency of it, I should believe you to be a good, though
a vain man, if some circumstances in your conduct did not render the 52@?
ibility of your integrity doubtful; and for this vanity a knowledge of human
nature enables me to discover such extenuating circumstances, in the very
texture of your mind, that I am ready to call it amiable, and separate prm
public from the private character. Mt M

* % *

mé; Tshould not have meddled mo,_,mm;ﬂwmmm troubled waters, in order to point
out your inconsistencies, if your wit had not burnished up some rusty, bane-
ful opinions, and swelled the shallow current of ridicule till it resembled the
flow of reason, and presumed to be the test of truth.

I shall not attempt to follow you through “horse-way and foot-path;”* but,
attacking the foundation of your opinions, I shall leave the superstructure to
find a center of gravity on which it may lean till some strong blast puffs it
into the air; or your teeming fancy, which the ripening judgment of sixty
years has not tamed, produces another Chinese erection,? to stare, at every
turn, the plain country people in the face, who bluntly call such an airy
edifice—a folly.

The birthright of man, to give you, Sir, a short definition of this disputed
right, is such a degree of liberty, civil and religious, as is noSwm:Zm with
the liberty of every oﬂrﬁ, individual with whom he is united in a
pact, ‘and the, continued existence of that compact.

“Liberty, in this simple, unsophisticated sense, I acknowledge, is a fair idea
that has never yet received a form in the various governments that have been
established on our beauteous globe; the demon of property has ever been at
hand to encroach on the sacred rights of Tien, and to fence round with
awful pomp laws that war with justice. But that it results from the eternal

foundation of right—from immutable truth—who will presume to deny, that

Quitting now the flowers of rhetoric, let us, Sir, @: nomwnrm., and, believe

.
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distribution of alms, but an intercourse of good offices and mutual benefits,

pretends to rationality—if reason has led them to build their morality* and
founded on respect for justice and humanity.

religion on an everlasting foundation—the attributes of God?

., I glow with indignation when T attempt, methodically, to unravel your

_slavish paradoxes, in which I can find no fixed first principle to refute; I shall

ﬁ not, therefore, condescend to shew where you affirm in one page what you

deny in another; and how frequently you draw conclusions without any pre-

~ vious premises:—it would be something like cowardice to fight with a man

who had never exercised the weapons with which his opponent chose to

combat, and irksome to refute sentence after sentence in which the latent
spirit of tyranny appeared.

I perceive, from the whole tenor of your Reflections, that you have a mor-

tal antipathy to reason; but, if there is any thing like argument, or first prin-

ciples, in your wild declamation, behold the result:—that we are to reverence

k%

Itis necessary mgﬁrmmmmm\_gmm repeat, that there are mmnm érmm._ﬂwfmw_/\_.:rmln
at their birth, as rational creatutes, who were raised above thie bitite creation

by their improvable faculties; and that, in receiving these, not from their

forefathers but, from God, prescription can never undermine natural rights.

A father may dissipate his property without his child having any right to
complain;—but should he attempt to sell him for a slave, or Bt Dimo i
laws contrary to reason; nature, in enabling him to discern good from evil
teaches him to break the ignoble chain, and not to believe ﬂrmm:dmm Wmnoamw,

mm.mr“ and wine blood, because his parents swallowed the Eucharist with
this blind persuasion. \u&ﬁt

ﬁrmmm_\.mimwm antiquity, and term the unnatural customs, which ignorance and

- \‘\hl\‘u\‘..,l\ . . .

mistaken self-interest have nosmormmna@x@\@.hwmm fruit of experience: nay,
that, if we do discover some errors, our .xmmrw@%mwmro:i lead us to excuse,

~ with blind love, or unprincipled filial affection, the venerable vestiges of

m ancient days. These are gothic® notions of beauty—the ivy is beautiful, but,
|

Th . . — i —— (
ere is no end to (this implicit submission .._b..._w._u_mw@.,@\l.moim where it

must stop, or we Teturn to barbarism; and the capacity of improvement, which
gives us a .:mn:wm_ sceptre on earth, is a cheat, an ignis-fatuus,” that _mmmm us
from inviting meadows into bogs and dung-hills. And if it be allowed that
many of the precautions, with which any alteration was made, in our govern-
ment, were prudent, it rather proves its weakness than substantiates a5 ow?_‘f
_ ion of the soundness of the stamina, or the excellence of the constitution.
<> But on what principle Mr. Burke could defend American independence, I
cannot conceive; for the whole tenor of his plausible arguments settles &w«.

| when it insidiously destroys the trunk from which it receives support, who
41 would not grub it up?

Further, that we ought cautiously to remain for ever in frozen inactivity,
because a thaw, whilst it nourishes the soil, spreads a temporary inundation,;
and the fear of risking any personal present convenience shauld prevent a
_struggle for the most estimable advantages. This is sound reasoning, I grant,
"in the mouth of the rich and short-sighted.

Yes, Sir, the strong gained riches, the few have sacrificed the many to their
vices; and, to be able to pamper their appetites, and supinely exist without
exercising mind or body, they have ceased to be men.—Lost to the relish of
true pleasure, such beings would, indeed, deserve compassion, if injustice
was not softened by the tyrant’s plea—necessity; if prescription was not
raised as an immortal boundary against innovation. Their minds, in fact,
instead of being cultivated, have been so warped by education, that it may
require some ages to bring them back to nature, and enable them to see their
true interest, with that degree of conviction which is necessary to influence
their conduct. )

The civilization which has taken place in Europe has been very partial,
and, like every custom that an arbitrary point of honour has established,
refines the manners at the expence of morals, by making sentiments and
opinions current in conversation that have no root in the heart, or weight in
7 the cooler resolves of the mind.—And what has stopped its progress?—
3 rmnmn:nmwéwmw@l@,mwm&ﬂ

| artificial monster by the station inwhich he was born, and the consequent
" homage that benumbed his faculties like the torpedo’s® touch;—or a being,
with a capacity of reasoning, would not have failed to discover, as his facul-
ties unfolded, that true happiness arose from the friendship and intimacy
which can only be enjoyed by equals; and that charity is not a condescending

on, the slave trade ought never to be abolished; and, because our ignorant

forefathers, not understanding the native dignity of man, sanctioned a traf-
fic that outrages every suggestion of reason and religion, we are to submit to
the inhuman custom, and term an atrocious insult to humanity the love of z
our country, and a proper submission to the laws by which our property is_

WNMJHM%% of ?.wmmh@uwﬁﬂoﬂ% in a few €o~amsmwwa;mmmwmwww;om N
English liberty. nd to this selfish principle every nobler one is sacrificed’—

riton takes place of the man, and the image of God is lost in the citizen!
But it is not that enthusiastic flame which in Greece and Rome no:mErmm
every sordid passion: no, self is the focus; and the disparting rays rise not
above our foggy atmosphere. But softly—it is only the property of the rich
that is secure; the man who lives by the sweat of his brow has no asylum from
oppression; the strong man may enter—when was the castle of the poor

.mmnamn_.u and the base informer steal him from the family that depend on his
industry for subsistence.

-
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ary honors. The man Thas been changed into an

S

But, among all your plausible arguments, and witty illustrations, your con- )
tempt for the poor always appears conspicuous, and rouses my mmn:w:mmon ")
The following paragraph in particular struck me, as breathing the BOmm
tyrannic spirit, and displaying the most factitious feelings. “Good order is the
foundation of all good things. To be enabled to acquire, the people, without
being servile, must be tractable and obedient. The magistrate Esmm have his

4. As religion is included in my idea of morality, 1 Jetter I am considering, I wish to guard against
chanld nat houe mentianad the term withant misrenrecentatinn [Wallstonecraft’s notel.
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reverence, the laws their authority. The body of the people must not find the
principles of natural subordination by art rooted out of their minds. They
must respect that property of which they cannot partake. They must labor to
obtain what by labor can be obtained; and when they find, as they commonly
do, the success disproportioned to the endeavor, they must be taught their con-
solation in the final proportions of eternal justice. Of this consolation, who-
ever deprives them, deadens their industry, and strikes at the root of all
acquisition as of all conservation. He that does this, is the cruel oppressor,
the merciless enemy, of the poor and wretched; at the same time that, by his
wicked speculations, he exposes the fruits of successful industry, and the
accumulations of fortune, (ah! there’s the rub)® to the plunder of the negli-
gent, the disappointed, and the unprosperous.”

This is contemptible hard-hearted sophistry, in the specious form of humil-

-.ity, and submission to the will of Heaven.—It is, Sir, possible to render the
poor happier in this world, without depriving them of the consolation which
you gratuitously grant them in the next. They have a right to more comfort
than they at present enjoy; and more comfort might be afforded them, with-
out encroaching on the pleasures of the rich: not now waiting to enquire
whether the rich have any right to exclusive pleasures. What do I say?>—
encroaching! No; if an intercourse were established between them, it would
impart the only true pleasure that can be snatched in this land of shadows,
this hard school of moral discipline.

I know, indeed, that there is often something disgusting in the distresses
of poverty, at which the imagination revolts, and starts back to exercise itself
in the more attractive Arcadia of fiction. The rich man builds a house, art
and taste give it the highest finish. His gardens are planted, and the trees
grow to recreate the fancy of the planter, though the temperature of the cli-
mate may rather force him to avoid the dangerous damps they exhale, than
seek the umbrageous retreat. Every thing on the estate is cherished but
man;—yet, to contribute to the happiness of man, is the most sublime of all
enjoyments. But if, instead of sweeping pleasure-grounds, obelisks; temples,
and elegant cottages,’ as objects for the eye, the heart was allowed.to beat
true to nature, decent farms would be scattered 0<m~..vwmmim,mzmwmmum~\mmyw;<
smile around. Instead of the poor being subject to the griping hand of an
avaricious steward, they would be watched over with fatherly solicitude, by
the man whose duty and pleasure it was to guard their happiness, and
shield from rapacity the beings who, by the sweat of their brow, exalted him
above his fellows.

I could almost imagine I see a man thus gathering blessings as he
mounted the hill of life; or consolation, in those days when the spirits lag,
and the tired heart finds no pleasure in them. It is not by squandering alms
that the poor can be relieved, or improved—it is the fostering sun of kind-
ness, the wisdom that finds them employments calculated to give them
habits of virtue, that meliorates their condition. Love is only the fruit of
love; condescension and authority may produce the obedience you applaud,;
but he has lost his heart of flesh who can see a fellow-creature humbled
before him, and trembling at the frown of a being, whose heart is supplied
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by the same vital current, and whose pride ought to be checked by a con-
sciousness of having the same infirmities.
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Ithough he was born and lived his first thirty-seven years in England, Thomas
ﬁmmsw (1737—1809) enters the debate as a visitor from America, where by writ-
ing Cominon Sense (1776) and the sixteen Crisis pamphlets, Wmsm_:::.m “These are the
times that try men’s souls” (1776—83), he had served as the most effective propagan-
dist for American independence. His Rights of Man: Being an Answer to Mr. Burke's
Attack on the French Revolution, published in March 1791 with a dedication “To
George Washington, President of the United States of America,” has the full weight
of the American revolutionary experience behind it and is the strongest statement
against hereditary monarchy of any of the works replying to Burke in this “war of
pamphlets.” Paine published a second part of Rights of Man the following year and,
when charged with treason by the British, fled to France, where he was made a citi-
zen and a member of the Convention. With the fall of the more moderate Girondists,
he was imprisoned by the Jacobins for a year in 1793—94, during which he wrote his
last famous work, The Age of Reason (1794).

From Rights of Man

Among the incivilities by which nations or md&imzm_% provoke and irritate
each other, Mr. Burke's pamphlet on the French Revolution is an extraordi-
nary instance. Neither the people of France, nor the Nafional Assembly, were
troubling themselves about the affairs of England, or the English Parliament;
and why Mr. Burke should commence an unprovoked mnw,mnr upon them, both
in parliament and in public, is a conduct that cannot be pardoned on the
score of manners, nor justified on that of policy. )

\
There is scarcely an epithet of abuse to be found in n_,wm m_._m:.mr language
with which Mr. Burke has not loaded the French nation and the National
Assembly. Every thing which rancor, prejudice, ignorance or knowledge
could suggest, are poured forth in the copious fury of near four hundred
pages. In the strain and on the plan Mr. Burke was writing, he might have
written on to as many thousands. When the tongue or the pen is let loose
in a frenzy of passion, it is the man, and not the subject, that becomes
exhausted.
Hitherto Mr. Burke has been mistaken and disappointed in the opinions
he had formed of the affairs of France; but such is the ingenuity of his hope,
or the malignancy of his despair, that it furnishes him with new pretences to




