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Es sind viele antirevolution^re Bhcher fiir die 
Revolution geschrieben worden. Burke hat aJber ein 
revolution^res Buch gegen die Revolution geschrieben. 

(Novalis) 
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EDMUND BURKE'S REVOLUTION: THE DISCOURSE OF AESTHETICS, 

GENDER, AND POLITICAL ECONOMY IN BURKE'S PHILOSOPHICAL 

ENQUIRY AND REFLECTIONS ON THE REVOLUTION IN FRANCE 

by Thomas Eric Furniss 

This thesis seeks to demonstrate the importance of 
developing new ways of reading the writings of Edmund 
Burke which allow us to perceive the complexities of the 
interplay between politics and culture in the second half 
of the eighteenth century. The first part of the thesis 
concentrates on Burke's early aesthetic treatise, A 
Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the 
Sublime and Beautiful i1757-59), in order to suggest that 
the Enquiry is itself a revolutionary text which 
constructs an aesthetics which promotes the social order 
which emerged from the revolution of 1688. The Enquiry's 
governing paradigms are articulated with passages from the 
discourses of political economy and philosophy of the late 
eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century in order to 
demonstrate how Burke's treatise addresses itself to the 
crucial problems facing a bourgeois culture attempting to 
establish political hegemony. 
Parts II and III analyse the interrelation between the 

Enquiry and Refi,ect..ions on the Revolution in France (1790) 
by suggesting that the latter attempts both to exploit and 
to limit possibilities opened up by the former. The 
contradictions of this project are most clearly exposed 
through an extended analysis of Burke's representation of 
the events at Versailles on 5-6 October 1789, and through 
tracing the paradigms and dislocations which structure the 
discourse in Reflections on language, gender, economics, 
and political representation. 

The relation between text and history — especially in 
conditions of revolutionary crisis — is considered 
throughout in terms drawn from recent post-structuralist 
thought: in this way, Burke's texts are seen as 
participating within discursive projects crucial to a 
specific historical and socio-economic moment. To read 
Edmund Burke's 'revolution' in this way is understand how 
his texts set the terms both for radicalism and for 
Romanticism. It is also to underline how post-
structuralist ways of reading allow specific insights into 
politics and history even as they transform our concepts 
of them. 
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Introduction: Ways of Reading Burke, and Why 

This introduction begins with a short account of Edmund 

Burke's life and work. It then looks at the various ways 

Burke has been read — both by his immediate 

contemporaries and throughout the almost two hundred years 

since his death — particularly in terms of how they have 

detected or constructed 'the Burke problem.' This 

'problem' — conceived and 'solved' differently by 

different readers — revolves around questions of why 

Burke should have attacked the French Revolution at all, 

why so vehemently, and whether his response is evidence of 

an 'inconsistency' in the man and/or in his writings. The 

chapter concludes with a section which delineates the 

theoretical sources, assumptions, and methods which inform 

my own way of reading Burke and attempts to indicate why 

such a rereading has important consequences for recent 

work on the politics of Romanticism, for larger questions 

about the relation between texts and history, and for the 

political implications of post-structuralist thought. 

(i) Burke's Life and Work 

Edmund Burke (1729-1797) is known primarily for his 

opposition to the French Revolution in Reflections on the 

Revolution in France (1790), and to a lesser extent as the 

author of a treatise on the sublime — his early A 

Philosophical Enquiry into the Origins of our Ideas of the 

Sublime and the Beautiful (1757-59). Indeed, these two 

books, which form the centre of attention in the present 

study, are the only works of Burke currently available in 

separate editions. It will be useful, however, to give a 

short general account of Burke's life and work not only to 

provide a sense of their relation to the issues of the 

period but to enable a greater understanding of what 



follows. Burke was far more than the author of these 

important texts: Carl B. Cone suggests that his career was 

'one of the most controversial and spectacular ... in the 

history of British politics,' having as its forum 'the 

press as well as the floor of the House of Commons' (Age 

of the American Revolution, p.xiii). 

Born in Dublin to a Catholic mother and an Anglican 

father, Burke's early education was entrusted to a local 

school and then to a boarding school run by a Quaker.^ In 

1744 he earned a scholarship to Trinity College Dublin, 

where his courses included 'natural philosophy (and 

mathematics), logic and metaphysics, history, and poetry, 

and was built upon the classical foundation laid 

[earlier]' (Age of the American Revolution, p.7). 

Intended by his father for the law. Burke left Dublin in 

1750 in order to attend the Middle Temple in London — a 

city which formed 'the hub of an expanding empire, the 

world's money market, the centre of British commercial, 

political, literary, artistic, and social life' (Age of 

the American Revolution, p.14). In this milieu. Burke 

found the life of a man of letters more congenial than 

that of a student of law. In 1756 he published A 

Vindication of Natural Society (an anonymous and ironic 

attack on Rousseauist thought so convincingly written in 

the style of Lord Bolingbroke that many readers took it 

literally as a vindication), while the appearance in the 

following year of the Enquiry associated Burke's name with 

a radical 'departure' from traditional aesthetics (Acre of 

p. 25). in 1758, he began editing 

and writing most of the material for a new periodical. The 

Annual Register — a political and literary review which 

he was associated with for more than thirty years. In the 

last years of the 1750s Burke made the acquaintance of 

figures — such as Garrick, Goldsmith, Reynolds, and 

Johnson — with whom he would form important friendships 

(Age of the American Revolution, PP.38-39). Walpole's 

impression of Burke in this period was that '"he is a 



sensible man, but has not worn off his authorism yet — 

and thinks there is nothing so charming as writers and to 

be one he will know better one of these days"' (quoted, 

in Age of t,he American Rev o, l,u t ,i o n, p. 39) . 

Burke entered English political life through becoming 

Lord Rockingham's private secretary in 1765; Rockingham 

was forming a government after Grenvilie's dismissal and 

perhaps saw that Burke's literary talents could be 

employed for political ends (Hampsher-Monk, p.3). Burke 

was given a borough seat in parliament,'^ and from this 

point, 'until his break with Fox in 1791 he was the 

principal advisor, spokesman and pamphleteer of the 

Rockingham Whigs' (Hampsher-Monk, p.3). In 1768 Burke 

purchased a country estate, transforming himself into a 

landed gentleman-farmer and fulfilling an ambition to own 

property and live 'magnificently' — the estate included 

six hundred acres and a significant art collection, and 

involved Burke in financial difficulties for the rest of 

his life (Age of the American Revolution. pp.123-25). 

Burke had married in 1757, regarding marriage as an 

important social institution: indeed. Cone tells us, 

'Boswell thought the Burkes' to be one of the few 

continuously happy marriages he knew of' (p.27). In many 

ways, then. Burke seemed to have 'arrived' in the world. 

But even a property owner, member of parliament, and 

celebrated author, England's social and political 

hierarchy never really recognized Burke's considerable 

talents and political endeavours; his nationality, 

relatively humble origins, and connections with 

Catholicism continued to count against him (see Hampsher-

Monk , p.4). 

In Cone's analysis, the course of Burke's political 

career before the French Revolution can be charted by his 

deep involvement with the 'succession of crises [which, 

beginning in the 1760s] confronted statesmen who guided 

the destinies of the British Empire;' thus Burke, like 

every man in public life, 'had to take his stand upon the 



problems of Ireland, the American colonies, and India' 

(p.xiii). Of these, the most important for my present 

purpose is the crisis over America, since Burke's attitude 

to the American colonies is often contrasted with his 

response to the French Revolution. Burke's speeches on 

American affairs 'earned the highest applause,' securing 

the admiration of the House of Commons and his reputation 

as a great orator and acute political thinker (Acre of the 

American Revolution, pp.259-85). At the same time, he 

failed to convince the government of the folly of its 

heavy-handed treatment of the American colonies. 

Burke's understanding of the American problem, 

throughout most of its course, was that if the government 

refrained from imposing taxes a peaceful and prosperous 

relation would persist between Britain and its colonies. 

Burke argued, in this case, that expediency ought to 

temper the full exertion of Britain's constitutional 

rights — he did not disagree with the principle that 

Britain might tax its imperial subjects, only with North's 

punitive measures against the recalcitrant colonies. 

Burke's first concerns were with imperial unity and the 

protection and promotion of 'imperial commerce, to the 

benefit of mother country and colonies alike' (Age of the 

American Revolution, p.262, p.261). Thus his generous and 

eloquent speeches on 'American Taxation' (April 1774), and 

'Conciliation' (March 1775), respectively suggest the 

repeal of the duty on tea and 'extending to America the 

British constitution, especially the ancient principle 

that advised taxation by representatives of the people's 

choosing' (Acre of the American Revolution, p. 282). By 

opposing North, Burke won the gratitude of the American 

colonists but misunderstood. Cone argues, the fundamental 

issues at stake. Behind their stand on 'no taxation 

without representation,' Cone suggests, the colonies 

sought to throw off the ties of the British commercial 

system and were concerned with questions of abstract 

rights (p.282, p.284). Burke's analysis had developed by 



November 1775 when he submitted a bill which went a lot 

further towards meeting the American demands, but the bill 

was defeated and in any case it was too late. Although 

Cone suggests that when news of the Declaration of 

Independence reached him he 'was ready to concede American 

separation from the British Empire' (Age of the American 

Revolution, p.290), Burke had never supported the notion 

of an American revolution. On the contrary, he had worked 

to prevent revolution by urging justice and magnanimity in 

order to maintain Britain's commercial interests. 

A further series of crises, important for an 

understanding of Burke's defence of the British 

constitution in 1790, troubled English political life in 

the 1780s. Of these, it is most useful here to briefly 

mention the constitutional crisis of 1782-84. Between 

March 1782 and December 1783, Cone writes in the second 

volume of his study of Burke's political life, 'four 

changes of government ... occurred amid a great debate on 

the British constitution, specifically on the related 

questions of the influence of the crown, the independence 

of the House of Commons, the nature of the electoral 

system, and the relations among ministers, king, and 

parliament' (Age of the French Revolution, p.8). Cone 

summarizes Burke's position on these problems: 

Burke believed that the independence of the 
Commons could only be assured if the influence 
of the crown was diminished while the 
parliamentary franchise remained restricted 
and the distribution of seats in the House of 
Commons unchanged. Then the men of property -
- many of them of aristocratic lineage and 
others with status achieved through hard work 
and ability — who could resist pressures from 
the people below or the king above, could 
control the legislature and the 
administration. This would provide a stable 
political order in which liberty and 
opportunity would be combined with security of 
property, respect for organized religion, and 
leadership by the properly qualified, while 
the gradations of a hierarchical social 



structure would be preserved (Acre of the 
French Revolution, pp.8-9). 

According to Cone, this vision of government was an ideal 

for which Burke fought throughout his life and provides an 

'overriding unity' to his thought (Age. of the French 

Revolution. p.11). It was also a 'revolutionary' vision: 

In so far as he championed the cause of party 
government. Burke the conservative, the 
opponent of parliamentary reform, did more 
than the political radical to change the 
nature of the cabinet, of parliament, of their 
relationship to one another, of the monarchy 
and its relationship to the cabinet and 
parliament — in short, to revolutionize the 
practical working of the political and 
constitutional system of England (Age of the 
American Revolution, p.xv). 

Some headway towards this 'revolution' was made in the 

early 1780s (the Whigs formed two short-lived 

administrations in 1782 and 1783, the second in coalition 

with Lord North). But George Ill's dismissal of Fox and 

North in December 1783 marked 'the end of an eighteen-

month struggle for the independence of parliament,' and a 

reaffirmation of the royal prerogative (Age of the French 

Revolution. pp.138-39). The king called the young Pitt to 

form an administration which was to prove 'the start of 

almost fifty years of a new and revitalised Toryism in 

government' (Hampsher-Monk, p.5). Burke spent the rest of 

his life in opposition; in the almost forty years between 

his appointment as Rockingham's secretary and his death in 

1797 the Whig party enjoyed only three brief periods in 

office — in none of which was Burke offered the cabinet 

position he must have felt he deserved. 

The overthrow of the Fox-North coalition in 1783 and 

the consolidation of Pitt as the king's choice in the 

elections of 1784 was a major setback to Burke's attempt 

to secure the sovereignty of parliament. The means by 

which the wishes of the Commons were disregarded seemed to 

place parliament at the mercy of a terrifying alliance 



between the king and popular opinion. For in the 1780s, 

Burke thought he perceived another threat to liberty — 

radicalism's attempt to locate political authority in the 

people. This meant that 'the eighteenth-century 

aristocratic order was being attacked from below' as well 

as from above (Acre of the French Revolution, p. 152).-^ To 

add to Burke's sense of defeat, 'the new parliament 

evinced contempt for the opposition and disrespect for 

Burke. ... [who] was ... made aware that he belonged to 

the old order, not only on account of his age but, it 

seemed, because his Whiggish ideas were anachronistic' 

(p.148). From having been one of the most attended to and 

admired speakers in the House, Burke found himself 

'ridiculed by "boys" [as he was taunted into calling the 

ministry] who openly expressed their impatience with his 

newly recovered readiness to speak' (Age of the French 

ReypjuM,Qn, p. 149). 

Burke's major project in opposition, apart from 

continuing the attempt to reform parliament, was the 

impeachment of Warren Hastings, whom he accused of 

corruption in the administration of India: 'This massive 

undertaking consumed Burke's energies from well before 

April 1786 ... until 1795, when Hastings was, to Burke's 

despair, acquitted' (Hampsher-Monk, p.5). The last 

glimmer of hope for the Whigs to gain power, and for Burke 

to begin again his programme of reforms, came in the 

Regency crisis — which ended in an ignominious defeat of 

the Whigs in which Burke received more than his share of 

abuse (Age of the French Revolution, PP.257-82). On the 

eve of the French Revolution, then, he was 'a rather 

isolated figure, unpopular, frustrated, hard-pressed by 

exhausting labours, and to some extent already estranged 

from his old parliamentary friends and colleagues' (Conor 

Cruise O'Brien, 'Biographical Note,' Reflections, p.80). 

It would have been impossible to foretell that his 

greatest crisis and his greatest work was yet to come. 
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Although, as we will see, Burke's writings on the 

French Revolution appeared to many of his contemporaries 

as the betrayal of a lifetime's commitment to reform 

(Hampsher-Monk, p.5), Cone, like many twentieth-century 

readers, sees Reflections as the culmination of Burke's 

political thought and experience. Apart from the Enquiry. 

and to a lesser extent the Vindication of Natural Society. 

all Burke's publications were written as analyses of 

specific political problems. Although Reflections was 

also written for the occasion, the particular nature of 

the problem it posed for Britain called on Burke's 

greatest resources. While previous crises had concerned 

matters of interpreting the constitution in changing 

circumstances and reforming abuses in order to more fully 

embody the spirit of 1688, the philosophy and example of 

the French Revolution threatened the British 

constitution's very existence. For Cone, Burke met this 

challenge by raising himself from practical politician to 

political philosopher, expounding 'within a single book 

the ideas that he had earlier acquired and formulated but 

had never set forth in comprehensive fashion' (Age of the 

French Revolution. p.287) : 

He had always been a philosopher of sorts, 
better able than most politicians to formulate 
appropriate generalizations about politics and 
the constitution .... These generalizations 
form a coherent body of thought, but they are 
scattered through his formal publications, his 
speeches, and his correspondence. ... His 
writings on the French Revolution, however, 
contain his complete political thought. Taken 
together, they have unity, and one of them, 
the Reflections ..., crystallizes all of value 
that Burke had said and thought about the 
nature of man and society (pp.5-6).* 



(ii) The Burke Problem 

Cone's way of reading Burke's life and work is just that -

- a way of reading. His insistence that Burke's thought 

has an overriding unity, and that Reflections represents 

the most profound encapsulation of that unity, can be seen 

as a historically conditioned reading.= It is perhaps no 

coincidence that 1957-64 (when Cone's two volumes were 

published) are years of political conservatism in the 

United States in which New Criticism — with an obsession 

with organic unity — dominated ways of reading literature 

in institutions.^ Cone's very insistence on the coherence 

of Burke's writings disregards the fact that, for many of 

his contemporaries, Burke's reaction to the French 

Revolution was an inexplicable betrayciL of his earlier 

ideals. From the moment of its publication, and into the 

late twentieth century, readers have perceived Reflections 

as a problem text; yet Cone's very endeavour to 

demonstrate the unity of Burke's thought perhaps attests 

to the endurance and importance of 'the Burke problem.' 

Thomas Babington Macaulay, in an essay on Bacon, 

makes an intriguing observation about the shape of Burke's 

discursive career: 

The treatise on the Sublime and Beautiful, 
though written on a subject which the coldest 
metaphysician could hardly treat without being 
occasionally betrayed into florid writing, is 
the most unadorned of all Burke's works. ... 
At fifty, his rhetoric was quite as rich as 
good taste would permit; and when he died, at 
almost seventy, it had become ungracefully 
gorgeous. In his youth he wrote on the 
emotions produced by mountains and cascades, 
by the master-pieces of painting and 
sculpture, by the faces and necks of beautiful 
women, in the style of a parliamentary report. 
In his old age, he discussed treaties and 
tariffs in the most fervid and brilliant 
language of romance ('Lord Bacon,' pp.424-25). 

Macaulay's retrospect introduces at least three themes 

which will become central to the present thesis: the 
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possibility that Burke's discourse underwent a kind of 

metamorphosis between his early writings on aesthetics and 

the late writings on the French Revolution; the idea that 

his writings on aesthetics and politics might be 

implicated with one another in complex ways; and the 

notion that the relation between style and subject matter 

in Burke might be comparable to that between dress and 

body (though he seems to make sartorial blunders, or 

challenges decorum, in choosing styles 'inappropriate' to 

the occasion).^ If Macaulay therefore suggests that 

Burke's life work undergoes an internal 'revolution,' one 

of the aims of this thesis will be to explore how far this 

revolution is at once potential within, and a reversal of, 

relations between aesthetics and politics left largely 

implicit in the early Enquiry. This will involve not only 

a close textual analysis of Reflections and the Enquiry 

but an 'archaeological' investigation of the 

interrelations between Burke's texts and the discourses of 

philosophy, political economy, and gender in the second 

half of the eighteenth century. 

Few readers of Burke remain neutral. There is 

something about his politics and his way of writing about 

them that precipitates either extravagant praise or 

offended repudiation. In recent years he has been both 

eulogized as a 'Master of English' by Conor Cruise O'Brien 

and wishfully 'deconstructed': '[Ayer's] deconstruction of 

Burke,' Tariq Ali writes in a review of A.J. Ayer's Thomas 

Paine, 'will be of value to students everywhere.'^ If 

O'Brien offers Reflections as a kind of holy text with 

which to exorcise the revolutionary 'spectre' haunting the 

western world in 1968,"*' Ali — a leading figure at the 

barricades of the most recent 'French revolution' — 

continues his review of Ayer's biography by suggesting 

that it will be useful 'not least in Poland where 

dissidents who should know better are currently engaged in 

establishing a praxis based on the marriage of Edmund 

Burke to Pope Wotyla. Ayer's book, one hopes, will help 
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in aborting this and similar projects.' Burke's 

ReJf..Ifi..G.ti..QriS., on this evidence, continues to occupy a 

central place in political controversy in the late 

twentieth century, provoking radical writers to wish that 

its politics be silenced once and for all. 

Although its publication in 1790 provoked a flurry of 

radical refutations, Reflections was acclaimed, though 

usually privately, by those readers it was aimed at — the 

ruling c l a s s e s . F r o m being considered an object of 

derision or pity. Burke became the toast of the nation; 

George III, J.T. Boulton reminds us, whose prerogative 

Burke had sought to limit all his life, 'recommended it as 

a book every gentleman ought to read' (Language of 

Politics, p.80). BouIton's quotation from William 

Windham's diary entry of 7 November 1790 reveals the sense 

of power Reflections seemed to possess: 'Never was there, 

I suppose, a work so valuable in its kind, or that 

displayed powers of so extraordinary a nature. It is a 

work that may seem capable of overturning the National 

Assembly, and turning the stream of opinion throughout 

Europe' (pp.79-80). With the power to turn and overturn, 

Reflections was perceived as a revolutionary book which 

promised to intervene in political life in tangible ways. 

Radical writers saw the need to respond quickly — to 

write their own revolutionary texts. England in the early 

1790s therefore became the site of what Alfred Cobban has 

called 'perhaps the last real discussion of the 

fundamentals of politics in this country' (Debate on the 

French Revolution, p.31) — a discussion whose issues 

resonate throughout the historical period of English 

Romanticism and beyond. Burke's Reflections both divided 

and galvanized its early readership, stimulating more than 

seventy polemical 'replies' in the years 1790-93.'* The 

documents of 'the Revolution controversy' show that many 

of Burke's first readers were shocked and often offended 

by Reflections. Radical readers were puzzled that the 

champion of the American Revolution (as they thought) 
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should attack the French Revolution — and especially so 

violently. 'Virtually every radical writer of this time,' 

James K. Chandler writes, 'saw Burke's position on France 

as a change of political colors, and at the same time 

realized that Burke's reputation made him one of the worst 

English enemies the French Revolution could have made' 

(Wordsworth's Second Nature, p.19). In its original form, 

Reflections was conceived as a letter in reply to Charles-

Jean-Francois Depont's requests, in late 1789, for Burke's 

advice on and approbation of the R e v o l u t i o n . A s Boulton 

puts it, 'de Pont anticipated that the man who had 

supported the American Revolution would defend a 

revolution in France': 

When I took the liberty, last year, of asking 
your opinion on the political events in 
France, I had certainly no idea that my letter 
would lead to the publication of the work you 
have so kindly sent me. I will even confess 
that I should never have made the request, had 
I been able to foresee its effect; and that if 
I had at that time known your opinions, far 
from begging you to express them, I should 
have besought you not to make them public 
(Language of Politics , p . 95) . 

Thomas Paine, in Rights of Man (1791/92), was equally 

surprised by Burke's stance: 'From the part Mr Burke took 

in the American Revolution, it was natural that I should 

consider him a friend to mankind .... I am the more 

astonished and disappointed [by his 'outrageous abuse on 

the French Revolution, and the principles of Liberty'], as 

... I had formed other expectations' (Rights of Man, 

p.57). Burke's expressions of confidence in England's 

system of representation reveal him as a turncoat: 'This 

declaration from a man who has been in constant opposition 

to all the measures of parliament the whole of his 

political life, ... is most extraordinary; and, comparing 

him with himself, admits of no other alternative, than 

that he acted against his judgement as a member, or has 

declared contrary to it as an author' (Rights of Man, 
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p.246). It was not only that Burke opposed the 

Revolution, however, but that he opposed it so 

aggressively which needed explaining. This is 'a general 

enigma running through the whole of Mr Burke's book,' 

which Paine solves by proposing that it is in Burke's 

political and personal interest to 'rage': 

He writes in a rage against the National 
Assembly; but what is he enraged about? If 
his assertions were as true as they are 
groundless, and that France, by her 
Revolution, had annihilated her power, and 
become what he calls a chasm, it might excite 
the grief of a Frenchman ... and provoke his 
rage against the National Assembly; but why 
should it excite the rage of Mr Burke? — 
Alas! it is not the Nation of France that Mr 
Burke means, but the COURT; and every Court in 
Europe, dreading the same fate, is in 
mourning. He writes neither in the character 
of a Frenchman nor an Englishman, but in the 
fawning character of that creature known in 
all countries, and a friend to none, a 
COURTIER. ... Courts and Courtiers .... form a 
common policy throughout Europe, detached and 
separate from the interest of Nations: and 
while they appear to quarrel, they agree to 
plunder. Nothing can be more terrible to a 
Court or a Courtier, than the Revolution of 
France. That which is a blessing to Nations, 
is bitterness to them; and as their existence 
depends on the duplicity of a country, they 
tremble at the approach of principles, and 
dread the precedent that threatens their 
overthrow (pp.160-61). 

The question from the very first, then, was over 

Burke's consistency — whether or not he had betrayed his 

life-long principles in Reflections. but also whether 

Reflections itself was a coherent production. Indeed, a 

nineteenth-century historian, eager to celebrate Burke's 

earlier 'liberal' writings, could only account for 'his 

French period' by imputing 'that ... Burke had gone out of 

his mind.'*^ In The Friend, however, Coleridge would not 

say of Burke 'that this great man supported different 

principles at different eras of his political life. On 
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the contrary, no man was ever more like himself. 

Boswell — at the nadir of Burke's career in 1785 — has 

Johnson saying something similar: 'What I most envy Burke 

for is his being constantly the same' (Journal of a Tour 

to the Hebrides. p.19). But while, in 1807, in a 'fit of 

candour,' Hazlitt could suggest that 'the only specimen of 

Burke is, all that he w r o t e , i n a second 'Character' he 

claims that 'Mr. Burke, the opponent of the American war, 

and Mr. Burke, the opponent of the French Revolution, are 

not the same person, but opposite persons — not opposite 

persons only, but deadly enemies.'*^ 

At first sight, it might appear that 'the Burke 

problem' arises out of a misreading of Burke's role during 

the American crisis. But Hazlitt's assessment seems to 

point to a more complex problem: 'The burthen of all his 

speeches on the American war,' he continues, 'was 

conciliation, concession, timely reform, as the only 

practicable or desirable alternative of rebellion: the 

object of all his writings on the French Revolution was, 

to deprecate and explode all concession and all reform, as 

encouraging rebellion, and as an irretrievable step to 

revolution and anarchy' (Complete Works. 7, p.226). That 

Macaulay detects an apparently quite distinct turn around 

in Burke's writings, involving intricate shifts in 

relations between politics, language, and aesthetics, adds 

to a sense that 'the Burke problem' is not amenable to 

simplistic solutions. 

Burke's writings on the French Revolution produce 

more interesting and surprising responses in radical 

readers than straightforward hostility. Chandler shows 

how Burke's writings on the Revolution energized both 

reactionary and revolutionary fervour: 

It goes without saying that he ... was largely 
responsible for the wave of anti-French 
sentiment which was already gaining momentum 
by the end of 1792, when Paine was arrested 
for part 2 of The Rights of Man, and which 
subsequently carried over into war abroad and 
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numerous sedition trials at home. What is ... 
seldom recognized outside a relatively small 
circle of Burke scholars, is Burke's unwitting 
service to the radical movement itself. Burke 
contributed much to the formation of an 
articulate radical ideology in the England of 
the 1790s (Wordsworth's Second Nature, pp.16-
17) . 

I will discuss this apparently paradoxical effect at 

greater length in later chapters. But we might ask here 

whether the peculiar history of Burkean criticism over the 

last two centuries might be a product not simply of 

shifting political concerns or fashions but also of a 

strange quality of the text itself which is 

symptomatically 'expressed' in these early radical 

responses.Although his writings on the French 

Revolution have meant that he is often thought of as 'the 

first modern Conservative,'^* the majority of his writings 

— including, in Burke's view at least, Reflections — 

were written to promote the Whig p o s i t i o n . A n d if the 

second half of the twentieth century appropriated Burke as 

'a crusader against radicalism' who provided a theoretical 

gloss to cold war policies, the nineteenth century could 

claim him as a unitarian l i b e r a l . W a y s of reading Burke 

therefore vary markedly according to the reading's 

historical moment and political (or literary) theory or 

position. 

Difficulties arise for any reading of Burke through 

the question of classification and genre. Burke can be, 

and has been, read as a practical politician, a political 

philosopher, an economist, a man of letters, a theorist of 

aesthetics, and more Ref lections in particular poses 

difficulties, as O'Brien notes; 

The very richness and variety of Burke's 
Reflections have from the beginning charmed 
and dazzled some, but puzzled and alienated 
others. The Reflections are difficult to 
classify, and to some minds this is a scandal. 
The title of the work does not harmonize with 
its tone, which is often passionate and always 
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contentious; the work starts out as a letter, 
and ends up as a mixture of a treatise, a 
pamphlet and a speech. Even before the 
Reflections were published at all, serious 
exception had been taken to their form 
(0'Brien, p.49). 

Marilyn Butler articulates the problem in a slightly-

different way: 'Nowadays we lack commonly accepted rules 

for reading books like Burke's Reflections, Paine's Rights 

of Man. WolIstonecraft's Rights of Woman, or Godwin's 

Political Justice' (Revolution Controversy, p.2). The 

methods and presuppositions of New Criticism — developed 

for certain kinds of 'literature,' emphasizing internal 

consistency, and tending to isolate text from historical 

context — seem particularly inappropriate here. One of 

the objects of this thesis is to offer, not a set of 

rules, nor a judgement in political or literary terms, but 

a way of reading these texts as discursive practices and 

products. In doing this, I draw on Terry Eagleton's 

speculations on what a 'theory of discourse' might entail: 

What would be specific to the kind of study I 
have in mind ... would be its concern for the 
kinds of effects which discourses produce, and 
how they produce them. Reading a zoology 
textbook to find out about giraffes is part of 
studying zoology, but reading it to see how 
its discourse is structured and organized, and 
examining what kind of effects these forms and 
devices produce in particular readers in 
actual situations, is a different kind of 
project. It is, in fact, probably the oldest 
form of 'literary criticism' in the world, 
known as rhetoric. Rhetoric ... examined the 
way discourses are constructed in order to 
achieve certain effects. ... its horizon was 
nothing less than the field of discursive 
practices in society as a whole, and its 
particular interest lay in grasping such 
practices as forms of power and performance 
(Literary Theory, p . 205) . 

Before I go on to sketch out what might be involved in 

such a mode of reading, I want to briefly examine the 

various ways Burke has been read in the twentieth century 
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in order to demonstrate that reading Burke has remained a 

problematic activity. These readings suggest that there 

is an ongoing Burke problem whose different configurations 

and solutions raise questions of central importance to 

theoretical issues currently being debated. 

Gerald W. Chapman, observes, in 1967, that 'Burke 

means many things to many men' — conservative, liberal, 

neoclassie, romantic, 'a throwback to the seventeenth 

century and a seminal thinker for the nineteenth ... a 

busy-buzzing M.P. whom at least three respectable judges 

... have called the greatest prose writer in English 

literature. He is one of those great amphibious 

Englishmen' (Practical Imagination, p.l). Although he 

does imply that there is a 'latent coherency' in Burke's 

thought — 'a characteristic activity' of what he calls 

the 'practical imagination' — Chapman is unusual in 

arguing that there is only a small 'possibility of 

abstracting a system' from Burke's writings; 'pin Burke 

down at one point, and he dances away at another, in what 

Hazlitt called admiringly, his "circumgirations."' This 

is because 'there seems hardly a trend of Burke's thinking 

for which there is no countertrend almost equally 

essential, locked up in the mystery of his quality and not 

to be shaken out' (Chapman, p.2, p.12). But although this 

presents Burke's work as complex and demanding — rather 

than simplistically extracting single, unifying meanings -

- it does so through a process of organicist 

mystification, as if all the contradictory readings of 

Burke it lists are somehow 'right' though partial. My own 

project is not to reconcile contradictory readings of 

Burke in order to finally solve the Burke problem, but to 

explore what it is about his texts which impel readers to 

produce such 'unified' though mutually incompatible 

readings. 

Despite the problems raised by genre, there is a 

flourishing tradition of reading Burke as 'literature,' 

perhaps originating in Hazlitt's ambivalent attempts to 
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celebrate the prose while condemning the politics.^* 

Boulton's analysis of the texts of the Revolution 

controversy in his Language of Politics in the Acre of 

W±l]!^s._jand_Burke (1963) is a landmark here,== though 

unlike Hazlitt, Boulton is not at all disconcerted by the 

possibility that the 'poetry' and the politics are part 

and parcel of one another. Burke is thought to 

demonstrate higher 'literary' qualities than Paine or any 

other radical: 'though contemporary critics denounced 

Burke for the seeming extravagance and grand disorder of 

the Reflections, he was writing within an imaginative 

discipline. It makes for a wholeness and coherence which 

provides permanent delight' (p.120). This is so because 

although Burke exercises a 'subtle control ... over the 

reader's response' (p.103) he does so for benign ends. 

His 'emotive techniques are ... more than persuasive 

methods: they convey the essence of Burke's philosophical 

position': 'the very strength of his feelings is a salient 

feature of the case he is arguing: the traditional order 

takes full account of natural feelings; the revolutionists 

deny them. Seen from this angle, his emotive prose is the 

embodiment of the fundamental nature of his thought' 

(p.121). But there are a number of problems with this. 

Firstly, for example, the 'revolutionists' do not deny 

'natural' feelings; both discursive positions in the 

Revolution controversy argue for 'natural feelings' but 

differ about what they are. The radical appropriation of 

the 'natural' ground is, in fact, one of the challenges 

radicalism poses for Burke. For although critics such as 

Peter J. Stanlis in Edmund Burke and the Natural Law 

attempt to differentiate between 'Natural Law' and the 

'natural rights' which underpin eighteenth-century 

radicalism, we will see that the attempt to distinguish 

between 'civil' and 'pre-civilized' nature is precisely 

one of the unstable yet crucial projects which Reflections 

becomes involved in. A second and related problem with 

Boulton's analysis is the assumption that Burke's language 
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honestly embodies, or reflects, his 'feelings.' 'Emotive' 

prose — at least in this case (WolIstonecraft's 

'emotionalism' is seen as a weakness) — supposedly 

indicates strength of feeling, but the question about the 

relation between 'natur&l feelings' and 'emotive 

techniques' remains. Boulton cannot allow that the 

'genuinely' literary might be 'merely' ideological, or 

persuasive towards 'illegitimate' ends: Burke's 'literary 

scope,' we are assured, 'corresponds to the 

comprehensiveness of his political wisdom' (p.124). But 

read in another way, Boulton's account of Burke's literary 

techniques precisely reveals the rhetorical strategies at 

work in these 'natural' effusions.Although Boulton can 

admit that Burke is 'occasionally guilty ... of hysterical 

outbursts' which take him to the threshold of decorum and 

excess, we will see that the very distinctions between 

decorum, hysteria, 'sophistry,' and 'gross overwriting' 

(see Language of Politics, p.122) become deeply 

problematic in Reflections. The assumptions which 

underlie Boulton's reading — distinctions between natural 

and unnatural, authentic and inauthentic — are precisely 

those which both structure and destabilize each discursive 

position in the Revolution controversy. 

In the 1968 introduction to his edition of 

Reflections. O'Brien claims that 'the more one reads Burke 

the more one is impressed, I think, by a deep inner 

consistency, not always of language or opinion, but of 

feeling' (p.23). That emphasis on the essential 

consistency of the inner man as opposed to the, by 

comparison, superficial problems of style or opinion is a 

theme which runs throughout readings of Burke. Raymond 

Williams, in 1961, invokes analogous metaphors by 

developing conservative estimates such as Matthew Arnold's 

into the conclusion that the particular quality of Burke's 

writing is that it is the product of 'a special immediacy 

of experience, which works itself out, in depth, to a 

particular embodiment of ideas that become, in themselves. 
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the whole man' (Culture and Society, p.24). Williams is 

thus able to admire Burke's thought as a set of general 

political truths which happened to be wrongly applied to 

their historical objects: 'The confutation of Burke on the 

French Revolution is now a one-finger exercise in politics 

and history' (p.24). Although Burke was profoundly 

consistent, he was 'blind to many of the changes which, 

even as he wrote, were transforming England' (p.31): 

His doctrines rest on an experience of 
stability, containing imperfections, but not 
essentially threatened. As the current of 
change swelled, the affirmation became a 
desperate defence. And even while Burke was 
writing, the great tide of economic change was 
flowing strongly, carrying with it many of the 
political changes against which he was 
concerned to argue (p.30). 

I go on to show how such an understanding of Burke — 

however often it has been reiterated — is problematized 

by a more recent marxist reading of his relation to the 

economic 'currents' and 'tides' he appears to resist. At 

the moment, I want to suggest that in affirming Arnold's 

claim that 'almost alone in England, ... [Burke] saturates 

politics with thought,Williams joins Boulton and 

O'Brien in a New Critical celebration of Burke's prose: 

'This consistency,' O'Brien writes, 'by no means excludes 

complexity and contradictions; rather, it is the 

consistency of a complex and powerful personality, 

successfully withstanding unusual stress' (p.23). Yet 

although such Coleridgean formulations can be seen as 

evolving from Burke's own organicist thought, O'Brien 

allows us to perceive those contradictions and stresses in 

ways which question both his own New Critical-cum-Romantic 

model and Williams's suggestion that Burke is out of touch 

with the historical transformations at the end of the 

eighteenth century. 

O'Brien suggests that there is a range of reasons why 

the French Revolution should have brought out 
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contradictory reactions in Burke. If one of its 

disturbing aspects was that it was effected by people with 

ability and energy without attachment to landed property, 

O'Brien claims (with only partial accuracy) that Burke 

'was himself one of the most notable examples of the 

conjuncture which he thought most redoubtable to ordered 

society: ability without property.' This leads O'Brien to 

suggest — and in this he acknowledges WolIstonecraft's 

insight to the same effect — that had Burke 'been born in 

similar social circumstances in Arras in the 1750s, or in 

Dublin or Belfast in the 1760s, he might conceivably have 

been a revolutionary' (O'Brien, p.20; see Wo 1Istonecraft, 

Rights of Men, p.109). A related source of possible 

ambivalence arises from Burke's Irish catholic origins, 

which would have led to a division of loyalties: 'between 

the ruined Irish catholics and the owners of the wealth of 

England there is a chasm for Burke's affections to bridge. 

I believe ... that there is a connexion between the 

tensions of this spanning and the emotional charge, the 

pathos and fury, of the Reflections' (pp.24-25). It is 

supposed, then, that Burke's catholic sympathies 

necessarily charge his responses to a revolution which had 

attacked the church as well as the aristocracy. This also 

serves to partly explain the sheer violence of his abuse 

of those dissenting radicals in England who welcomed a 

revolution for having 'undermined superstition and 

error.' 

O'Brien contends that Burke's background adds still 

more complexities and ambivalences since it allows him to 

perceive justifications for revolutionary action against 

the English state in Ireland: 'where the Irish Catholics 

were concerned, he makes a unique allowance, if not for a 

legitimate kind of Jacobinism, at least for a kind rooted 

in human nature' (p.32). For these reasons, O'Brien 

concludes that Burke's 'relation to Ireland made 

impossible for him two of the stock responses of 

Englishmen to the opening stages of the Revolution: that 
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of approval for what seemed an anti-Papist reformation and 

that of "It can't happen here"'(p.33). And yet, O'Brien 

acknowledges, these considerations do not 'explain the 

intensity of [Burke's] counter-revolutionary passion. 

Whence, then, comes the tremendous emotional force that 

animates not only the mis leadingly named Reflections but 

all his writings on the Revolution, up to and including 

the fourth Lettejr__ô ^̂ ^ left unfinished at 

his death?' (p.34). O'Brien's 'conjectural answer' to 

this formulation of the Burke problem 

is that Burke, in his counter-revolutionary 
writings, is partly liberating — in a 
permissible way — a suppressed revolutionary 
part of his own personality. These writings -
- which appear at first sight to be an 
integral defence of the established order — 
constitute in one of their aspects ... a heavy 
blow against the established order in the 
country of Burke's birth, and against the 
dominant system of ideas in England itself 
(PP.34-35). 

This leads O'Brien to suggest that 'the drama of Burke's 

writings about the Revolution, and much of their power, 

comes from the collaboration in them of two personalities. 

... [a] reasonable elderly Whig, [and] a slumbering 

Jacobite' (pp.37-38). And yet Burke is recuperated from 

such a radical split through recourse to a topology of 

'inner self' and 'persona'; 'The author of the Reflections 

... wrote in the persona of an Englishman — which is in 

itself a cause of confusion — but was in fact Irish to 

the marrow of his bones' (p.41). In O'Brien's view, 

Burke's writings on the Revolution constitute a personal 

counter-revolution which amounts to self-revelation: 

when he does decide to let go, he inevitably 
releases greater forces than any calculation 
could determine in advance. He enters the 
controversy as a Whig, and ends up the idol of 
the Tories. He 'runs down' his friend Charles 
James Fox, as he had once run down Lord North. 
It is extremely improbable that these results 
were calculated in advance. It is more 
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probable that Burke had never fully realized -
- until the events in France provided the 
critical test — how profoundly he was at odds 
with much that was fundamental in the 
philosophy of Englishmen with whom he had 
allied himself (p.55). 

Another recent and influential reading also suggests 

that the Revolution releases internal forces in Burke's 

psyche over which he has no control. Here too the 

struggle between reaction and revolution is, in the first 

place, a personal one. Isaac Kramnick's 

'psychobiography,' The Rage of Edmund Burke (1977), 

suggests that Burke's 'rage' and 'ambivalence' originate 

in a never adequately resolved oedipal anxiety. 

Kramnick's introduction — indicatively titled 'The Burke 

Problem' — 'stands Burke on his head, replacing the Tory 

prophet with the ambivalent radical. There are two Burkes 

and doing the man and his works full justice requires a 

revision of the conventional image' (p.4). A re-reading 

of Burke's oeuvre is said to reveal a range of 

interrelated ambivalences; the Letter to a Noble Lord 

(1796) is an attack on the aristocracy which 'reads a 

close kin to much of the ideological writing [Burke] so 

despised' (p.6); and while 'he hated the ambitious 

Jacobins ... he also shared some of their aspirations' 

(p.8). Underlying and organizing Burke's ideological 

ambivalences, however, are a set of internal psychological 

conflicts: 'Crucial to the evolution of this ambivalence 

were Burke's complicated attitudes to his mother and 

father, authority in general, his "cousin" Will and wife 

Jane, and to such issues as ambition, industry, status, 

merit, privilege, action, aggression, passivity, 

masculinity and femininity' (Kramnick, p.10). 

Kramnick's argument is that, in Burke's psycho-

ideological rhetoric, bourgeois radicalism represents an 

active 'masculine' principle and the aristocracy a passive 

'feminine' one. Burke is at once attracted to and 
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repelled by the oedipal energies of radicalism, at once 

despising passive femininity and regarding it as a 

necessary softening of the masculine principle. Burke is 

compelled, then, to figure the ideological crises of the 

late-eighteenth century in ways which 'evoke oedipal 

terms' (p.109). Such an insight, Kramnick contends, 

enables us to understand the passion of Burke's response 

to the Revolution, since it is mainly directed at English 

dissenters: 

The [potential] triumph of the dissenters 
represented the total victory in England and 
in Burke of the bourgeois principle, unchecked 
and unbalanced by the aristocratic principle. 
It was an unacceptable resolution of Burke's 
inner ambivalence and as such he was moved to 
right the balance again by vigorous defense of 
the aristocratic principle (p.151). 

Kramnick thus 'solves' the problem of why Burke should 

'rage' against the Revolution by suggesting that its 

insurrection against traditional and paternal power 

structures unbalances an only precariously resolved 

oedipus complex and stimulates a massive compensatory 

celebration of the mother. But although Kramnick usefully 

stresses the bourgeois, free-market strands in Burke's 

writings and shows how they come into conflict with his 

extravagant defences of aristocracy, he plays down socio-

economic readings which explain this divided focus as 

resulting from an attempt to coordinate a compromise 

between aristocracy and bourgeoisie. In Kramnick's view, 

the attempt to understand the contradictory impulses in 

Burke's texts as arising from a crisis in what Engels sees 

as the essential achievement of 1688 — the balancing of 

aristocratic political power with capitalist economic 

power — suffers 'from what we now know about Burke' 

(Kramnick, p . 164) However problematic Kramnick's 

'Freudian' assumptions might be — both as readings of 

Burke and in terms of recent psychoanalytical theory — 

his work nevertheless allows us to see that aesthetics. 
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politics, economics, and gender are complexly interrelated 

in Burke's work. 

Ronald Paulson, in Representations of Revolution 

(1789-1820) (1983), builds on Kramnick's analysis of the 

Burke problem by stressing the need to complement it with 

attention to the 'literary': 'Kramnick tends to go 

straight to the archetype or the biography, over the head, 

so to speak, of the literary text' (p.65). Paulson takes 

up Kramnick's narratives of ambivalence, especially 

regarding Burke's uneasy response to Rousseau: for if he 

sees 'Rousseau's Confessions with its young parvenus 

who enter the sacred family circle, seduce the wife or 

daughter, and undermine the authority, indeed take the 

place of the father-husband' as prefigurations of the 

French Revolution (which we will see him figure as the 

symbolic rape of the French queen). Burke 'himself was, 

after all, a parvenu, like Rousseau the music-master or 

philosopher who used his talents to insinuate himself into 

the lives of the great, toward whom his feelings were 

ambivalent' (Paulson, p.62, p.65).^* And yet, Paulson 

suggests, it is as important to concentrate on the 

'literary' sources of Burke's imagery in his writings on 

the French Revolution as it is to invoke oedipal 

anxieties. To instil horror in its readers, Reflections 

draws on Swift, Pope, Milton, and above all on Burke's own 

Miltonic aesthetics in his Enquiry: 'Burke's solution to 

the confrontation with this unthinkable phenomenon, the 

French Revolution ... was to fit it into the framework of 

aesthetic categories he had worked out himself thirty 

years before' (p. 68) 

Paulson's attention to the 'literary' nature of 

Burke's texts, however, seems to reconfirm, rather than 

develop, Kramnick's basic proposition. While Neal Wood 

notes Burke's association of the sublime and the beautiful 

with the father and mother respectively and relates it to 

Burke's general theory of government' ('Aesthetic 

Dimension of Burke's Political Thought,' PP.48-50), 
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Paulson claims that his own 'Freudian' reading of Burke's 

pamphlets of the 1790s 'is at a deeper level of 

consciousness, revealed by his excesses of rhetoric, his 

metaphors, and his half-articulated examples' (Paulson, 

p.66 n.27). In Reflections and the Enquiry alike, Paulson 

believes that 'the illustrations and metaphorical 

decoration take us closer to Burke's true intention, often 

saying more than he may have meant to say' (p.66). 

Paulson concludes, in Kramnick's wake, that the oedipal 

character of Burke's sublime explains his ambivalences 

towards the Revolution: 

It is the experience of the son's revolt, with 
its implications of sexual release, followed 
by his feelings of guilt, and the 
accommodation by which he comes to terms with 
the father, internalizes him as superego, and 
himself becomes a father. ... The ambivalence 
of the rebel towards the act of revolt is both 
because it is an aggressive act and because 
the object remains beyond comprehension. It 
is also because Burke can imagine himself in 
one or both positions (p.70). 

This is, however, to remain within the basic assumptions 

shared by Kramnick and O'Brien; Burke is a self divided, 

variously revealing more to himself than he may have 

realized about himself, or unwittingly displaying the 

disparity between his 'true intentions' and what he 'meant 

to say.' 

This last convoluted suggestion reveals some of the 

problems which reading for intention may involve itself 

in. For my own way of reading the Burke problem I move 

from such author-centred, intentionalist models of reading 

and textual production in order to see Burke's texts as a 

weave of discourses which intersect with a range of 

interrelated writings at the end of the eighteenth 

century. This allows me to suggest that there might be 

quite different relationships between, say, politics, 

aesthetics, and sexuality in Burke's texts and quite 

different ways in which they ambivalently interact with 
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radical discourse. Important to my argument is a recent 

marxist formulation of Burke's historical context and his 

relation to it which draws on Engels's account of 1688 and 

Marx's identification of Burke as a 'bourgeois.' In his 

introduction to Burke (1980) — yet another discussion of 

'The Burke problem' (pp.1-7) — C.B. Macpherson rapidly 

dismisses earlier perceptions of that problem. He argues 

that the question about Burke's consistency towards the 

aristocracy which so preoccupies Kramnick is of 

'secondary' consideration; the ambivalence revealed in the 

Letter to a Noble Lord (the Duke of Bedford had criticized 

Burke for taking the civil pension, and Burke responds by 

dwelling on the less than honourable origins of the Duke's 

title) is explained by Burke's social position as 'an 

Irish parvenu' who 'was never admitted to cabinet rank, to 

which his energy, his ability and his party service might 

well be thought to have entitled him' (Burke, p.6). 

Burke's complex attitude 'was not a matter of the apparent 

but unreal inconsistency between his traditionalist and 

his bourgeois liberal positions; it was not Burke the 

bourgeois, but Burke the ranker, never fully accepted by 

those to whom he had attached himself, who composed the 

Letter to a Noble Lord' (p.6). Macpherson is equally 

dismissive of the 'alleged discrepancy' between Burke's 

'defence' of the American Revolution (Macpherson makes the 

same mistake as Burke's first radical critics) and his 

attack on the French Revolution: 'No one who reads Burke 

at all attentively could find any contradiction between 

his defence of the American Revolution ... and his 

implacable opposition, a decade later, to the French 

Revolution. Both positions were firmly grounded in his 

attachment to the principles he found in the English Whig 

Revolution of 1689' (p.7). 

By clearing the ground in this way, Macpherson allows 

himself to redefine the Burke problem in his own terms: 

'the central Burke problem which is still of considerable 

interest in our own time is the question of the coherence 
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of his two seemingly opposite positions: the defender of a 

hierarchical establishment, and the market liberal' (p.7). 

Putting aside 'psychohistorical' explanations, Macpherson 

claims that 'nowhere in the two-hundred-year see-saw of 

images of Burke is this problem adequately faced' (p.4). 

Macpherson's 'resolution' of the Burke problem — and his 

reading falls in with the tradition of explaining away 

Burke's 'inconsistencies' — forms the central argument of 

his study: 

There is no doubt that in everything he wrote 
and did, he venerated the traditional order. 
But his traditional order was already a 
capitalist order. He saw that it was so, and 
wished it to be more freely so. He had no 
romantic yearning for a bygone feudal order 
and no respect for such remnants of it as 
still survived, notably in the royal household 
.... He lived in the present, and made it his 
business to study the economic consequences of 
actual and projected state policies. 
Indeed, his most explicit statement of his 
economic assumptions came first in that full-
dress defence of the old order, the 
Reflections .... There is thus a prima facie 
case for seeking in Burke's political economy 
a resolution of this central problem of 
coherence (p. 5)."®̂  

Such an appeal to 'the economic' as the ultimate 

explanation of all that Burke wrote is to gloss over the 

powerful contradictions in Reflections which agitate and 

exercise commentators of all persuasions. In using 'the 

economic' as a base with which to resolve problems at a 

rhetorical — 'superstructural' — level, Macpherson 

reproduces the manifest/latent textual topography he 

implicitly repudiates in Freudian readers, and in 

explaining Burke's texts as uniformly working to promote 

'secret' economic interests he develops not a historical 

but, precisely, a personalized reading. My own reading, 

then, while taking Macpherson's into account, uses it to 

help situate Burke's discourse as participating within a 

socio-economic crisis in late eighteenth-century England, 
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rather than as an explanation of its covert project. To 

read the texts of this juncture as discourse is not so 

much to ask about their authors' intentions but to analyse 

how their rhetorical strategies function, how they engage 

in intertextual dialogue with other discourses, and how 

they intervene in and have effects on the way political 

events and texts are discursively constituted and read. 

In my own reading I come neither to bury Burke nor to 

praise him, neither to find him consistent nor 

inconsistent, but to ask what it is about Reflections that 

continues to exercise readers — what it is about this 

text which is of interest both to an understanding of the 

late eighteenth century and to ongoing discussions and 

problems about reading the interplay between literature 

and politics, texts and historical 'contexts.' Among 

other things, I argue that Reflections problematizes 

conventional categorizations of texts as 'radical' or 

'reactionary' by revealing that such judgments are 

inadequate to the intricacies of texts and their relations 

to politics and history. O'Brien's suggestion that Burke 

struggles to repress a revolutionary self is transformed 

into the possibility that Reflections is structured as an 

unstable oscillation between 'reactionary' and 

'revolutionary' impulses. 

(iii) From Work to Text: Reading Burke's Works as Textual 

Discourse 

If one wishes to undertake an archaeological 
analysis of knowledge itself, it is not these 
celebrated controversies that ought to be used 
as the guidelines and articulation of such a 
project. One must reconstitute the general 
system of thought whose network, in its 
positivity, renders an interplay of 
simultaneous and apparently contradictory 
opinions possible (Michel Foucault, The Order 
of Things, p.75). 
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It is customary to see the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries as an age of revolutions in which the 

French Revolution is only the most palpable; 'revolutions' 

are seen to take place in political structures, the 

production of wealth, artistic activity, scientific 

knowledge, and so forth.Foucault's The Order of Things 

(1966) attempts to transform this understanding of the age 

of revolution through an 'archaeological' analysis of the 

various 'transformations' which took place in the 

discourses of the human sciences. These reformations — 

in the way the natural world, wealth, and language were 

understood — take place not because of 'advances' in 

thought or because discourse belatedly recognizes changes 

which have already taken place 'in the world' (such as the 

shift from mercantilism to early forms of capitalism), but 

because of mutations within the fundamental 'episteme' 

which organizes and makes possible a period's thought in 

the first place. 

Foucault's notion of the 'episteme,' as its etymology 

suggests, means something like 'the grounds of knowledge' 

or, in his own words, the 'rules of formation, which were 

never formulated in their own right, but [which] are to be 

found in widely different theories, concepts, and objects 

of study' in any specific period ('Foreword to the English 

edition' [1970], [pp.ix-xiv], p.xi). Thus Foucault tries 

'to determine the basis or archaeological system common to 

a whole series of scientific "representations" or 

"products" dispersed throughout the natural history, 

economics, and philosophy of the Classical period' (pp.xi-

xii). Of crucial importance to my thesis is Foucault's 

attempt to register the collapse of the classical episteme 

at the end of the eighteenth century in order to 'describe 

the combination of corresponding transformations that 

characterized the appearance of biology, political 

economy, philology, a number of human sciences, and a new 

type of philosophy, at the threshold of the nineteenth 

century' (p.xii). The idea that there is a 
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'discontinuity' between periods helps Foucault redraw the 

historical map of Western culture, conventionally thought 

of in terms of 'development': 'this archaeological inquiry 

has revealed two great discontinuities in the episteme of 

Western culture: the first inaugurates the Classical age 

(roughly half-way through the seventeenth century) and the 

second, at the beginning of the nineteenth century, marks 

the beginning of the modern age' (p.xxii). Although each 

'age' is distinguished from those which precede and follow 

it, it derives its character from the ubiquitous presence 

of a single episteme: 'In any given culture and at any 

given moment, there is always only one episteme that 

defines the conditions of possibility of all knowledge, 

whether expressed in a theory or silently invested in a 

practice' (p.168). Foucault sums up his 'findings' as 

follows: 'analysis has been able to show the coherence 

that existed throughout the Classical age, between the 

theory of representation and the theories of language, of 

the natural orders, and of wealth and value. It is this 

configuration that, from the nineteenth century onward, 

changes entirely' (p.xxiii). Ushered in by the episteme's 

transformation, 'philology, biology, and political economy 

were established, not in the places formerly occupied by 

general grammar, natural history, and the analysis of 

wealth, but in an area where those forms of knowledge did 

not exist, in the space they left blank' (p.207). That 

which was unavailable to the classical episteme can be 

determined by what characterizes the modern: if the 

analysis of wealth had dwelt on representations of objects 

of need, political economy is concerned with 'time and 

toil, transformed, concealed, forgotten' (p.25); if 

natural history was interested in the classification of 

forms according to visible characteristics, biology is 

organized around concealed organic structures and 

functions (pp.226-32); and while general grammar was 

preoccupied with the representative status of words, 

philology investigates inflexion as the interior mechanism 
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of language (PP.232-36). The somewhat static objects of 

knowledge of the classical period are replaced by analyses 

of 'the force of labour, the energy of life, the power of 

speech' (p.244). Interest shifts from the immediately 

visible to the concealed, from the passive to the active, 

from the order of things to the processes of history. 

We will see, throughout the present thesis, that 

Burke's discourse returns time and again to the set of 

issues that Foucault delineates here. Both his political 

economy and his aesthetics is organized around concepts of 

labour and repose, activity and passivity — so much so 

that my reading of his aesthetic treatise is articulated 

with passages from Adam Smith's Wealth of Nations. This 

emphasis on labour reappears in Reflections where, against 

the grain of Burke's aesthetics and political economy, 

inactivity becomes reassessed in positive terms. This is 

partly because the Revolution shows how easily the 

hitherto hidden and contained forces of capital and labour 

may displace those 'inactive' institutions such as the 

aristocracy and the church which have previously held sway 

in society through exploiting the visible (pageants, 

decoration, etc). And yet this reevaluation in Burke 

remains problematic and unstable, precisely because it 

does run against the grain of the physiological thesis of 

the aesthetics; this instability is registered, for 

example, through the way the apparently straightforward 

gendering of terms in the Enquiry becomes much more openly 

ambiguous and contradictory in Reflections. 

Drawing on Foucault, my thesis therefore argues that 

Burke's texts cannot be read in isolation; it proceeds by 

articulating the Enquiry and Reflections with a range of 

contemporaneous discourses (philosophical, political, 

economic) which are, sometimes surprisingly, seen as 

engaged with analogous problems and projects. I attempt 

to demonstrate not only the ways in which Burke's 

discourse on language, aesthetics, sexuality, and politics 

operates with, and is organized by, common concerns and 
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paradigms, but that his texts are inserted within a set of 

larger problematics facing European culture at the turn of 

the nineteenth century. At various points throughout the 

thesis, therefore, Burke's formulations are juxtaposed 

with passages from, among others, Adam Smith's economics 

and Hegel's philosophy. In my use of The Order of Things, 

I am conscious of interpreting its 'open site' (p.xii) in 

a way which, for Foucault, might seem reductive but which 

I have nevertheless found productive in mapping 

interrelations within Burke's oeuvre and between it and 

other discourse. In place of the term epistems I use the 

idea of the ' paradigm,'•••''= which allows me to trace common 

patterns in the different weaves of Burke's texts on 

politics and aesthetics and to show that other major 

discursive projects of the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries work with different variations of 

that same pattern (which, with Foucault, is not to imply a 

process of 'influence' [p.208]). Foucault, on the other 

hand, is interested in the episteme which underlies and 

enables such paradigms and patterns of thought. Thus when 

he takes note of the way political economy draws on 

biological thought to produce the physiological paradigm 

of 'circulation,' Foucault argues that 'the metaphor of 

the city and the body, so assiduously put to work in our 

Western culture, derived its imaginary powers only from 

the much deeper foundation of archaeological necessities' 

(p.179). My interest, however, is precisely in such 

transferences of metaphor — in their political 

implications and in the ways they work as textual 

strategies which paradoxically unsettle the political 

certainties they are meant to convey. Thus I am 

interested not in what lies 'behind' Burke's discourse but 

in the texture and textile nature of his texts, with the 

patterns they weave, and with the unexpected designs which 

emerge by juxtaposing or superimposing one text with 

another. 
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What emerges from my enquiry into the organizing 

paradigms of Burke's discourse is not a resolution of the 

Burke problem by identifying how his paradigms conform to 

a single episteme (whether the classical or the modern), 

but its complication. Burke emerges as an 'amphibious' 

figure, at home, yet never fully at home, in both the 

classical and the modern epistemological environment — a 

threshold figure producing a set of texts about revolution 

which are themselves revolutionary, in revolution against 

themselves. Paradoxically, WolIstonecraft and Paine seem 

more 'classical' than Burke; while the latter participates 

in the revolution of the episteme, writing a revolutionary 

book against revolution, the former can be seen as 

producing antirevolutionary books for the revolution. 

Foucault characterizes the classical age as the age of 

representation: 'the end of Classical thought — and of 

the episteme that made general grammar, natural history, 

and the science of wealth possible — will coincide with 

the decline of representation, or rather with the 

emancipation of language, of the living being, and of 

need, with regard to representation' (p.209; see 'The 

Limits of Representation,' pp.217-49). In these terms. 

Burke can be seen as the revolutionary protagonist of the 

Revolution controversy, for while he attempts to break 

with the notion of representation in language and in 

politics, his radical detractors call for 'open,' 'equal,' 

and 'manly' representation in money, language, and 

political forms. 

If Burke is a 'threshold' figure, the work of Jacques 

Derrida offers a point of view which raises fundamental 

questions for Foucault's theory. Foucault himself draws 

attention to the difficulty he has of accounting for the 

causes and processes of the mutation from one episteme to 

another — even though his work is primarily concerned 

with change (pp.xii-xiii, p.50, p.221, p.238): 

What event, what law do they obey, these 
mutations that suddenly decide that things are 
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no longer perceived, described, expressed, 
characterized, classified, and known in the 
same way ...? For an archaeology of 
knowledge, this profound breach in the expanse 
of continuities, though it must be analysed, 
and minutely so, cannot be 'explained' or even 
summed up in a single word. It is a radical 
event that is distributed across the entire 
visible surface of knowledge, and whose signs, 
shocks, and effects it is possible to follow 
step by step (p.217). 

Without seeking explanation or causality, recourse to 

Derrida's thought bears upon Foucault's problem here. For 

Foucault's conception of change as a movement from one 

'continuity' to another makes it impossible to conceive of 

the dynamics of change except as arising from some 

'erosion from the outside' (p.50). For Derrida, on the 

other hand, continuity is understood as a reductive, 

symptomatic reading of a complexly unstable situation. 

The revolution Foucault so admirably maps remains 

inexplicable to his archaeology, whereas Derrida's 

'desedimentation' allows tensions and faults within strata 

to be exposed. In Derrida, revolution is understandable 

not as the passage from one continuity to another, but as 

the dramatization of discontinuities already at work 

within apparent continuity: 

if there is change this means that there is 
somewhere a structural logic which makes it 
possible. This has to do with deconstruction. 
For instance, if you take a philosophical 
system or a social structure, it has in 
itself, I would say, the 'principle' of its 
own opening, dislocation, disintergration. If 
you read anything — Plato, Descartes, or a 
social system — you can find somewhere 
something inadequate which accounts for its 
own deconstruct ion 

Thus two models of revolution emerge — one in which 

change is initiated from the outside, and a second in 

which change emerges from discontinuities already at work 

within an apparently stable structure. We will see that 
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Reflections is in many ways motivated and fissured by a 

conflict between these two models of revolution. 

Yet Foucault does offer one way out of his impasse. 

For if, as he says, he is 'concerned, in short, with a 

history of resemblance' (and the distinction with 

Derrida's emphasis on difference is pertinent), he seems 

to imply that The Order of Things might be read alongside 

his Madness and Civilization: 

The history of madness would be the history of 
the Other — of that which, for a given 
culture, is at once interior and foreign, 
therefore to be excluded (so as to exorcize 
the interior danger) ... whereas the history 
of the order imposed on things would be the 
history of the Same .... 

And if one considers that disease is at one 
and the same time disorder — the existence of 
a perilous otherness within the human body, at 
the very heart of life — and a natural 
phenomenon, with its own constants. 
resemblances, and types, one can see what 
scope there would be for an archaeology of the 
medical point of view (Ord̂ r_.of__.Thi.na.s, 
p.xxiv). 

Thus Foucault ends his Preface with a claim which seems to 

exceed the scope of his 'history of the Same': 'In 

attempting to uncover the deepest strata of Western 

culture, I am restoring to our silent and apparently 

immobile soil its rifts, its instability, its flaws' 

(p.xxiv). That description of the paradoxical relation of 

the Same to the Other — as madness or as disease — 

offers a succinct analysis of the way Burke's attempt to 

defend England against the French Revolution by 

identifying it as a madness or disease to be excluded is 

complicated by the possibility that revolution might 

already be at work within the body politic. 

The main problem with Foucault's use of discourse is 

that he seems to regard it primarily as documentary 

evidence which demonstrates his thesis. Thus there is 

little close analysis in The Order of Things, apart from 

the opening discussion of Velasquez's Las Meninas (pp.3-
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16). A second theoretical position associated with French 

post-structuralism, and often in open conflict with 

Foucault, is one concerned not with 'discourse' but with 

'text.' My own 'textual' readings of Burke draw on Roland 

Barthes's notion of 'text,' most concisely explicated in 

'From Work to Text' (1971), and, more importantly, on 

Derrida's Of Grammatolocrv (1967) Reading works as 

'texts' rather than as 'documents,' Derrida seeks to 

attend to 'the very tissue of the "symptom," to its proper 

texture' rather than rushing to a signified conceived as 

existing somewhere 'outside the text' (Of Grammatology. 

p.149, p.159). This emphasis on 'texture' is 

characteristic of the tendency of textual readings to 

focus attention on the density of texts through a series 

of puns on the term text itself. Barthes discusses the 

'stereographic plurality' of the 'weave of signifiers' 

which make up a text: '(etymologically, the text is a 

tissue, a woven fabric)' ('From Work to Text,' p.159). 

His notion of text represents a subversion and reversal of 

received understandings of the term which emphasize its 

(scriptural) authority, its filiation with a father-

author, its association with (good) 'literature,' its 

organic unity, and the idea that its (single) meaning lies 

somewhere before or behind it. Instead, Barthes argues 

that a textual reading conceives of the author not as the 

guarantor of meaning, but as one of the figures in the 

'carpet' (pp.160-61); it subverts traditional generic 

classifications (p.157); it emphasizes the language of a 

text, and suggests that although texts are structured, 

they are off-centred and without closure (p.159); it 

thinks of texts not as sealed units but as woven out of 

citations from other texts (p.160); and it asserts that 

reading is not an objective practice which simply 

identifies what is already and always 'there' in the text, 

but an active participation which produces readings which 

are themselves 'textual' (pp.162-64). 
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In 1974, Gayatri Spivak attempted to summarize 

Derrida's textual, deconstructive reading practice. While 

traditional interpretive methods regard their task as 

discovering the 'truth' which is thought to lie behind a 

text's metaphors (in the author's intention, unconscious 

wishes, or ideological context), deconstructive criticism, 

on the premise that 'there is no pure language that is 

free from metaphor,' 'must take the "metaphoric" structure 

of a text very seriously. Since metaphors are not 

reducible to truth, their own structures "as such" are 

part of the textuality (or message) of the text' 

(Introduction to Of Grammatoloav. p.lxxiv): 

If in the process of deciphering a text in the 
traditional way we come across a word that 
seems to harbour an unresolvable 
contradiction, and by virtue of being one word 
is made sometimes to work in one way and 
sometimes in another and thus is made to point 
away from the absence of a unified meaning, we 
shall catch at that word. If a metaphor seems 
to suppress its implications, we shall catch 
at that metaphor. We shall follow its 
adventures through the text and see the text 
coming undone as a structure of concealment, 
revealing its self-transgression, its 
undecidabi1ity. ... [in] a moment that 
genuinely threatens to collapse [the text's] 
system (p.lxxv). 

Spivak seemed unable, in 1974, to give a reason for such 

reading strategies, other than the oscillating desire on 

the part of the critic to experience at one and the same 

time the pleasures of mastery and the intoxicating fear of 

the abyss which reveals the impossibility of mastery 

(PP.Ixxvii-lxxviii). In the 1980s, post-structuralism has 

increasingly been under attack for supposedly being 

'ahistorical' and 'apolitical,and Spivak is now to the 

fore among those who have developed readings of Derrida 

which see his work as a political and historical practice 

which simultaneously transforms received notions of 

politics and history 
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My own interest in Derrida for the purposes of this 

thesis is primarily in the reading of Rousseau in Of. 

Grammatolocry (pp.141-316), where his discussion of the 

operations and effects of the 'supplement' across a range 

of Rousseau's texts can be read as having radical 

implications for an understanding of the way the intricate 

textuality of discourse is deeply implicated within the 

political history of its moment of production even as it 

transforms our reading of that moment. Derrida's reading 

both revolutionizes our understanding of a set of texts 

which are of central importance culturally and 

historically to the eighteenth century (and especially to 

Burke and his radical protagonists), and identifies a 

larger problematic (the unstable relation between nature 

and culture) which continues to preoccupy our thinking 

about culture and p o l i t i c s . W e will see that the effect 

of the supplement undercuts from within Foucault's notion 

of the stability and singleness of the episteme; Derrida's 

work therefore shows the importance of reading discourse 

not as documentation but as text. 

Though both draw parallels between Reflections and 

the Enquiry. Boulton's and Paulson's analyses represent 

two distinctive ways of reading the relation between 

politics and aesthetics in Burke's writings on the 

Revolution. The former sees Reflections as the admirable 

creation of a literary master whose form reflects the 

organic society it would defend; the latter reads it 

primarily as the production of unconscious anxieties newly 

cathected by political events. Yet both readings stress 

the origins of Burke's rhetoric; in each case, those 

origins make that rhetoric 'authentic' — for Boulton 

because embodying genuine feeling, for Paulson because 

expressing oedipal trauma. But both readings also stress 

the literary aspects of Reflections as evidence of Burke's 

rhetorical skill, and thereby allow attention to its ends 

as much as to its origins. For if we are swayed by craft, 

it might seem difficult to determine if that craft 
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reflects genuine feeling, psychic anxiety, or politically 

interested persuasion. To choose any one or even all of 

these interpretations would seem to avoid attention 

towards the textures and effects of language itself. It 

may be that in being affected by texts we ascribe those 

effects according to received models — political, 

psychoanalytic, literary — which claim to be prior to and 

serve to divert attention from the structures and 

movements of figuration. The 'density' of language is 

al1-too-often by-passed in an attempt to isolate the 

ideology, the hidden desire, or the profundity supposedly 

lying 'behind' that language as its 'true' meaning. 

One of the aims of the present thesis is to argue 

that we need to develop methods of reading texts such as 

those which make up the Revolution controversy in ways 

which register their 'density' and rhetoricity. This is 

because, as this thesis will attempt to demonstrate, the 

political meanings of any text do not exist apart from the 

'texture' of its language; formal structures of all kinds 

— figurative language, tone, mode of address, and so on -

- are deeply implicated within the 'textuality' of the 

historical moment in which the text appears. Derrida's 

reading of Rousseau, in Of Grammatology. is of central 

importance to this project; if we have seen how 

traditional modes of criticism seem inadequate to an 

understanding of texts such as Burke's, Derrida feels that 

'no model of reading seems ... at the moment ready to 

measure up to this text [Rousseau's Confessions] — which 

I would like to read as a text and not as a document' (Of 

Grammatology. p.149). To read Burke's 'works' as texts — 

for them to undergo the passage from work to text — is to 

see their language not as transparent medium, embodiment, 

or expression, but as the very fabric of meaning. This 

involves attending to the textile quality of these texts, 

taking their metaphors seriously — especially since the 

relation of metaphor to meaning, the very nature of 

metaphor itself, is crucial to the Revolution controversy. 
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Part of my project, then, is to demonstrate, though close 

and extended critical exegesis of Burke's writings, how 

post-structuralist readings produce understandings of 

political texts and their historical moment which are not 

available to other forms of reading. 

One of the central interests of my thesis is how the 

contradictory effects Reflections had in the Revolution 

controversy might dramatize differences already at work 

within that text; this draws on Barbara Johnson's 

meditations on her own critical practice: 

The starting point [of her 'Essays in the 
Contemporary Rhetoric of Reading' collected in 
The Critical Difference! is often a binary 
difference that is subsequently shown to be an 
illusion created by the workings of 
differences much harder to pin down. The 
differences between entities (prose and 
poetry, man and woman, literature and theory, 
guilt and innocence) are shown to be based on 
a repression of differences within entities, 
ways in which an entity differs from itself. 
But the way in which a text thus differs from 
itself is never simple: it has a certain 
rigorous, contradictory logic whose effects 
can, up to a certain point, be read. The 
'deconstruction' of a binary opposition is 
thus not an annihilation of all values or 
differences; it is an attempt to follow the 
subtle, powerful effects of differences 
already at work within the illusion of a 
binary opposition. ... Far from eliminating 
binary oppositions from the critical 
vocabulary, one can only show that binary 
difference does not function as one thinks it 
does and that certain subversions that seem to 
befall it in the critical narrative are 
logically prior to it and necessary in its 
very construction. Difference is a form of 
work to the extent that it plays beyond the 
control of any subject: it is, in fact, that 
without which no subject could ever be 
constituted (pp.x-xi). 

Johnson's remarks here develop Derrida's coinage of the 

French term diffSrance: 'In coining the word diffSrance 

with an a, he combines the two senses of the French verb 

diffSrer — to differ and to defer (postpone) — into one 
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designation for what both subverts and produces the 

illusion of presence, identity, and consciousness' 

(p.xi)/''^ Johnson's ideas have multiple resonances for a 

reading of the Revolution controversy, partly in that they 

show how Derrida's notion of diffFrance might 

'deconstruct' the opposition between synchrony and 

diachrony in a way which seems to point to an important, 

if buried, relation between textual structure and history 

— a relation which I wish to work out in specific terms 

for my reading of Burke. Binary opposition seems to be 

the very modus operandi of the Revolution controversy, not 

only through the differences between revolution and 

reaction and between Burke and the radicals which animate 

it, but through the immense labour of much of the 

discourse of the period — from Burke, WolIstonecraft, and 

Paine through to Coleridge — toward making distinctions 

between and within 'essentially contested concepts' such 

as nature and culture (each term of which is further 

complicated by controversies over 'good' and 'bad' nature, 

'good' and 'bad' culture). 

One example of such a distinction — which reappears 

in a variety of discourses and cuts across 'radical' and 

'reactionary' positions alike — is that between the 

'authentic' and the 'false.' Burke and his radical 

'opposites' agonize — in remarkably similar ways — over 

this distinction in discussions of political 

representation, language, aesthetics, economics, and 

sexuality. I argue, after Johnson, that these 

'collusions' — and the subversions that seem to befall 

both the 'reactionary' and the 'radical' narratives which 

seem compelled to participate in this 'game' — are not 

accidents as such but logically prior, and necessary, to 

the very construction of their 'alternative' paradigms. 

The differences between entities which Burke strives to 

establish — which can be summarized as a difference 

between 'English' and 'French' aesthetics and politics — 

'are shown to be,' in Johnson's words, 'based on a 
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repression of differences within' those 'English' entities 

which Burke would construct as prior, pure, natural, and 

legitimate. One of the assumptions of the present thesis 

is that, as Johnson puts it, the effects of this 

repression of the ways these 'wholesome' values already 

differ from themselves 'can, UP to a certain point, be 

read.' Part of my project, then, 'is an attempt to follow 

the subtle, powerful effects of differences already at 

work within the illusion[s] of ... binary opposition[s]' 

which Burke's troubled Reflections labours to construct 

and keep distinct. 

At the same time, the political and historical nature 

of that labour and those oppositions is crucial in a 

reading of these operations in Burke's texts and in 

understanding Paine's and Wo 1Istonecraft's alternative 

labour. I argue against those critics who assert Burke's 

consistency (synchronically and diachronically) and try to 

show not only that Burke's politics and aesthetics are 

internally riven, but that these rifts operate differently 

in different historical crises. If Derrida's diffFrance 

undercuts what have become traditional readings of 

Saussure's 'ahistoricism,I would want to articulate 

its implications — which is to exploit intersections 

without masking differences — with a much earlier 

critical reading of Saussure. In order to foreground the 

political implications of Derrida's work, I draw on V.N. 

Volosinov's analysis, in Marxism and the Philosophy of 

Language, of the 'multiaccentuality' of the ideological 

sign in repressive societies and in revolutionary crisis. 

Volosinov's theories about language can be used to make 

explicit the political implications of Derrida's thought 

and render it especially effective in reading a set of 

texts which participate within what is many ways the 

'birth crisis' of modern capitalist society. For 

Volosinov, the very project to isolate a synchronic langue 

is a de-historicizing abstraction. Language, rather, is 

inescapably in flux at any one moment and through time. 
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This enables him to argue that linguistic signs are not 

positive, univocal entities but always already in contest, 

internally contradictory. This is so because 

Existence reflected in sign is not merely 
reflected but refracted. How is this 
refraction of existence in the ideological 
sign determined? By an intersecting of 
differently oriented social interests within 
one and the same sign community, i.e., by the 
class struggle. 

... various different classes ... use one 
and the same language. As a result, 
differently oriented accents intersect in 
every ideological sign. Sign becomes an arena 
of class struggle. ... 
The very same thing that makes the 

ideological sign vital and mutable is also, 
however, that which makes it a refracting and 
distorting medium. The ruling class strives 
to impart a supraclass, eternal character to 
the ideological sign, to extinguish or drive 
inward the struggle between social value 
judgments which occurs in it, to make the sign 
uniaccentual (Volosinov, pp.23-24). 

Although there are obvious differences between the 

U.S.S.R. in the 1920s and '30s and England in the 1790s — 

save that both were counter-revolutionary, repressive 

situations (historians can talk of Pitt's 'reign of 

t e r r o r — it is remarkable how much of Volosinov's 

analysis of language in a divided society has implications 

in the earlier context. E.P. Thompson can write of this 

period in terms of the making of the English working 

class, while Burke and Paine may be seen as the 

representative voices of two classes — or, perhaps, of 

one class divided against itself — beginning to realize, 

in some ways for the first time, that they exist in a 

relation of struggle. Burke was perceived as defending 

the interests and meanings of the ruling classes against 

radical interests and meanings, while that defence 

enraged, inspired, and helped define radical discourse and 

consciousness. At the same time, the moment is 

complicated in that Burke and Paine share the same 
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paradigms and work towards a capitalist-bourgeois 

future/'"^ In this reading, the differences between Burke 

and Paine are partly established through their differing 

views of which social group (landed aristocracy or working 

classes) the new bourgeoisie has common interests with. 

Volosinov argues that in a stable society the ruling 

class attempts to repress the 'multiaccentuality' of the 

sign in order to reinforce a dominant ideology. Political 

hegemony depends on hegemony in language; authoritarian 

government on authoritative, proper, uniaccentual 

meanings. (We will see Burke involved in attempts to 

stabilize meanings in order to preserve traditional 

political forms.) But the refractive nature of language 

necessarily undermines such a project: 'In actual fact, 

each living ideological sign has two faces, like Janus. 

Any current curse word can become a word of praise, any 

current truth must inevitably sound to many other people 

as the greatest lie' (Volosinov, p.23). At the same time, 

Volosinov argues that the perception of this 

multiaccentual nature of the sign differs under different 

historical conditions: 

This inner dialectic quality of the sign comes 
out fully in the open only in times of social 
crisis or revolutionary changes. In the 
ordinary conditions of life, the contradiction 
embedded in every ideological sign cannot 
emerge fully because the ideological sign in 
an established, dominant ideology is always 
somewhat reactionary and tries, as it were, to 
stabilize the preceding factor in the 
dialectical flux of the social generative 
process, so accentuating yesterday's truth as 
to make it appear today's. And that is what 
is responsible for the refracting and 
distorting peculiarity of the ideological sign 
within the dominant ideology (Volosinov, 
PP.23-24). 

If such passages amount to an attack on the Stalinist 

regime in marxist terms, they also allow us to theorize 

both Burke's attempt to impose a chivalric gloss on an 

increasingly capitalist society at the end of the 



46 

eighteenth century — so accentuating yesterday's truth as 

to appear today's — and the peculiar way in which his 

Reflections enabled radicals to perceive the refractions 

and distortions of traditionalist politics and rhetoric 

more clearly than ever before. 

Volosinov's analysis has many resonances for a 

reading of the Revolution controversy because we witness 

there not simply the first major revolutionary crisis of 

the Western world, but a historical moment in which three 

classes engage in mutual struggle. If, as Macpherson 

argues, Burke's project is not just to defend a 

traditional aristocratic order against the dangerous 

doctrines of the French Revolution, but also to uphold an 

already capitalist order against egalitarian notions about 

the 'rights of men,' Burke is caught up in a historical 

moment in which at least two different but related 

struggles are taking place over and within the same 

linguistic and ideological forms. I go on to show that 

Burke's text participates within those complex struggles 

and is a multiply fractured and accented product of them, 

even as it produces them with or without the 'intention' 

of its author. The differences Burke perceives and 

attacks 'without' — outwith the body of his text and body 

politic — are produced or prompted by differences already 

at work within the textual and political corpus. As a 

'ruling class' text, Reflections 'strives to impart a 

supraclass, eternal character to the ideological sign, to 

extinguish or drive inward the struggle between social 

value judgments which occurs in it, [and] to make each 

sign uniaccentual' (Volosinov, p.23). But as Volosinov 

and Barbara Johnson, in different ways, argue, such a 

contradiction — as difference, as multiaccentuality — 

may be already 'embedded,' already at play 'within' forms 

which appear uniform and univocal. The 'subversions' 

which Burke sees as foreign to his privileged terms and 

concepts can never be wholly excluded, therefore, since 
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they are logically and politically prior and necessary to 

their very constitution. 

To develop more fully the implications of Burke's 

concerns — and the difficulties his text becomes involved 

in — I want here to work through Derrida's concept of the 

'supplement' — whose operations and effects already 

underlie the attempt in the last few pages to reformulate 

'the Burke problem' in terms of irreconcilable internal 

differences operative within Burke's language, aesthetics, 

and politics. My readings throughout this thesis show 

that the strange logic of the supplement shapes a range of 

struggles within Reflections to differentiate between 

'wholesome' and 'peccant' forms of representation. That 

these struggles are politically urgent within Reflections 

and within the historical moment, and that the texts of 

Burke's opponents are structured by the same logic, is to 

argue for the political nature of Derrida's reading of 

representation in Western discourse 'from Plato to 

Rousseau to Hegel' (Of Grammatology. p.167). Derrida's 

analysis of supplementary effects and structures is 

developed in a reading of Rousseau's speculations on the 

relations between nature and culture. Given Rousseau's 

evident influence on the Revolution and on Burke's English 

antagonists, it is intriguing to see Burke's and 

Rousseau's texts (usually thought of as paradigms of 

reactionary and radical discourses) paradoxically in 

collusion. This is so not only because both share a set 

of themes and concerns, but because both can be seen as 

striving to contain the doubled effects of the 

supplement's strange play. So much so, that it would be 

quite possible to substitute the proper name 'Burke' for 

that of 'Rousseau' in Derrida's analysis. 

The theory of the supplement draws attention to the 

co-presence within the linguistic sign (and of 

representational forms in general) of two apparently 

opposite effects. If the written or voiced sign is 

considered as the indicative mark of 'the thing,' and 
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therefore of natural 'plenitude,' it may be seen as a 

surplus to that plenitude: 'The supplement adds itself, it 

is a surplus, a plenitude enriching another plenitude' (Of 

Grammatolocrv. p. 144). Language itself is normally 

conceived as a plenitude through its re-presentation of 

another, anterior plenitude. In this way, the richness of 

art, of representation, is given as a bonus to the 

richness of the natural world that it images. This 

conception of the relation between art and nature is 

dependent, however, upon a limited reading of its own 

terms. Firstly, by a kind of double-think, it must say at 

once that art-artifice-culture is a plenitude because it 

represents the original plenitude of nature, and that, 

since nature is already plenitude, what is added to it 'is 

nothing because it is added to a full presence to which it 

is exterior' (p.167). Such a way of thinking overlooks 

the implications of its need to supplement nature — i.e. 

that nature might not be the self-sufficient fullness it 

wants to claim, and it ignores the inference that if the 

sign 'represents and makes an image, it is by the anterior 

default of a presence' (p.167). For an image implies the 

absence of that which it images; where the image is, the 

thing is not: 

For the concept of the supplement — which 
here determines that of the representative 
image — harbors within itself two 
significations whose cohabitation is as 
strange as it is necessary. The supplement 
adds itself, it is a surplus, a plenitude 
enriching another plenitude, the fullest 
measure of presence. It cumulates and 
accumulates presence. It is thus that art, 
techne, image, representation, convention, 
etc., come as supplements to nature .... This 
kind of supplementarity determines in a 
certain way all the conceptual oppositions 
within which Rousseau inscribes the notion of 
Nature to the extent that it should be self-
suf f icient. 

But the supplement supplements. It adds 
only to replace. It intervenes or insinuates 
itself in-the-place-of: if it fills, it is as 
if one fills a void. If it represents and 



49 

makes an image, it is by the anterior default 
of a presence. ... The sign is always the 
supplement of the thing itself (pp.144-45). 

In a curious way, then, the two effects of the supplement 

seem not opposites but aspects of one another — a double 

movement registered and enabled by the 'chance' 

coincidence that both significations occur within the same 

term. But if the 'second signification of the supplement 

cannot be separated from the first,' Derrida traces a 

structuring anxiety and effort in Rousseau's texts (as I 

do in Burke's) to employ each in certain moments by 

strategically excluding the other: 

We shall constantly have to affirm that both 
operate within Rousseau's texts. But the 
inflexion varies from moment to moment. Each 
of the two significations is by turns effaced 
or becomes discreetly vague in the presence of 
the other. But their common function is shown 
in this: whether it adds or substitutes 
itself, the supplement is exterior ... alien 
to that which, in order to be replaced by it, 
must be other than it (p.145). 

The supplement, as writing or the representative 

image, is for Rousseau (as for Burke) 'a menacing aid, the 

critical response to a situation of distress' (p.144). 

But Rousseau, like his 'English' opponent after him, 

'cannot utilize it at the same time in all the 

virtualities of its meaning.' To bring in the dangerous 

but urgently necessary supplement is to allow, though 

without a choice, the supplement to become — or to show 

that it has always been — the structuring principle of 

one's text, of textuality: 

The way in which he determines the concept 
and, in so doing, lets himself be determined 
by that very thing that he excludes from it, 
the direction in which he bends it, here as 
addition, there as substitute, now as the 
positivity and exteriority of evil, now as a 
happy auxiliary, all this conveys neither a 
passivity nor an activity, neither an 
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unconsciousness nor a lucidity on the part of 
the author (p.163). 

Derrida argues that reading should abandon these 

categories about the relative degree of agency of the 

author and recognize itself as a 'production': 'because I 

do not simply duplicate what Rousseau thought of this 

relationship. The concept of the supplement is a sort of 

blind spot in Rousseau's text, the not-seen that opens and 

limits visibility' (p.163). 

The need to dwell on Derrida's 'production' of the 

supplement in Rousseau may already be apparent; Rousseau 

himself says that 'more depends on this than you realize' 

(Emile. quoted in Of Grammatologv. p.146). Derrida shows 

that the strange economy of the supplement organizes 

Rousseau's discourse (as I argue it does Burke's) on 

politics, sexuality, education, culture, language, law, 

and nature itself/*^ Derrida's section on the 

interrelation of political evil and linguistic evil in 

Rousseau's texts, for example — which shows that Rousseau 

conceives of writing as a supplementary imposition on 

speech and liberty at one and the same time"^^ — has 

enormous importance for the Revolution controversy, where 

political struggle takes place partly as a struggle for 

hegemony in language — a contest which can be 

provisionally articulated in terms of the writings of the 

dead versus the freedom of speech of the living. And as 

Derek Attridge reminds us, in a 'supplementary' reading of 

the history of poetics, the relation between nature and 

culture is always governed by the political interests of a 

period — even as it tends to problematize those interests 

(see Peculiar Language, especially 'The Politics of 

Nature,' pp.33-40). 

In this way, Rousseau's political discourse is shown 

to function as a set of texts in which contradiction is 

not explained away but seen as a structural principle 

intrinsic to the texts themselves and to the discourse of 
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the period. At the same time, the strange logic of the 

supplement is not presented as a transcendental principle 

but is seen to function in specifically political ways and 

to be organized differently in different historical 

contexts. Derrida's reading of Rousseau, I would argue, 

demands that we re-read Rousseau's 'influence' on the 

Revolution controversy precisely in terms of the way the 

supplement organizes not only radical and reactionary 

discourse but also the terms of their agonistic relation. 

In subsequent chapters, I show that it is possible to see 

the theme and the logic of the supplement surreptitiously 

at work in Burke's discourse on aesthetics, language, 

sexuality, economics, and political structures. One sign 

of this is his constant need to argue at once for nature 

and for the necessity of supplementing nature with a 

custom and habit which will yet, as 'second nature,' 

become part of nature. The very energy with which Burke 

asserts the benevolent effects of his privileged 

supplements in contradistinction to those operative in 

revolutionary practices attests to the political urgency 

of this project. Attempting — in a range of its 

manifestations — to exclude the 'negative' accent of the 

irreducibly multiaccentual supplement as exterior and 

alien to its 'positive' meanings, Reflections reve a1s 

itself as at once the representative text of its moment 

and the index of a crisis in representation. 

My thesis does not, then, claim to resolve the Burke 

problem; on the contrary, it proceeds on the premise that 

traditional claims to stand outside texts in order to 

deliver objective readings are necessarily problematic. 

In other words, the Burke problem is our problem, not only 

because he is struggling in particularly strenuous ways 

with problems which still concern us, but because when we 

read Burke we are implicated within his textual 

manoeuvres. For Shoshana Felman, reading — and I would 

include the readings presented in this thesis — is less 

objective analysis than a process of generating 
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implications — both the exposure or production of a 

text's implications and the discovery that a reading is 

necessarily implicated within the text it engages with 

('To Open the Question,' p.9.) As Attridge puts it, 'the 

claim to stand completely outside the field of study, and 

to make assertions about it which have no effect upon it, 

is one that must be dubious in any discipline but 

especially in the study of cultural phenomena' (Peculiar 

Language. p.6). To which I would add the suggestion that 

reading not only has an effect on what is read, but that 

'the read' has an effect on the reading. Indeed, Felman's 

statement about the effective nature of Henry James's Turn 

of__.the Screw — a terror text partly woven from 

eighteenth-century aesthetics — could equally apply to 

Reflections: 'If the strength of literature could be 

defined by the intensity of its impact on the reader, by 

the vital energy and power of its effect. The Turn of the 

Screw would doubtless qualify as one of the strongest — 

i.e., most effective — texts of all time' ('Turning the 

Screw of Interpretation,' p.96). One of the principle 

sources of that effect — what is most scandalous about it 

— is that James's readers (and Burke's, I suggest) are 

forced to participate in the 'scandal' of the text's 

themes: 'In other words,' Felman suggests, 'the scandal is 

not simply in the text, it resides in our relation to the 

text, in the text's effect on us, its readers' (p.97). 

Of the many radical reactions to Reflections. I 

concentrate on WolIstonecraft's and Paine's, whose 

readings seem to develop, in different ways, the most 

searching contemporary critiques of Burke. Yet I read 

them not simply for 'insights' into Burke's position, but 

as symptomatic readings of contradictions already 

fissuring Burke's reading of the French Revolution and its 

implications for E n g l a n d . F e l m a n ' s reading of James 

becomes particularly apposite here since it seeks to 

demonstrate how contradictions internal to a text are 

acted out, or dramatically projected, in critical 
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controversy. Finding that each critical claim about the 

'real' meaning of James's tale seems to repeat, 

unwittingly, one of the possible but problematic readings 

already at play within the text itself, Felman argues that 

The scene of the critical debate is thus a 
repetition of the scene dramatized in the 
text. The critical interpretation, in other 
words, not only elucidates the text but also 
reproduces it dramatically, unwittingly 
participates in it. Through its very reading, 
the text, so to speak, acts itself out. As a 
reading effect, this inadvertent 'acting out' 
is indeed uncanny: which ever way the reader 
turns, he can but be turned by the text, he 
can but perform it by repeating- it ('Turning 
the Screw of Interpretation,' p.101). 

In the same way, readings of Burke — even those we might 

admire — seem inescapably implicated within and 

compromised by Burke's scandalous performance. 

WolIstonecraft's and Paine's readings participate within, 

rather than stand outside, the same historical problems as 

Burke's — save that Reflections in many ways constitutes 

that moment's problems, gives them their peculiar turn. 

This is not to dismiss WolIstonecraft's and Paine's 

radical interventions against Burke but to measure their 

co-implication — not simply as interfering from the 

outside so as to affect a course or issue (to influence 

the way Burke is read), but producing a reading which is 

already (employing the range of possibilities opened by 

the Latin prefix of 'intervention') 'between, among, amid, 

in between, in the midst.' My thesis will therefore, in 

Felman's words, 'undertake a reading of the text which 

will at the same time be articulated with a reading of its 

readings' (p.102). 

I do not set out to condemn Burke's reading of the 

French Revolution, nor valorize those attacks on Burke 

whose politics I might be more sympathetic to (I suggest 

rather that WolIstonecraft's and Paine's texts need to be 

as rigorously analysed as Burke's — that their politics 
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cannot be taken for granted or extracted from the texts 

which constitute their textures). As Attridge suggests, 

in a use of Derrida not altogether dissimilar to my own, 

'deconstructive readings do not by any means invalidate 

the distinctions in question [here, nature/culture in all 

its variants] or find faults with the texts that rely on 

them; on the contrary, they enhance the significance of 

the texts as cultural indexes by tracing within them much 

more than the writer's conscious intentions' (Peculiar 

Lanauaaa, P . 2 2 ) . 

My thesis therefore attempts to address three 

different but interrelated issues. (1) It seeks to develop 

a reading of Burke which demonstrates the central 

importance of his texts to an understanding of the 

interplay between politics and culture at the end of the 

eighteenth century, and tries to rethink the Burke problem 

not in order to catch Burke out (expose his secret 

psychology or ideology, or find fault with his argument), 

but to trace how his texts strenuously engage with 

instabilities endemic to, in Attridge's phrase, 'the 

intellectual and ideological texture of [a] period' (p.53) 

in which the order of things was undergoing revolutionary 

upheaval. (2) I suggest that Burke's texts constitute a 

sensitive 'seismometer,' registering the faintest as well 

as the most violent tremors of a society and culture in 

crisis, and that it is therefore crucial to read them as 

texts in order to initiate a more textual approach to the 

politics of Romanticism in which the 'text and background' 

paradigm is dislodged by a practice which pays full 

attention to the textual nature of context. (3) On a 

larger scale still, a reading of Burke enables us 

investigate a particularly crucial example of the 

interplay between culture and politics, literature and 

history. Although the notion of discourse enables us to 

understand how all kinds of linguistic productions operate 

with a set of paradigms which serve as indices to a 

culture's implicit assumptions, textual reading is crucial 
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if we are to understand the discontinuities which foster 

that culture's anxieties and concerns. In this way, my 

reading of Burke's texts from 1757 and 1790 (the latter of 

which concerned all of Europe) intervenes within a set of 

questions which preoccupy a more limited section of the 

western world in the late 1980s. 
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1. The following biographical sketch of Burke is gleaned 
from Cone's two-volume political biography (Age of the 
American Revolution, and Aae of the French Revolution), 
and from Iain Hampsher-Monk's introduction to his 
Political Philosophy of Edmund Burke, pp.1-43 (pp.1-6). 
The rest of Hampsher-Monk's introduction to this selection 
of Burke's writings provides excellent introductory 
material on 'Eighteenth-century political theory and the 
political background to Burke's thought' (pp.6-14), 'The 
political economy of empire' (pp.14-30), and 'Burke's 
political philosophy' (PP.30-43). 

2. The borough of Wendover was controlled by Lord Verney; 
about one hundred people were qualified to vote (in a 
population of thirteen hundred) and they were all Verney's 
tenants (Acre of the American Revolution, PP.76-77) . When 
Verney lost control of the seat in 1774, Burke was invited 
to stand for, and was successfully elected by, the free 
borough of Bristol (which had a relatively wide franchise) 
(Acre of the American Revolution, PP . 267-76, Hampsher-Monk, 
p.3). When he lost the seat in 1780 Burke returned once 
more to the patronage system, accepting Malton from Lord 
Rockingham and representing it until he retired in 1794. 

3. In the course of a particularly useful account of the 
way Burke's personal and political fortunes, and his 
understanding of political events during his career, may 
have contributed to the making of Reflections, P.P. Lock 
points out that 'a new element in the 1780s was the [to 
Burke] deplorable way the aristocratic guardians of the 
constitution seemed to be deserting their posts. Burke 
regarded aristocratic radicalism as an absurd paradox, yet 
it was very much in evidence in the 1780s' (Burke's 
Reflections on the Revolution in France, p.41). 

4. Burke continued to write against the French Revolution 
until his death; the most important of these writings are 
Thoughts on French Affairs (1791) , Letter to a Member Qf, 
the National Assembly (1791), Observations on the ̂ Conduct 
of the Minority (1793) , 
Allies (1793), Letter to a Noble Lord (1795), and Letters 
on a Recricide Peace (1796) . My main interest, however, is 
in Reflections and if I refer to any of the above it is 
only in passing. 

5. Lock (pp.193-94) suggests that Cone's reading 
participates in a tendency in modern criticism to 
synthesize Burke's thought into a system, and is 
particularly influenced (though presumably only in the 
second volume) by Peter J. Stanlis's Edmund Burke and the. 
Natural Law (which was published in 1958). 
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6. For a polemical discussion of the relation between New 
Criticism and its ideological context in the United 
States, see Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory, pp.46-50. 

7. It is striking how much discussion, in precisely these 
terms, was given over by his early readers to the nature 
of Burke's language. In the 1807 essay on 'Burke,' 
'written in a fit of extravagant candour, at a time when I 
thought I could do justice, or more than justice, to an 
enemy, without betraying a cause,' William Hazlitt finds 
it important to ask 'whether Burke was a poet.' He 
concludes in the negative, not only because Burke's 
'subject-matter ... is not poetical,' but also because 
'the finest parts' of his writings 'are illustrations or 
personifications of dry abstract ideas; and the union 
between the idea and the illustration is not of that 
perfect and pleasing kind as to constitute poetry, or 
indeed to be admissible, but for the effect intended to be 
produced by it; that is, by every means in our power to 
give animation and attraction to subjects in themselves 
barren of ornament, but which at the same time are 
pregnant with the most important consequences, and in 
which the understanding and the passions are equally 
interested' (Complete Works. 7, pp.301-13 [pp.312-13]). 
In a passage which reveals the gendered nature of thinking 
about language in this period, Hazlitt claims that Burke 
'was so far from being a gaudy or flowery writer, that he 
was one of the severest writers we have. ... One would 
suppose, to hear people talk of Burke, that his style was 
such as would have suited the 'Lady's Magazine'; soft, 
smooth, showy, tender, insipid, full of fine words, 
without any meaning. ... The florid style is a mixture of 
affectation and commonplace. Burke's was a union of 
untameal/le vigour and originality' (pp.309-10). 
Conservative thinkers were also exercised by the nature of 
Burke's language, and in similar terms. As late as 1828, 
Thomas De Quincey seems to have felt that Burke's 
rhetorical practice was still in need of defence. In the 
essay on 'Rhetoric,' he claims that Burke was 'the supreme 
writer of his century,' and defends him against the 
'immortal donkeys' who have 'brayed away for one third of 
a century about that which ye are pleased to call his 
"fancy." Fancy in your throats, ye miserable twaddlers! 
As if Edmund Burke were the man to play with his fancy, 
for the purposes of separable ornament!' ('Rhetoric' 
[1828], Collected Writings, X, pp.81-133 [pp.114-15]). 
Echoing Coleridge's formula — developed to describe 
Burke's language — that 'it seems characteristic of true 
eloquence, to reason in metaphors; of declamation, to 
argue by metaphors' ('Review of Burke's "Letter to a Noble 
Lord,"' [March 1796], in The Watchman, edited by Lewis 
Patton, Collected Works. 2, pp.30-39 [p.31]), De Quincey 
argues that a 'fine thinker' has 'a schematizing (or, to 
use a plainer but less accurate expression, a figurative) 
understanding. In that sense, and for that purpose. Burke 
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is figurative: but, understood, as he has been understood 
by the long-eared race of his critics, not as thinking in 
and by his figures, but as deliberately laying them on by 
way of enamel or after-ornament, — not as incarnating, 
but simply as dressing his thoughts in imagery, — so 
understood, he is not the Burke of reality, but a poor 
fictitious Burke, modelled after the poverty of conception 
which belongs to his critics' (p. 115) . But even De 
Quincey qualifies his position: 'It is true, however, that 
in some rare cases Burke did indulge himself in a pure 
rhetorician's use of fancy; consciously and profusely 
lavishing his ornaments for mere purposes of effect' 
(p.115). Nevertheless, Burke's figurative performance is 
given as an exemplary contrast to 'the French writers' who 
use merely 'mechanical devices for raising the style; 
[while] in the substance of the composition, apart from 
its dress, there is nothing properly rhetorical' (p.124). 
Developing these distinctions, he writes that 'it may be 
remarked of the imagery in the French rhetoric that it is 
thinly sown, commonplace, deficient in splendour, and 
above all merely ornamental; that is to say, it does no 
more than echo and repeat what is already said in the 
thought which it is brought to illustrate; whereas in 
Jeremy Taylor and in Burke it will be found usually to 
extend and amplify the thought, or to fortify it by some 
indirect argument of its truth' (p.125). Coleridge's 
introductory remarks to his 'Review of Burke's Letter to a 
Noble Lord,' confirm that conservative attacks on 'French 
style' and radical attacks on Burke's rhetoric were often 
couched in the same terms: 'When men of low and creeping 
faculties wish to depreciate works of genius, it is their 
fashion to sneer at them as "mere declamation." However 
accurate the facts, however just the inferences, yet if to 
these be added the tones of feeling, and the decorations 
of fancy, "it is all mere declamation." Whatever is dull 
and frigid is extolled as cool reasoning; and where, 
confessedly, nothing else is possessed, sound judgement is 
charitably attributed. This mode of evading an 
adversary's argument is fashionable among the aristocratic 
faction, when they speak of the French writers; and has 
been applied with nauseous frequency to the writings of 
EDMUND BURKE by some low-minded sophisters who disgrace 
the cause of freedom' (The Watchman, p.30). 

8. See Conor Cruise O'Brien, 'Edmund Burke, Master of 
English,' and Tariq Ali, 'Tom Paine's Schooldays' (review 
of A.J. Ayer's Thomas Paine). Ali's use of 
'deconstruction' follows currently fashionably misuses of 
the word to mean something like damaging criticism. 

9. 'The spectre haunting Europe in The Communist Manifesto 
(1848), and haunting the world today, walks for the first 
time in the pages of Burke' (O'Brien, introduction to 
Reflections. p.9). (All references to O'Brien's 
simulating introduction and notes are referred to as 
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'O'Brien.') This is not, of course, to suggest that Burke 
was a proto-communist but that he is acutely sensitive to 
the trends which the Revolution initiates. 

10. For a discussion of favourable responses to 
Reflections. see Lock, pp.133-38. 

11. For a 'Chronological Survey of the Controversy 
Concerning Burke's Reflections. 1790-1793,' see Language 
Qf..,_PoiJiics, pp. 265-71. The most recent study of the 
political pamphlets of the early 1790s considerably 
expands on Boulton's findings, claiming that at least 225 
were published in response to Reflections. while up to 325 
involved Burke, Paine, and Richard Price (see Gayle 
Trusdel Pendleton, 'English Pamphlet Literature of the Age 
of the French Revolution'). For a good introduction to 
the Revolution controversy, as well as a selection of 
extracts from pamphlets for and against Burke, see Burke, 
Paine. Godwin, and the Revolution Controversy, edited by 
Marilyn Butler. The statistics of the Revolution 
controversy alone indicate its importance in shaping the 
thought and issues of the 1790s and beyond. The sales of 
Burke's Reflections are impressive even by today's 
standards: 5000 copies in 17 days and 30,000 within a few 
years. But if these sales were high, those of Paine's 
Rights of Man were astonishing: part one sold 50,000 
copies in 1791 alone, while parts one and two together 
sold 200,000 in two years. By 1809, Paine estimated sales 
at one and a half million — which if exaggerated is at 
least of the right order (see Language of Politics, pp.79-
84; Henry Collins, pp.32—34; E.P. Thompson, p.117; Olivia 
Smith, pp.57-58; and Marilyn Butler, The Revolution 
Controversy. pp.35 and p.108). Such huge sales, and the 
fact that its low cost made it available to 'the lower 
orders,' seems, as much as its content, to have stimulated 
the government's action against the book (see Thompson, 
pp.117-18; and Olivia Smith, pp.63-67). For a useful 
collection of contemporary responses to Burke, see Edmund 
Burke . Selections. introduced by A.M.D. Hughes, pp.1—38. 

12. For information about Depont, and about Burke's 
relation to him, see Lock, pp.52-54. 

13. Boulton quotes from de Pont's Answer to the 
Ref lections of, the Right Hon Edmund Burke (1791) . 

14. Henry Thomas Buckle, quoted by C.B. Macpherson, Burke, 
p .4. 

15. Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 'On the Grounds of 
Government', The Friend (October, 1809), Collected Works, 
4, II, p. 123."'' 

16. 'Character of Mr. Burke' (1807), Complete Works, 7, 
pp.301-13 (p.301). 
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17. 'Character of Mr. Burke' (1817), Complete Works, 7, 
pp.226-29 (p.226). Hazlitt's doubled attempt to write 
about Burke's character illustrates Jonathan Cook's 
contention, in 'Hazlitt: Criticism and Ideology,' that 
Hazlitt's work may almost be defined as an on-going 
critique of Burke's writings. 

18. For a detailed discussion of the contemporary 
reception to Reflections. see Lock, pp.132-165; Lock's 
account of the subsequent vacillations in interpretation 
through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries (pp.166-99) 
claims that 'interpreted broadly, the critical history of 
the Reflections could become a virtual history of 
political thought since 1790' (p.166). An outline of the 
long-continued and on-going critical controversy over the 
nature of Burke's political thought — whether 
conservative or liberal, uti1itarian-positivist-pragmatist 
or natural law philosopher, aristocratic or capitalist, 
revolutionary or counter-revolutionary — is given by 
Clara I. Gandy and Peter J. Stanlis in Edmund Burke. A 
Bibliography of Secondary Studies, pp.123-30. This is the 
best source of bibliographical material on Burke up to 
1982. For further discussion of the conflicts in 
interpretations of Burke over the last century, see Walter 
D. Love, '"Meaning" in the History of Conflicting 
Interpretations of Burke.' 

19. Raymond Williams, Culture and Society, p.23; Williams 
alludes to the title of A.A. Baumann's Edmund Burke, the 
Founder of Modern Conservatism (1929). 

20. Burke's Appeal from the New to the Old Whigs (1791) 
(Works. VI, pp.69-267) strives to demonstrate — in face 
of charges of apostasy from Burke's own party colleagues -
- a consistency between the political principles of 
Reflections and the settlement of 1688-89. Burke 
anticipates such an accusation in the last paragraph of 
Reflections (pp.376-77). 

21 See Macpherson, Burke, pp.3-4, and O'Brien, pp.56-76. 

22. Gandy and Stanlis arrange their bibliography of 
critical writings on Burke in thirteen separate 
categories, including 'Burke as Writer and Speaker,' 
'Burke's Aesthetic Theory,' 'Interpretations of Burke's 
Political Thought,' 'Economics, Society and Religion,' 
'Burke and the American Colonies,' 'Burke and France,' 
'Reputation and Influence,' and 'Miscellaneous Writings on 
Burke.' Stanlis provides a useful, if limited, sketch of 
'Burke's Historical Reputation: 1797—1981,' which 
demonstrates how interpretations of his political position 
have fluctuated wildly over the past two hundred years 
(PP.xix-xxx). 
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23. For further introductory material on the notion of 
discourse, see Diane Macdonell, Theories of Discourse, 
especially pp.1-7. 

24. Lock suggests that 'few critics have gone as far as 
Hazlitt in assigning Burke to literature rather than to 
history or politics' (p.176). For an example of Hazlitt's 
attempt to separate the prose from the politics, see the 
earlier note on early disputes about the nature of Burke's 
language. Elsewhere, Hazlitt can claim that 'politics 
became poetry in [Burke's] hands' ('Arguing in a Circle,' 
Complete ...Works, 19) . For a sustained exploration of 
Hazlitt's ambivalence towards Burke's politicization of 
the imagination for reactionary ends, see John Whale, 
'Hazlitt on Burke: The Ambivalent Position of a Radical 
Essayist.' 

25. For a discussion of the 'literary qualities' of 
Burke's writings,' see Peter Hughes 'Originality and 
Allusion,' and O'Brien, 'Edmund Burke: Master of English.' 

26. Lock analyses Reflections precisely in terms of its 
careful exploitation of classical rhetorical techniques 
(pp.100-31). 

27. See Matthew Arnold, 'The Function of Criticism in the 
Present Time,' Selected Prose, pp.130-57 (p.139), quoted 
by Wi1liams, p.24. 

28 . Richard Price , Discourse on the Love .of Our Country, 
p.49 (quoted in Reflections. p.157, and by O'Brien, p.28). 
Burke had once been an advocate of the dissenters' cause -
- until they supported Pitt in 1784. 

29. Lock regards Kramnick's study as 'surely the most 
perverse interpretation of Burke to date' (p.198) — thus 
shifting the charge of 'perversity' from Burke to his 
'psycho-biographer.' 

30. Kramnick is referring to Engels, 'On Historical 
Materialism. ' 

31. Compare Kramnick. pp.154-55. 

32. This too draws on Kramnick, PP.93-98. 

33. Lock is equally dismissive of Macpherson's 
'anachronistic' reading of Burke as he is of Kramnick's 
'perverse' one. The only valid reading of Burke, Lock 
suggests, is to see him as he presented himself and as 
George III saw him — as an defender of the 'cause of the 
Gentlemen.' 'To understand the Reflections today,' Lock 
sententiously concludes, 'we need to combine a sensitivity 
to Burke's rhetoric with an imaginative historical 
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understanding of the conditions that shaped his political 
world' (p.199). 

34. For an account of the multiple revolutions between 
1789 and 1848, see E.J. Hobsbawm, Acre of Revolution. 

35. My use of 'paradigm' in terms of a model shared by 
contemporaneous human sciences is akin to Thomas Kuhn's in 
The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. 

36. Jacques Derrida, 'Some Questions and Responses,' The 
Linguistics of Writing, p.262. 

37. For an account of the strained intellectual relation 
between Derrida and Foucault, see Gayatri Spivak, 
'Trans 1ator's Preface,' Of Grammatology, pp.1ix-lxii. 

38. Influential criticisms of post-structuralism from this 
perspective have come from Frank Lentricchia, After the 
New Criticism, and Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory. 
pp.127-50. 

39. For a recent collection of essays which assembles 
important work on this problem, see Post-Structuralism and 
the Question of History; the introduction by Bennington 
and Young (pp.1-11) offers a brief history of the 
controversy and suggests ways in which Derrida challenges 
received ideas about history and politics. The collection 
includes an example of Spivak's attention to the politics 
of deconstruction, 'Speculations on reading Marx: after 
reading Derrida,' which implicitly distances itself from 
the work of one of her students (Michael Ryan's Marxism 
and Deconstruction) which nevertheless forms an important 
attempt to 'articulate' Derrida and Marx. 

40. Derek Attridge suggests that the structure of thought 
which Derrida analyses in Rousseau (characterized as the 
strange logic of the supplement) 'is far from being a mere 
historical curiosity: it continues to underlie most 
conceptions of ethics, education, religion, politics, law, 
and aesthetics' (Peculiar Language, p.43). Attridge's 
demonstration of the way the supplementary logic inhabits 
and problematizes 'classical' and 'romantic' conceptions 
of the relation between nature and culture, and of the 
political implications of the instability of this 
structure of thought, is germane to my own reading of 
Burke. 

41. Johnson refers to Jacques Derrida, 'La diffferance,' 
ThAorie d'Ensemble (Paris, Seuil, 1968). pp.51-52. 

42. For Derrida's reading of Saussure, see Of 
Grammato1ogy. PP.6-73. For a Derridean reading of 
Saussure which revises Derrida's own reading, see 
Attridge, 'Language as History/History as Language.' 
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43. It must be said that historians are not happy with 
using the term 'terror' for Pitt's policies: 'The 
Government's strategy has sometimes been termed "Pitt's 
Reign of Terror," though the repression was less than that 
in contemporary France and pales in comparison with 
policies of some modern regimes. Nonetheless, there can 
be no denying the Government's determination to destroy 
the radical threat or the suffering inflicted on many 
honest men whose only crime was a desire to improve the 
lot of the ordinary people' (H.T. Dickinson, British 
Radicalism and the French Revolution, p.37; also see Clive 
Emsley, 'Repression, "terror" and the rule of law'). 

44. For a discussion of the ways Burke and Paine might be 
involved in similar bourgeois projects, see David Aers, 
'Coleridge and the Egg that Burke Laid.' 

45. Anne Marion Osborn claims, strikingly enough, that, if 
Burke's project is to supplant Rousseau, he curiously 
turns out to add to or develop Rousseau's work; rather 
than being incompatible opposites, Burke's work comes to 
supplement the insidious effects of Rousseau's: 'in the 
course of his denunciations of Rousseau and his disciples. 
Burke showed the essential weaknesses of Rousseau's 
doctrine, while at the same time he gave it its practical 
corrective. Thus as he pointed to the dangers and 
problems which confronted the state that was dedicated to 
liberty, he supplemented Rousseau's work' (Anne Marion 
Osborn, Rousseau and Burke. p.vii). 'From a comparison of 
... [Rousseau's and Burke's] ideas,' Osborn suggests, 'it 
becomes evident that, in spite of Burke's scathing 
denunciations of Rousseau in the years of the French 
revolution when he regarded him as a false prophet who was 
leading a great empire to destruction, there was no 
important divergence of opinion on the question of 
fundamental principles. Indeed, when on occasion Burke 
presents a statement of abstract principle, he gives the 
best possible phrasing of Rousseau's doctrine. ... It is 
not necessary to conclude that Burke derived the 
essentials of his political philosophy from Rousseau, for 
he did not. He was entirely unaware of the fact that his 
sovereign principles were in accord with Rousseau's' 
(p.vii). For Burke's reading of Rousseau's works, see 
Peter J. Stanlis, 'Burke and the Sensibility of Rousseau.' 

46. All of these themes are interwoven in Rousseau and in 
Derrida's reading — especially the analogous relation 
between sexuality and writing (see Of Grammatology. 
pp.144-57). Of particular interest is the relation 
between speculation (the links between vision, 
philosophical writing, and economic venture implied by 
this term are germane to my own project) and the 
fetishization of representation in the auto-affective 
moment: 'But what is no longer deferred is also absolutely 
deferred. The presence [of the imagined woman] that is 
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thus delivered to us in the present is a chimera. Auto-
affection is a pure speculation. The sign, the image, the 
representation, which come to supplement the absent 
presence are the illusions which sidetrack us. To 
culpability, to the anguish of death and castration, is 
added or rather is assimilated the experience of 
frustration. Donner le change ["sidetracking" or, "giving 
money"]: in whatever sense it is understood, this 
expression describes the recourse to the supplement 
admirably. ... The enjoyment of the thing itself is thus 
undermined, in its act and in its essence, by 
frustration.' (Of Grammatology. p.154). 

47. See Of Grammatology, pp.167-71. Derrida reads The 
Essay on the Origin of Languages as desiring, among other 
things, that mastery and servitude, liberty and non-
liberty be exterior to each other. This can be seen in 
terms of the exteriority of writing and speech: 'Heidegger 
[in 'Of the Essence of Truth'] has summarized the history 
of metaphysics by repeating that which made of liberty the 
condition of presence, that is to say, of truth. And 
speech always presents itself as the best expression of 
liberty. It is by itself language at liberty and the 
liberty of language, the freedom of speech which need not 
borrow its signifiers from the exteriority of the world, 
and which therefore seems incapable of being dispossessed' 
(Of Grammatology. p.168). Derrida sees Rousseau's Essay 
'as the accomplishment of the "philosophic" program 
charted by Duclos [in his Commentary].' In Duclos, 'the 
degradation of the language is the symptom of a social and 
political degradation (a theme that will become most 
frequent in the second half of the eighteenth century) 
.... The political model that inspires Duclos is Athenian 
or Roman democracy. The language is the property of the 
people. Each derives its unity from the other. ... "It is 
a people in a body that makes a language .... A people is 
thus the absolute master of the spoken language, and it is 
an empire they possess unawares." To dispossess the 
people of their mastery of the language and thus of their 
self-mastery, one must suspend the spoken element in 
language. Writing is the very process of the dispersal of 
peoples unified as bodies and the beginning of their 
enslavement: "The body of a nation alone has authority 
over the spoken language, and the writers have the right 
over the written language: The people, Varro said, are not 
masters of writing as they are of speech"' (Of 
Grammatoloq-y. pp. 169-70). Such a theorization of speech 
as freedom and writing as a means of enslavement has to be 
qualified, however, in reading the politics of language in 
the eighteenth century and in the Revolution controversy. 
It is true that Burke cites the manuscripts of the dead 
for his authority and that Paine argues for the freedom of 
speech of the living; but Paine's text, the democratic 
societies inspired by it, and the radical projects for a 
phonetic language, are also concerned with enabling people 
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to read and write. This is seen as an urgent political 
project in a context where writing is the preserve of the 
ruling classes and where the people, if they are allowed 
access to written texts at all, are limited to reading-
(for a discussion of the political implications of 
language and writing in eighteenth-century England, see 
John Barrel 1, An Equal. Wide Survey, PP.110-175). 

48. For the idea that the French Revolution was self-
consciously rhetorical or theatrical, see Lynn Hunt, 
Politics. Culture. & Class in the French Revolution. 
pp.19-119, especially pp.19-28. 
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I ̂  M 1̂  A J- « « — J ? 1̂  M I-̂̂•••Ŵ̂ Ĵ̂.—— 

The first part of this thesis produces a reading of 

Burke's Enquiry which locates it within a history of 

aesthetics from Longinus and Milton through to Kant and 

Hegel. Chapter 1 concentrates on the main arguments of 

the Enquiry and its place within eighteenth-century 

aesthetics; in doing this it attempts to understand 

Burke's aesthetic categories in terms of their political 

and historical relation to the political settlement of 

1688. Chapter 2 examines the ways Burke's early 

aesthetics can be seen as engaging with a set of problems 

intrinsic to its own project and endemic to the discourse 

of political economy in the late eighteenth century. 

Chapter 3 returns to the Enquiry in order to examine how 

Burke's apparently marginal account of the power of 

language forces us to reread Burke's aesthetics and 

rethink its politics. Throughout the discussion I move 

forwards and backwards between the Enquiry and Reflections 

in order to establish and complicate the relationship 

between them and to anticipate the ways in which a 

rereading of the former demands a reinterpretation of the 

latter. 
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Chapter 1: Burke's Enquiry: Aesthetics for a Bourgeois 

Revolution 

This chapter concentrates on the aesthetic categories of 

the sublime and the beautiful, looking at their 

development and significance in the eighteenth century in 

order to produce a reading of Burke's Enquiry which will 

foreground embedded relations there between aesthetics and 

politics. Such a project involves reading Burke's 

treatise against late-eighteenth-century economic and 

philosophical discourse in order to trace the network of 

paradigms in which the Enquiry figures. This will point 

forwards to a re-reading of Reflections which suggests 

that, in the particular context of the Revolution 

controversy, radical possibilities inherent in the early 

aesthetics are repressed in favour of other more 

reactionary ones. At the same time, those repressed 

possibilities continue to exert an interior pressure 

within the later text which might partially account for 

the sheer energy of Burke's rage against radicalism. This 

will allow subsequent chapters to suggest that a necessary 

part of radicalism's project, in the early 1790s, is to 

develop an'alternative' aesthetics — centred around the 

notion of an authenticating labour — whose principle 

characteristics are yet, paradoxically, already inscribed 

within Burke's mid-eighteenth-century treatise. 

(i) A Theory not to be Revoked 

The first edition of Burke's Enquiry appeared in 1757; the 

critical reception it received, which Burke read and took 

note of, prompted him to publish a second and 

substantially revised edition in 1759. In the 

introduction to his edition of the Enquiry, Boulton 

indicates that although 'each critic acknowledged the 

newness of many of Burke's assertions, and praised his 

perspicuity and provocative method of presentation, ... 
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none fully accepted his theory' (p.xxiii).^ The 1759 

edition included a new preface, an introductory essay 'On 

Taste,' and a section on 'Power,' as well as additions 

which, Boulton suggests, meet attacks on the theory 

(especially the association of the sublime with pain and 

terror) by dogmatically reiterating the initial argument 

(p.XXV). In the new preface. Burke explains that 'though 

I have not found sufficient reason, or what appeared to me 

sufficient, for making any material change in my theory, I 

have found it necessary in many places to explain, 

illustrate and enforce it' (Enquiry, p.3). That he goes 

on to repudiate critics for not having attended closely 

enough to the theory and for not realizing that it was the 

main point of his treatise (pp.4-6), suggests that Burke's 

investment in the theoretical principles developed in the 

Enquiry will not allow them to be easily relinquished. 

Burke's theory is developed through establishing a 

number of distinctions, some of them common in the 

eighteenth century, some of them innovative. The first of 

these, fundamental to all that follows, is the commonplace 

distinction between pain and pleasure (pp.33-35). This 

leads on to the more important and controversial 

distinction between pleasure and delight — the former 

being the enjoyment of some 'positive' stimulus of the 

senses, the latter (Burke claims) the previously undefined 

feeling 'which accompanies the removal of pain or danger' 

(pp.35-37). These two sensations, held to be utterly 

opposed to each other, are in turn associated with another 

ubiquitous eighteenth-century distinction — that between 

the passions which accompany or promote self-preservation 

and those concerning society: while 'the passions 

which are conversant about the preservation of the 

individual, turn chiefly on pain and danger, and ... are 

the most powerful of all the passions' (p.38), 'the 

society of the sexes' and 'general society' are 

accompanied by pleasure (pp.40-41) Through this series 
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of distinctions. Burke is able to define his aesthetic 

categories: 

Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the 
ideas of pain, and danger, that is to say, 
whatever is in any sort terrible, or is 
conversant about terrible objects, or operates 
in a manner analogous to terror, is a source 
of the sublimei that is, it is productive of 
the strongest emotion which the mind is 
capable of feeling (p.39). 

beauty ... is a name I shall apply to all such 
qualities in things as induce in us a sense of 
affection and tenderness, or some other 
passion the most nearly resembling these. The 
passion of love has its rise in positive 
pleasure (P .51) . 

These definitions lead Burke to argue that the sublime and 

the beautiful are utterly distinct from each other: 'They 

are indeed ideas of a very different nature, one being 

founded on pain, the other on pleasure; and however they 

may vary afterwards from the direct nature of their 

causes, yet these causes keep up an eternal distinction 

between them' (p.124). 

By grounding his aesthetics in the emotional 

experience of the individual rather than in the object 

itself or in tradition or custom, Burke's Enquiry is said 

to participate in and encapsulate a significant break in 

aesthetic thought (Boulton, pp.li-lx), while, in its 

association of the sublime with pain and danger, Boulton 

claims that Burke's theory 'had no precedent' (p.lvi). It 

was this last step which provoked most of the criticism 

which prompted Burke to repeat and further illustrate his 

argument.^ In the remainder of this chapter, I want, 

among other things, to consider why this theoretical 

account of the origin of the sublime in pain or danger 

represents both the challenge and the problem of the 

Enquiry. This will involve a consideration of the 

ideological role and implications of Burke's theory — 

especially of the possibilities and difficulties raised by 
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its grounding in a physiological, sensationist account of 

aesthetic experience verifiable by everyone. 

(ii) The Question of the Interplay between Burke's 

Aesthetics and Politics 

I want to follow the history of the sublime and the 

beautiful within eighteenth-century discourse in order to 

register how far Burke's formulations represent a break 

with that tradition and how far they arise out of it. In 

order to do this, I draw on the critical argument about 

eighteenth-century aesthetics — especially on Boulton's 

informative introduction to the Enquiry. Martin Price's To 

the Palace of Wisdom, a study of 'order' and 'energy' in 

Augustan and early Romantic poetry, Samuel H. Monk's study 

of the eighteenth-century sublime in The Sub1ime, and 

Thomas Weiskel's more recent theoretical analysis in The 

Romantic Sublime. The trajectory of the sublime in 

English discourse can be said to 'take flight' in 1674 — 

though prior manifestations can be found, say, in 

Shakespearean tragedy (Boulton, pp.lix-lx). In that year, 

amid the power struggles of an England in social, 

political, and economic transition, Boileau's influential 

French translation of Longinus and the twelve-book edition 

of Paradise Lost were published — these being the two 

texts which were, as Weiskel puts it, 'to preside ... over 

the fashion of the sublime' (p.8) Indeed, as Monk 

points out, for the eighteenth century, the word 

'Miltonic' came to be synonymous with sublimity (p.69). 

The political status of the sublime seems to have 

been at stake at least since the formulations it received 

in early eighteenth-century English discourse — in which, 

Martin Price argues, it features as a mode of revolt 

against the neo-classical ethos of order and balance 

(Price, pp.361-370; also see Boulton, pp.lvii-lx). On the 

other hand, in what Weiskel cites as the 'classic history 
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of the sublime as a critical fashion' (p.5), Monk writes 

that, 

It seems to me preferable not to regard the 
cult of the sublime as a revolutionary 
movement outside of and against neo-classical 
standards of taste (though eventually it 
certainly helped to overthrow those 
standards), but rather as the other, the 
constantly present but before the 1740s not 
always eagerly visited, pole on which the 
world of eighteenth-century art turned 
(p.iii). 

Two models of revolution are at stake here — revolution 

as something imposed from without against revolution as a 

manifestation of internal contradictions already at play 

within a structure. The difference here seems to depend 

on whether Addison's Spectator Papers of 1712, in which 

apparently new aesthetic categories emerge, are seen as 

complicit with neo-classical tradition — albeit as its 

'other' pole — or as the first signs of a completely new 

movement. In Price's reading of those papers, 'Beauty 

ceases to be a term for all aesthetic experience' and has 

to take a diminished place alongside two new categories 

formulated in the Spectator: 'the Great (which was to 

become the sublime), [and] the New or Uncommon (which was 

to become the picturesque)' (Palace of Wisdom, p.362). 

The 'Great' produces, in Addison's phrase, 'pleasing 

astonishment' — this being so because 'the Mind of Man 

naturally hates everything that looks like a Restraint 

upon it, and is apt to fancy itself under a sort of 

Confinement when the Sight is pent up in a narrow Compass. 

... On the contrary, a spacious Horison is an Image of 

Liberty' (Spectator. 412 [23 June 1712], quoted in Pa_lace 

of Wisdom, p.362). 'Liberty' is therefore naturalized or 

made over into aesthetic experience, but it may be that 

its political accent continues to have force. The 

emphasis on landscape signals and anticipates what is for 

Monk the significant transition which the sublime 

undergoes in the middle of the eighteenth century from 



72 

rhetorical style to aestheticized encounter with nature in 

its irregular or vast aspects (Monk, pp.63-83). Indeed — 

and in this Monk seems to contradict his prefatory remarks 

quoted above — this image of nature and the violent 

emotions which correspond to it represent nothing less 

than an onslaught against neo-classical enlightenment 

values (p.63, pp.67-68, p.75). But Monk's history of the 

sublime's transition between 1735 and 1756 adds still more 

facets which encourage the view of the sublime as in some 

ways 'revolutionary.' For part of that transition 

involves a shift from the authority of tradition to an 

emphasis on the authenticity of individual experience. 

This is seen as being initiated by Hume's discussion of 

the sublime, in Treatise on Human Nature (1739), in 

psychological rather than 'literary' terms (Monk, pp.63-

65). This enables Richard Hurd's subsequent formulation, 

in 1749, that the sublime 'can be estimated only from its 

impression on the mind, not by any speculative or general 

rules' (quoted by Monk, p.70).=' 

These various and related transitions — from 

rhetoric to nature, from tradition to individual 

psychology — are said to find their most influential 

formulation (prior to Burke) in Bail lie's An Essay on the 

Sublime (1747). According to Monk, Bail lie 'frees himself 

from all rhetorical preconceptions, and attacks the 

problem through an analysis of the sublime in nature, for 

he maintains that the sublime in writing is a description 

of the sublimity of the external world' (p.73). In 

addition. Bail lie's analysis is influentially 'centred in 

the exploration of the subject rather than the description 

of the object' (Monk, p.74). By consolidating the 

transition from 'a code of externally applied rules as an 

aesthetic norm' to interest in 'individual response,' 

Bail lie is thought to have 'clearly indicated the method 

of analysis that was to be followed ... after the middle 

of the century' (Monk, p.85). And yet, implicit in its 

impressive bursting of neo-classicism's confining 
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aesthetics in the name of individual liberty, is the 

problem of co-opting the sublime for a social or ethical 

programme. Monk shows that Bail lie regards as sublime not 

only 'heroism, power, desire for fame, universal 

benevolence, and patriotism,' but also 'desire for honour, 

and the wholly immoral "ravaging conqueror" ... so long as 

the object aimed at is vast and great' (p.76). Bail lie's 

treatise also suggests that the sublime does not affirm 

the power of selfhood in a wholly unmixed way: 'He is 

interested in the complexity and the apparent paradoxes 

that make up the sublime. Thus, the sublime dilates and 

elevates the soul, while fear sinks and contracts it; yet 

both are felt upon viewing what is great and aweful' 

(Monk, p.76) . Yet Bail lie does try to iron out these 

paradoxes: either these contradictory effects 'succeed 

each other by such infinitely quick Vicissitudes, as to 

appear instantaneous,' or objects are capable of 

producing, through association, two different kinds of 

sublimity — both sublime terror and 'the joyous 

sublime.'* We can therefore see that the sublime is as 

much an on-going problem for eighteenth century discourse 

as it is something unambiguously celebrated. 

As this new aesthetic develops, traditional notions 

of beauty become devalued in comparison: Monk demonstrates 

'how the sublime was instinctively felt to be something 

beyond the sphere of neo-classie beauty' (p.67, also see 

p.75). And yet it seems that beauty itself undergoes 

important transformations through this period. In Uvedale 

Price, for example, beauty becomes less a matter of 

proportion and order and is characterized more in 

predominantly erotic terms (Martin Price, p.364). Such a 

tendency can also be found in Akenside's Pleasures of the 

Imagination (1744), which both relates beauty to truth and 

goodness ('for truth and good are one / And beauty dwells 

in them, and they in her'), and personifies it as a maiden 

who 'For ever beamest on th'enchanted heart / Love, and 

harmonious wonder and delight / Poetic.'^ In Monk's 
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account, Burke's Enquiry is written to resolve these 

uncertainties about the sublime and the beautiful: 'It was 

in an effort to correct the confusion and ambiguity of 

discussions of beauty and sublimity that young Burke 

undertook his investigation of the subject' (p.85). In 

fact, in what Monk believes to be 'one of the most 

important aesthetic documents that eighteenth-century 

England produced' (pp.86-87), Burke at one and the same 

time 'breaks with tradition' and 'carries over from the 

past several ideas' (p.86). 

If in the period in which the Enquiry was taking 

shape 'the emotions and imagination began to destroy the 

perfect balance and harmony which neo-classic art had 

sought' (Monk, p.87), I suggest that this 'destruction' 

takes place in Burke's treatise through and within the 

beautiful as well as the sublime. I would like to pursue 

this suggestion further, since most critics tend to 

neglect Burke's concept of the beautiful.® In the 

Enquiry. the beautiful subverts the ethical status of the 

neo-classical aesthetic by being utterly divorced from its 

traditional relations with proportion, fitness, 

perfection, virtue, truth, and goodness. Burke's beauty 

is defined not in terms of an object's abstract properties 

but through the sensation or effect the object produces on 

the observing subject: 'By beauty I mean, that quality or 

those qualities in bodies by which they cause love, or 

some passion similar to it' (p.91). But although Burke is 

at great pains to distinguish this 'love' from desire 

(p.91), his conception of the beautiful can be seen 

primarily in erotic terms. Indeed, Dugald Stewart was 

quick to point out that 'the idea of female beauty was 

evidently uppermost in Mr. Burke's mind when he wrote his 

book.'* Breaking with neo-classical and enlightenment 

values. Burke first argues that beauty is not caused by 

proportion in the object: proportion is 'a creature of the 

understanding,' while 'beauty demands no assistance from 

our reasoning.' This is said to be most clearly revealed 



75 

in considering human beauty. After presenting Renaissance 

theories of ideal human proportion. Burke asks: 

are these proportions exactly the same in all 
handsome men? or are they at all the 
proportions found in beautiful women? nobody 
will say that they are; yet both sexes are 
undoubtedly capable of beauty, and the female 
of the greatest; which advantage I believe 
will hardly be attributed to the superior 
exactness of proportion in the fair sex 
(p.98) . 

In fact, beauty is precisely distinguished from custom and 

customary proportions (and this utter divorce between 

beauty and custom should be carefully noted): 'Indeed 

beauty is so far from belonging to the idea of custom, 

that in reality what affects us in that manner is 

extremely rare and uncommon. The beautiful strikes us as 

much by its novelty as the deformed itself' (p.103).^'^ 

Burke's Enquiry goes on to assault other classical 

definitions of beauty. Considering the claim that the 

idea of fitness characterizes beauty. Burke argues that 

'if beauty in our own species was annexed to use, men 

would be much more lovely than women' (p.106). An 

anatomist examines into and appreciates the fitness of the 

human body, but beauty is open to all and needs no such 

investigation: 'how different is [the anatomist's 

interest] from the affection which possesses an ordinary 

man at the sight of a delicate smooth skin, and all the 

other parts of beauty which require no investigation to be 

perceived' (p.108). Burke marshals similar arguments, 

with women's beauty as the clinching example in each case, 

against neo-classical notions that beauty is caused by 

perfection (p.110), by qualities of the mind (pp.110-11), 

or by virtue (p.112). Burke's definition of beauty, by 

centering on a certain representation of femininity, can 

therefore be seen as systematically undermining a category 

which is arguably the aesthetic correlative of the 

Augustan neo-classical state. The beautiful forms part of 
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Burke's critique of rationalism; beauty demands no 

assistance from our reasoning and requires no 

investigation to be perceived; on the contrary rational 

investigation destroys its effect. At the same time, this 

emphasis on a traditional construction of the 'feminine' 

seems to associate the beautiful with a prevalent image of 

the aristocracy. I will consider the implications of this 

at greater length; we will see that although Burke comes 

to champion an aristocratic beauty in Reflections, it is 

not at all clear that he does so in the Enquiry. 

We have seen critics argue that the sublime — more 

clearly than the beautiful, though in a different way — 

is also a break with traditional aesthetics. This is 

especially so in that it introduces the energetic, the 

obscure, the disruptive, the unlimited, the powerful, and 

the terrible as a new set of positive terms. For Boulton, 

each of these qualities had been treated before Burke, but 

'never before had they been brought together in a coherent 

and unified theory, and elaborated with such disregard for 

established aesthetic presuppositions.' By emphasizing 

these qualities. Burke 'is in open revolt against neo-

classic principles' (Boulton, p.lvii). Both of Burke's 

aesthetic categories in the Enquiry. then, can be seen to 

be in 'open revolt' against a social order inextricably 

bound up with a particular set of aesthetic values. At 

the same time, however, I want to consider whether the 

'radical' potential of each of Burke's aesthetic 

categories is not at once more political and less clear-

cut than critics suggest. 

In 1964, Neal Wood could claim that 'apparently no 

systematic effort has been made to ascertain whether a 

relation exists between the aesthetic theory of Burke's 

The Sublime and the Beautiful (1757) and his political 

ideas' ('Aesthetic Dimension of Burke's Political 

Thought,' p.41). This is thought especially surprising 

'since Burke does draw the connection fairly explicitly in 

the book's longest section, entitled "Power" ... and in 
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three sections on beauty and the virtues' (p.42). Wood 

goes on to propose 'that Burke's two aesthetic categories, 

the sublime and the beautiful, inform and shape several of 

his fundamental political ideas' — a proposition which 

allows yet another solution to the Burke problem: 

Indeed, one can argue that these aesthetic 
categories are a unifying element of Burke's 
social and political outlook, that they give a 
degree of coherence and system to the welter 
of words which he bequeathed to mankind. This 
is of importance to the student of Burke who 
is plagued by the absence of architectonic 
intellectual structure (p.42). 

Through a summary of some of the main points of the 

Enquiry. Wood argues that the later political writings 

demonstrate that Burke's ideal political state would be 

one which harmoniously combined the social virtues of 

beauty with sublime virtues such as justice and authority 

(pp.46-64). Wood interprets Burke as believing that the 

'naked savagery' of the natural state needs to be 

supplemented with manners — the 'good manners' of 

aristocratic Europe rather than the 'bad manners' of 

revolutionary France (pp.54—55). This distinction between 

different kinds of manners is emphasized because the 

elegant manners and customs of the aristocracy are 

supposed to promote social harmony, while Rousseau's 

teachings 'corrupt all taste and refinement as well as 

morals' (p.55). At the same time, in Wood's reading. 

Burke sees that the beauty of such a society needs to be 

complemented with stern authority, just as the family is 

made stable by a combination of the mother's love and the 

father's discipline (PP.48-49, p.57). For Burke's concept 

of the sublime seems to draw on Plato's notion of aides — 

a reverential fear (or a 'fear of intemperate 

pleasures'11) necessary for the well-being of the social 

fabric (pp.58-59). Wood concludes that 'although it 

follows from Burke's preference for the sublime to the 

beautiful, that he considers justice a more admirable 
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virtue than love, in the social sphere authority and 

concord are equal partners' (p.64). 

But there are a number of problems with such a 

straightforward correlation between Burke's early 

aesthetics and the later politics, partly because Burke 

treats 'second nature' or habit quite differently in 

Reflections from the way he does in the Enquiry (whereas 

Wood's argument partly depends on their value being 

equivalent in both texts [p.53]), and partly because, as 

we have seen, the sublime and the beautiful seem unable, 

at least in the Enquiry. to exist in harmonious 

relationship — as Wood's prScis itself reveals (pp.44-

45). In addition, the distinction between different kinds 

of manners is perhaps more perplexing than Burke (or Wood) 

wants to recognize. In his late writings on France 

manners are figured as supplements to nature which, at 

their best, become like nature itself and fortify it, but 

which at their worst represent the greatest possible 

threat to both nature and society: 

Manners are what vex or sooth, corrupt or 
purify, exalt or debase, barbarise or refine 
us, by a constant, steady, uniform, insensible 
operation, like that of the air we breathe in. 
They give their whole form and colour to our 
lives. According to their quality, they aid 
morals, they supply them, or they totally 
destroy them. Of this the new French 
legislators were aware; therefore ... they 
settled a system of manners, the most 
licentious, prostitute, and abandoned, that 
ever has been known, and at the same time the 
most coarse, rude, savage, and ferocious. 

Manners may therefore operate in various senses of the 

supplement — as an aid, as a supplier of wants, or as a 

destroyer. And they do so through subtle rhetorical 

strategies which seek to disguise their artifice and so 

allow them to appear natural: manners are naturalized 

('like ... the air we breathe in') through similitude, and 

they affect us by an 'insensible operation.' It is this 

which allows manners to have their positive effect, but it 
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is also one of their most dangerous qualities — i.e. that 

they may affect (or infect) us without our awareness. In 

his writings on the Revolution, then. Burke attempts to 

distinguish habits, customs and manners into two quite 

separate kinds in ways which accord with the different 

inflexions of the supplement; this process is also a 

political one in that 'benevolent' supplementation 

characterizes English culture, while the 'dangerous' 

supplement is assigned to revolutionary France. That this 

reductive scheme is politically necessary for Reflections, 

and that the logic of the supplement 'deconstructs' 

Burke's ideological 'certainties,' is part of the argument 

of this thesis — as is the claim that Burke gets himself 

into this tight corner not out of stupidity but because he 

is engaging with some of the crucial paradoxes of his 

century. One of the purposes of the present chapter is to 

try to demonstrate how Burke's aesthetics represents a 

significant articulation of these problems which forces us 

to rethink attempts to interrelate culture and politics in 

Burke's discourse. 

Wood's article signals the beginnings of a new 

interest in the possible interrelation between Burke's 

aesthetics and p o l i t i c s . T h i s attention is nevertheless 

anticipated by Burke's first readers. In Part II, we will 

see that Mary WolIstonecraft, in one of the first 

responses to Reflections. points to an interplay between 

politics and aesthetics in Burke and makes it the central 

lever of her critique. Boulton's introduction to his 1958 

edition of Burke's Enquiry — to which Wood acknowledges 

his debt — points out that contemporary critics 

'frequently accused [Burke] of trying to reproduce the 

terror and obscurity of the sublime' in Reflections 

(p.xxv). Boulton himself compares the techniques Burke 

uses in his apostrophe to Marie Antoinette in Reflections 

(pp.168-70) with those he praises thirty years earlier in 

Homer's description of Helen's 'fatal beauty' in The Iliad 

(p.lxxxi. Enquiry, pp.171-72). Although he resists the 
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conclusions which an 'unkind' critic might reach, 

Boulton's remarks make it possible to see Burke attempting 

to exploit the effective power of the sublime and the 

beautiful for political purposes in Reflections. In his 

later Language of Politics in the Acre of Wilkes and Burke 

(1963), Boulton expands upon this suggestion^* — though, 

as we saw in the introduction to this thesis, Burke's 

strategies are seen in a positive rather than a negative 

light. 

In his introduction to the Enquiry. Boulton suggests 

that in that text 'Burke is consistently interested in 

strong emotional responses and clearly prefers, on grounds 

of intensity, the sublime to the beautiful' (p.xl). 

Burleigh Taylor Wilkins, in The Problem of Burke's 

Political Philosophy (1967), qualifies this observation: 

'The chief difference between Burke's aesthetic and his 

political philosophy is that while it is correct to say 

that Burke preferred "on grounds of intensity the sublime 

to the beautiful" in art, he greatly feared and respected, 

on grounds of intensity, the sublime in society and 

politics' (p.151). Wilkins warns against the supposition 

that Burke's later political works are merely an 

application of principles developed in the earlier 

aesthetics (p.120), yet claims that the distinction 

between the sublime and the beautiful is 'fundamental' to 

Burke's political theory (p.123). The theory of 

'sympathy' developed in the Enquiry is said to provide "an 

important link between Burke's aesthetics and his 

political philosophy in that it is one of the mainsprings 

of human reactions regardless of whether they be in art or 

in politics' (p.145). But if Burke argues in the EnquixY 

that 'the three principal links in ['the great chain of 

society'] are sympathy, imitation, and ambition' (p.44), a 

close reading of the text at this point poses a number of 

problems which raise the question of the social utility of 

Burke's aesthetics generally. Firstly, 'society' here 

means 'general society' as opposed to the 'society of the 
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sexes' (p.40); the latter is problematic for Burke in that 

its pleasures are 'of a lively character, rapturous and 

violent' (p.40), akin to the mere 'lust ... evident in 

brutes,' and only redeemed as social because men's 

attraction 'to the sex in general' is made discriminate 

through attachment 'to particulars of personal beauty' 

(p.42). Burke's beautiful is at best, then, an unstable 

mode of social adhesion. A second point is that sympathy 

and ambition function differently in the Enquiry, and that 

neither promote the social good as unambiguously as Burke 

seems to claim. Wilkins quotes part of the following in 

support of his argument: 

sympathy must be considered as a sort of 
substitution, by which we are put into the 
place of another man, and affected in many 
respects as he is affected; so that this 
passion may either partake of the nature of 
those which regard self-preservation, and 
turning^on pain may be a source of the 
sublime; or it may turn upon ideas of 
pleasure; and then, whatever has been said of 
the social affections ... may be applicable 
here (Enquiry. p.44). 

Sympathy is, then, supposed to be the means of operation 

of both the sublime and the beautiful. But if sympathy is 

'a sort of substitution' in which the self takes the place 

of the other, is it not both a fictional or rhetorical 

move and, potentially, a negation of the other? Sympathy, 

whether with the other's pain or pleasure, is perhaps more 

'antisocial' than Burke is willing to admit. Burke 

suggests that we always have 'a degree of delight' as well 

as pain when regarding the misfortunes of others (p.45), 

and tries to argue that 'our Creator' has 'designed' us in 

this way so that, rather than shunning those who suffer, 

we can attend them and so 'relieve ourselves' of the pain 

we inevitably feel at the sight of suffering (p.46). 

Burke clearly needs to insist that such delight does not 

arise from our own immunity from the pain or danger 

experienced by the other (pp.47-48), otherwise his 
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aesthetics might seem at once vicarious and self-centred. 

And yet, in these same passages, the sublime's principal 

characteristic — the experience of delight 'when we have 

an idea of pain and danger, without being actually in such 

circumstances' (my emphasis) — is reiterated three times 

(p.40, p.46, p.51). 

I would therefore suggest that the social value of 

the sublime is uncertain or unstable in the Easuiry• 

Burke tries to soften it here in order to make it one of 

the bonding experiences of society, and yet its basis in 

self-preservation as opposed to the social passions points 

to the problematic nature of such an effort. In fact, the 

sublime's socially ambiguous nature is brought out in the 

discussion of ambition. Having praised the social virtues 

of sympathy and imitation. Burke curiously adds that these 

alone would never lead to social improvement and would 

leave men at the level of 'brutes' (p.50) — and 

therefore, in his terms, at the level of the 'society of 

the sexes' rather than the 'society of men.' Progress 

comes, rather, through individual ambition and the 

'satisfaction [a man feels] arising from the contemplation 

of his excelling his fellows' (p.50). Burke clinches his 

argument by suggesting that such a feeling is precisely 

that described by Longinus as the characteristic 

experience of the sublime — producing 'a sort of swelling 

and triumph that is extremely grateful to the human mind' 

(p.50). The sublime, then, is experienced not through 

sympathy with, but at the expense of, or in competition 

with, other human beings. As such, it seems to be at once 

a spur and a threat to civilization. One of the aims of 

this chapter is to insert Burke's philosophical 

speculations into their social, political, and economic 

context in order to suggest that they participate in 

eighteenth-century capitalism's project to legitimize its 

values. The implicit claim in this discussion of ambition 

is that bourgeois processes of individuation are the only 

means by which social 'progress' (a catchword whose modern 
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figurative sense originates in the early seventeenth 

century) could occur. In this schema, as we will see, the 

beautiful becomes associated with aristocratic values. 

Wilkins claims that even if the Enquiry had never 

been written many of the principles developed there could 

'be inferred from the political writings' (p.148). And 

yet the problem the sublime's role and effects seems to 

pose for Burke's political theory is perhaps registered in 

Wilkins's need to qualify his remark: 

One partial exception to this occurs, however, 
in Burke's treatment of those passions that 
attend the sublime and are concerned with 
self-preservation. In none of his other works 
is there so great an emphasis upon self-
preservation or so sharp a contrast between 
the passions of self-preservation and those of 
society (p.148). 

Wilkins concludes his chapter — and this is the reason 

why he qualifies Boulton's statement that Burke prefers 

the sublime to the beautiful — by suggesting that the 

discussion of power in the Enquiry helps to explain 

Burke's ambivalence towards governmental power, which is 

always 'capable of giving more pain than it could ever 

give pleasure' (p.149). At the same time, Wilkins 

contends that the Enquiry's hierarchical arrangement of 

human virtues in terms of sublimity and beauty reveals why 

Burke came to 'exalt wisdom and justice over reliefs, 

gratifications, and indulgences. Political wisdom and 

justice involve. Burke thought, matters of life and death 

and are therefore of ultimate concern in a way that 

easiness of temper, compassion, kindness, and liberality 

are not' (PP.150-51). But although such a 'philosophical' 

reading of Burke indicates (and attempts to resolve) the 

political questions raised by Burke's aesthetics, its 

presuppositions prevent it from investigating how the 

aesthetics is implicated within a set of perhaps 

irresolvable political and economic problems which 

confronted the eighteenth century. Wilkins's schematic 
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arrangement of sublime and beautiful political virtues in 

late Burke fails to register what I take to be the 

peculiar interest of Reflections — that it strenuously 

attempts to resolve problems endemic to eighteenth-century 

society precisely in the moment of that society's greatest 

crisis. 

Isaac Kramnick suggests that the different historical 

conditions which obtain between the Enquiry and 

Reflections might redistribute the relative values of the 

sublime and the beautiful in Burke's psychic economy: 

the question is whether Burke's response to 
the sublime thirty years later will be the 
same as in his essay of 1757. Will he be so 
partial to the masculine principle? Will he 
still experience a certain delight in the 
horror, a certain joy and pleasure in the 
terror? Will he approve then ... of masculine 
ambition unleashed and of awesome masculine 
terror inflicted on gentle and delicate 
beauties. ... perhaps Burke would rethink his 
attitudes to the lesser virtues of grace and 
beauty of affect ... represented by such as 
Marie Antoinette, the humiliated queen of the 
Reflections (Kramnick, p.98). 

In other words, there might be an inherent problem in 

Burke's aesthetics — however it is formulated — which 

resists the notion that it is simply at the beck and call 

of a controlling consciousness. In my own discussion, I 

will replace the idea that Burke is at the mercy of the 

collusions and collisions between history and the 

unconscious by arguing that his discourse engages in 

particularly urgent ways with unstable paradigms in 

unprecedented historical upheavals. This is not to find 

Burke wanting, or out of touch, but to see him wrestling 

with political and cultural paradoxes within bourgeois 

thought and practice which continue to perplex, though in 

different ways, the late twentieth century. 



85 

(iii) Physiological Speculations 

For Burke the experience of the sublime is one of 

simultaneous terror and delight — 'delightful horror' 

being 'the most genuine effect, and truest test of the 

sublime' (Enquiry, p.73). The problem of how terror and 

delight might be experienced at one and the same time was 

a theme pursued by Burke's contemporary critics, who 

argued that fear and exultation were mutually exclusive 

feelings.*^ But this is a question which Burke himself 

explores, and in doing so articulates his theory most 

fully: 'But if the sublime is built on terror,' he writes, 

'or some passion like it, which has pain for its object; 

it is previously proper to enquire how any species of 

delight can be derived from a cause so apparently contrary 

to it' (p.134). In this 'enquiry' delight is rigorously 

distinguished from the pleasure of beauty: 'Delight [as 

opposed to 'positive pleasure' is] ... the sensation which 

accompanies the removal of pain or danger' (p.37). Since 

the pain and danger which threaten the self 'are the most 

powerful of all the passions,' and death is regarded as 

the 'king of terrors' (p.38 and p.40), self preservation 

and the sublime become intimately related. At the same 

time, the distinction between terror and the sublime has 

to be maintained if the sublime is not to be subsumed by 

terror: 'When danger or pain press too nearly, they are 

incapable of giving any delight, and are simply terrible; 

but at certain distances, and with certain modifications, 

they may be, and they are delightful, as we every day 

experience' (p.40). The 'distance,' 'modification,' or 

'removal' is therefore important in differentiating the 

sublime experience from unmitigated terror. The notion of 

'removal' can imply that the danger is 'removed' (at a 

certain distance, or at one remove) and that delight may 

arise simultaneously with fear because the danger is not 

quite adjacent. 'Removal' can also imply that the delight 

succeeds the terror after the removal of the threat — the 
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sublime experience being akin to the great relief felt at 

the cessation of pain or the escape from danger. Finally, 

'removal' can mean that the act of removal is itself the 

source of the delight which 'accompanies' it — the 

sublime therefore being the experience of the threatened 

self seeming to overcome or master danger through effort. 

The sublime may be read, then, variously as a moment or 

synchronic structure, a succession of alternating states, 

or as a concerted action or movement. 

Burke's Enquiry goes on to discuss 'How the Sublime 

is produced,' saying that 'whatever is fitted to produce 

such a tension [of the nerves], must be productive of a 

passion similar to terror, and consequently must be a 

source of the sublime, though it should have no idea of 

danger connected with it' (p.134). Since a 'passion 

similar to terror' (my emphasis) may equally be a source 

of the sublime as terror itself, it seems that figurative 

processes are already at work within Burke's aetiology of 

the sublime. Rhetoric is seemingly deeply implicated, in 

one way or another, in the very genesis and structure of 

the sublime moment. The 'removal' which is a necessary 

condition for the sublime might be precisely a removal 

effected through metaphor — the removal that is, 

etymologically, the very modus operandi of metaphor. In 

this way, critical arguments that the sublime undergoes a 

transition in the middle of the eighteenth century from a 

rhetorical practice to a psychological response to natural 

phenomena need to be rethought. In Burke's Enquiry, 

despite his protests to the contrary, the response to 

'natural' terror seems always already rhetorical.*^ 

Burke appears to mark the transition from rhetoric to 

nature or natural response by grounding his aesthetics in 

physiology: 'pain and fear consist in an unnatural tension 

of the nerves; that ... is sometimes accompanied with an 

unnatural strength, which sometimes suddenly changes into 

an extraordinary weakness.' And, in a phrasing which 

anticipates his reactions to the French Revolution, 'these 
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effects often come on alternately, and are sometimes mixed 

with each other. This is the nature of all convulsive 

agitations, especially in weaker subjects, which are the 

most liable to the severest impressions of pain and fear' 

(p.132). We might ask here, in a provisional way, whether 

the 'convulsive agitation' that the French Revolution 

represents for Burke is a staging of, or a source for, his 

own psychological convulsion — ask, in other words, which 

'convulsion' produces which. Yet we should also note, in 

anticipation, that weakness in the Enquiry is 

characteristic of the beautiful and/or its effect on the 

beholder. 1 would want to ask, therefore, whether Burke's 

strenuous efforts to differentiate the sublime from the 

beautiful by distinguishing between 'delight' and 

'positive pleasure' (see Enquiry. PP.32-37) might mask and 

mark a more implicated relation between the sublime and 

the beautiful. This distinction underlies Burke's whole 

aesthetics and is therefore worth dwelling on. We have 

seen that the former is the feeling accompanying or 

succeeding the removal of pain — which Burke says 'has no 

name' (p.35) but will call 'Delight' in contradistinction 

to 'Pleasure' (PP.36-37). Burke claims to ground his 

distinctions in differences that actually exist as 

positive entities rather than as 'mere relations' (p.33), 

because that is the only way he could justify 'the least 

alteration in our words' (p.36). Delight is distinguished 

from pleasure as action is from passivity. In subjects 

(or political states such as the ancien regime) which are 

themselves weak, the alternating effects of fear — 

unnatural strength followed by weakness — are most 

accentuated. In face of danger, the weak may experience 

moments of convulsive strength, but they are also 

susceptible to extraordinary weakness or passivity. They 

are likely to remain transfixed at the overawed stage of 

the sublime without the strength necessary to remove the 

pain or danger. In this state, their weakness resembles 

that of the beautiful in all but degree (beauty 'unmans' 
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the subject in a more gentle yet equally effective 

manner).'^ It would seem, then, as Weiskel suggests, that 

the sublime is an aesthetic only for the strong — those 

capable of reversing their subjection before the object, 

text, or other being: 'The best defence against fear is a 

strong superego, which the sublime both requires and 

nourishes' (Romantic Sublime, p.94). To be fixated in the 

'second phase,' as Weiskel terms it, is to submit to a 

kind of 'madness' characterized by a repetition compulsion 

(p.97, see Enquiry. p.74), whereas the 'third phase' is a 

moment of vaunting joy in which the mind appropriates to 

itself the power of that towards which it had trembled. 

And yet the disturbing thing for the strong — and this is 

perhaps the motive force of Burke's definitive labours — 

is that their strength is constituted through a moment of 

'feminized' weakness or passivity overcome only through an 

extraordinary ruse or metaphor. The sublimity of the 

victorious subject is perhaps more of a fiction, a moment 

of theatre, than a genuine transcendence. 

I will return to these issues in discussing the role 

the sublime plays in constituting the bourgeois ethic of 

individuality. At the moment, I wish to concentrate on 

the problems raised by Burke's physiological models. 

Burke wants to ground all aesthetic experience in 

eighteenth-century conceptions of the body-mind relation: 

The only difference between pain and terror, 
is, that things which cause pain operate on 
the mind, by the intervention of the body; 
whereas things that cause terror generally 
affect the bodily organs by the operation of 
the mind suggesting the danger; but both 
[agree] ... in producing a tension, 
contraction, or violent emotion of the nerves 
(Enquiry, p.132). 

'Fear or terror,' then, 'which is an apprehension of pain 

or death, exhibits exactly the same effects [as those of a 

'man who suffers under violent bodily pain'], approaching 

in violence to [them] in proportion to the nearness of the 



89 

cause, and the weakness of the subject' (p.131). That the 

origins of the nervous 'tension' produced by terror might 

be an 'operation of the mind' suggestively opens up the 

problem of whether the sublime is a condition of the 

object or of the perceiving, perhaps creating, subject 

(Burke tries to argue, often with ridiculous results, that 

the effects of natural phenomena strictly accord with 

their physical properties [see Enquiry. pp.129-60]). This 

also raises the question about what kind of 'operation' it 

is that the mind performs. But whether the cause of the 

sublime is mental (terror) or physical (pain), Burke seems 

interested primarily in the experience which results — 

the 'tension, contraction, or violent emotion of the 

nerves.' This effect depends upon a reciprocal interplay 

of body and mind — involving either physiological pain 

affecting the mind, or psychological terror affecting the 

body. In this way. Burke seems to theoretically justify 

the fact that the bulk of the Enquiry treats the aesthetic 

effects of art as if they were no different from those 

which arise from nature. 

Burke's sublime, then, seems bound up with an effort 

to valorize pain and labour as beneficial and to repudiate 

the notion of 'luxury' associated with aristocratic 

society. He presents 'labour' as an antidote to the 

'relaxation that not only disables the members [of the 

body] from performing their functions, but takes away the 

vigorous tone of fibre which is requisite for carrying on 

the natural and necessary secretions.' Labour is needful 

because 'in this languid inactive state, the nerves are 

more liable to the most horrid convulsions, than when they 

are sufficiently braced and strengthened' (p.135). The 

consequences of this relaxed state are 'melancholy, 

dejection, despair, and often self-murder' (p.135). But 

if beauty affects the body 'with an inward sense of 

melting and languor,' and 'acts by relaxing the solids of 

the whole system. ... [resulting in] a relaxation somewhat 

below the natural tone' (pp.149-50), then the sublime can 
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be seen as a 'remedy' to the dangerous effects of beauty 

i t s e l f . T h e mode of defence or 'antidote' against such 

consequences is the labour of the sublime: 'The best 

remedy for all these evils is exercise or labour; and 

labour is a surmounting of difficulties, an exertion of 

the contracting power of the muscles; and as such 

resembles pain, which consists in tension or contraction, 

in everything but degree' (p.135). Yet the paradox of 

this remedy is that, if the beautiful is characterized as 

that which offers no sense of difficulty or resistance 

(Enquiry, pp.119-20), then the mind is left with no 

difficulties to 'surmount.' The sublime, then, in revolt 

against aristocracy and/or beauty must invent its own 

tasks. To anticipate somewhat, we may ask whether this 

labour is more a way out of difficulties or a reaction 

against a feminized weakness, than productive bodily 

labour. Burke's body-mind model seems to allow us to read 

this as a celebration of subjective labour (a labour of 

the subject) as much as a labour of the subjected 

w o r k e r . T h i s ambiguity may also be used, we may 

surmise, to at once promote the division of labour between 

the mental and the manual, and to blur the radical split 

which such a distinction implies. 

Having arrived at the analogy (however dubious or 

politically problematic) between 'the exercise of the 

finer parts of the system' and 'common labour,' Burke can 

at last answer his critics and explain how pain or terror 

can cause or be associated with delight: 

In all these cases, if the pain and terror are 
so modified as not to be actually noxious; if 
the pain is not carried to violence, and the 
terror is not conversant about the present 
destruction of the person, as these emotions 
clear the parts, whether fine, or gross, of a 
dangerous and troublesome incumbrance, they 
are capable of producing delight; not 
pleasure, but a sort of delightful horror, a 
sort of tranquillity tinged with terror; which 
as it belongs to self-preservation is one of 
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the strongest of all the passions. Its object 
is the sublime (Enquiry, p.136). 

Weiskel concludes that, for Burke, 'terror is the labour 

of the mind; the sublime, a purgative therapy of the 

"finer parts" of the imagination' (p.97). He goes on, 

however, to argue that to figure the sublime as a 

'homeopathic therapy, a kind of physiological catharsis 

... will hardly do' (p.88) and rushes to a Freudian 

reading. But I would like to dwell on Burke's model and 

tease out its metaphors, since they seem to anticipate the 

medical figures through which Burke, in Reflections, 

attempts to constitute the notion of England as a body-

politic whose preservation depends on keeping at bay 

revolutionary contagion and expurgating it wherever it may 

have already infected the system. The sublime is said to 

be the experience of clearing away or purging a dangerous 

and troublesome incumbrance from 'the parts, whether fine, 

or gross;' it is an active response to an internal and/or 

external danger where passivity would be fatal. Today, we 

might call it a rush of adrenalin which energizes an 

extraordinary defensive response; it is at once an energy 

which empowers exertion, and an exertion which releases 

energy. It is the labour of removal — the removal of a 

threat that has temporarily paralyzed the organism. As 

Weiskel puts it, 'the sublime is not the feeling of terror 

itself; it is a response to terror' (p.87). The delight 

is that of the saved self, but it is also the experience 

of self—preservation per se. It is a delight which 

succeeds the removal of danger, but which also accompanies 

the act of removal. As such, it is at once a sense of 

relief and a sense of mastery, of mastering danger through 

effort, through performance. Yet the power of the threat 

might be that it cannot be unambiguously located — that 

it transgresses the threshold between inner and outer, 

between object and representation, and might therefore be, 

disturbingly, already at work within the 
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human/textual/political body. This is further complicated 

by the suggestion that what threatens 'the person' — what 

is potentially 'noxious' — is also, when suitably 

'modified,' the most efficacious remedy against such a 

danger. 

This is perhaps why Burke reiterates, time and again, 

that the delight is produced when the threat is safely at 

one remove: 

Now whatever either on good or upon bad 
grounds tends to raise a man in his own 
opinion, produces a sort of swelling and 
triumph that is extremely grateful to the 
human mind; and this swelling is never more 
perceived, nor operates with more force, than 
when without danger we are conversant with 
terrible objects, the mind always claiming to 
itself some part of the dignity and importance 
of the things which it contemplates. Hence 
proceeds what Longinus has observed of that 
glorying and sense of inward greatness, that 
always fills the reader of such passages in 
poets and orators as are sublime (pp.50-51). 

£aq.t<i'rq 

It is notable that this reference to Longinus is one of 

only two that Burke makes in the whole of the Enquiry. 

The threat becomes, or is analogous to, the rhetorical 

'terror' instilled in us by 'poets and orators' and 

enables a fantasy of the creative, originating self: 'by 

some innate power,' Longinus writes in a modern 

translation of the passage Burke alludes to, 'the true 

sublime uplifts our souls; we are filled with a proud 

exultation and a sense of vaunting joy, just as though we 

had ourselves produced what we had heard' (On the Sublime, 

p.107). As Weiskel puts it, 'the prior text is 

introjected; its power becomes our own' (p.97). The above 

passage contrasts the sublimity of 'Ambition' with 

'Imitation' — which, as 'one of the strongest links of 

society' (p.49), is 'feminine' and passive, and therefore 

associated with the beautiful. The distinction is also, 

of course, bound up with the bourgeoisie's project, in the 

eighteenth century, to displace reverence for tradition 
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through an emphasis on originality: 'the sublime of nature 

or of text,' Weiskel comments, 'offers an occasion for the 

mind to establish its superiority or originality' (p.99). 

As in Harold Bloom — whose work underpins Weiskel's — 

the mind involved in this master-slave struggle is a 

'masculine' one — a gendering which Longinus's and 

Burke's tumescent metaphors serve to reinforce. 

Yet the above passage also reaffirms the suspicion 

raised throughout the Enquiry that this sense of 'danger' 

necessary to the sublime experience is something of a 

sham. Kant too, Weiskel points out, 'emphasizes as a 

precondition of the sublime that we not be in physical 

danger. He postulates a defensive reaction of the mind 

which will give us "courage" when there is no danger' 

(p.84).^i Burke's description of the sublime moment as 

capable of being produced by a passion 'similar to 

terror,' or through a labour whose effects resemble pain, 

therefore relies upon a sleight of hand, removing the 

danger when it is seemingly most fearful: 'When danger or 

pain press too nearly, they are incapable of giving any 

delight, and are simply terrible; but at certain 

distances, and with certain modifications, they may be. 

and they are delightful' (p.40). That the sense of 

originality which arises out of the sublime is a fictional 

one seems most clearly registered by its appropriation of 

a prior text (or natural feature) as a vehicle; at the 

same time, this sense seems to be a necessary fiction, one 

which the self needs to believe in. This paradox is 

perhaps endemic to the modern condition which. Weiskel 

suggests, is to be incurably ambivalent about authority, 

to be caught up in the unavoidable opposition 'between 

imitation, the traditional route to authentic identity, 

and originality, impossible but necessary' (p.8). 

Significantly enough. Burke apparently pivots between the 

two 'ancient adversaries' of authority and originality in 

the 'wrong' chronological order. For if the Enquiry both 

champions the aesthetics of originality and individual 
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experience and is itself a strong bid for originality,^^ 

in Reflections thirty-three years later we will see Burke 

apparently revert to arguments from authority, from 

precedent, and from the documents of the dead. 

In 1757-59, Burke seems committed to his theory and 

swayed by its metaphors. He twice refers to death as the 

'king of terrors' (p.40, p.59), and tells us that the most 

'delightful horror' properly 'belongs to self-preservation 

... [as] one of the strongest of all the passions' 

(Enquiry. p.136). We have seen that the sublime is less a 

moment of actual danger than an occasion when the self is 

convinced, or convinces itself, of its danger while 

somehow knowing that it is not actually threatened. If 

the sublime is therefore a fiction which the self passes 

upon itself, an auto-affective ruse powerful enough to 

suspend disbelief, we might ask why Burke, like so many 

theorists of the eighteenth century, was so committed to 

it. A summary of what we have 'discovered' leads towards 

a response to that question. That which modifies terror, 

rendering it neither proximate nor literal, is a 

rhetorical displacement or substitution — a labour of 

metaphor or metaphorical labour. Terror, metaphorized 

into the sublime, may seem to threaten the self but 

actually arms it against a literal threat (or perhaps the 

threat of the l i t e r a l ) . T h e sublime flight is 

occasioned by, and occasions, the illusion of creativity; 

the self's 'creation,' and mastery, of what it has heard 

or seen, raises it in its own opinion and produces 'a sort 

of swelling and triumph.' The self responds to the 

perhaps always already fictional threat with the creative 

labour of metaphor-making, reaffirming or perhaps 

constituting itself as originating subject. Such a 

reaffirmation of the self's power might be less a moment 

of reassurance than a gesture which retrospectively 

constitutes that which it appears to defend. The self is 

'born,' then, through its own sublime labour or the labour 

of the sublime. Although the sublime's terror seems a 
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mere dumb show, it may nevertheless be a dramatic 

production whose denouement — the emergence of the 'self-

made man' — bears an important ideological load. 

Suggestively enough for the present argument, the sublime 

moment reads like a power struggle: as Weiskel puts it, 

'hypsos brings "power and irresistible might to bear" 

(1.4); it aims at transport iekstasis) and is always 

cloaked in metaphors of aggression. Discourse, in the 

Peri Hypsous ..., is a power struggle' (p.5). Although 

the eighteenth-century sublime (and the Romantic sublime 

which develops from it) seems to naturalize or personalize 

this power struggle, I want to suggest that such an 

emphasis on the natural and the personal is precisely a 

clue to its ideological import. 

(iv) 'Self begot, self raised / By our own quickening 

power' 

The problem which faced the rising middle class in the 

eighteenth century was to justify individual ambition by 

making it seem both socially beneficial and natural. That 

the sublime plays a part in this project may be seen by 

examining Weiskel's account of its philosophical burden in 

the eighteenth-century. Despite his structuralist and 

Freudian premises, Weiskel's discussion of the eighteenth 

century's 'approach' to the Romantic sublime allows us to 

insert it into a socio-economic context. He suggests that 

'we hear in the background of the Romantic sublime the 

grand confidence of a heady imperialism ... a kind of 

spiritual capitalism, enjoining a pursuit of the 

infinitude of the private self' (p.6). Robinson Crusoe 

and Milton's Mammon, 'preferring / Hard liberty before the 

easy yoke / Of servile pomp. ... [working] ease out of 

pain / Through labour and endurance' (Paradise Lost. II, 

255-62), are seen as exemplars of capitalist individualism 

who demonstrate that 'the founding gesture of the ego was 
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becoming the requisite for success' (pp.9-10). As a 

complication to this, the natural sublime may be read, 

Weiskel argues, as 'a response to the darker implications 

of Locke's psychology' (p.14) which, by emptying out the 

soul (p.15), had 'undermined the doctrine of the will' and 

put anxiety and uneasiness in its place 'as the principle 

of individuation' (p.18). Putting Weiskel's two 

observations together, I would suggest that the sublime 

functions as an aesthetic means through which bourgeois 

thought establishes its ideology of individual effort in 

face of the challenge posed by aristocratic values and by 

Locke's inadvertently debilitating model of the self. 

Curiously enough, if Locke codifies the political practice 

embodied in 1688 — placing final political power in the 

will of the people and providing a philosophy and 

structure for the nascent bourgeois individual — he also 

undermines the individual will that comes to be the datum 

point of political liberalism and of the desire to labour. 

Behind the 'heady imperialism,' then, lies a profound 

anxiety — as a reading of late eighteenth-century 

accounts of the 'springs of action' implies.^"* Adam 

Smith, for example, in a passage which turns on the 

distinction between 'expense' and 'conservation,' suggests 

that anxiety is an almost relentless spur to labour and 

the deferral of immediate pleasure: 

the principle, which prompts to expence, is 
the passion for present enjoyment; which, 
though sometimes violent and very difficult to 
be restrained, is in general only momentary 
and occasional. But the principle which 
prompts to save, is the desire of bettering 
our condition, a desire which, though 
generally calm and dispassionate, comes with 
us from the womb, and never leaves us till we 
go into the grave. In the whole interval 
which separates those two moments, there is 
scarce perhaps a single instant in which any 
man is so perfectly and completely satisfied 
with his situation, as to be without any wish 
of alteration or improvement, of any kind 
(Wealth of Nations. I, p.341). 
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This passage allows us to read both aesthetics and 

economics through each other's discursive terms: the often 

violent but momentary desires occasioned by beauty (as 

lust and/or the desire to 'spend') are deferred through 

sublime fortitude (the self and/or money is 'saved' from 

ruinous expense). We might therefore posit that the 

sublime operates as an indispensable fiction through which 

the 'self-made man' (in philosophical and/or economic 

terms) is constituted. 

The problems outlined here continue to preoccupy a 

range of discourses into the nineteenth century and 

beyond. A reading of Hegel's master-slave dialectic in 

Phenomenology of Spirit (1807), for example, reveals a 

remarkable set of correspondences with Burke's treatise 

and enables me to situate the Enquiry in its discursive 

context. The emphasis on fear of death and on labour in 

Burke's sublime — and on their metaphorical yet 

efficacious role — seems to anticipate similar emphases 

in Hegel's account of the processes involved in the advent 

of self-consciousness. This is to underline how Burke's 

Enquiry seems to articulate a series of ideas and problems 

which become central for European philosophy.^'® If Burke 

is an influence upon, and does the fieldwork for, Kant's 

'Analytic of the Sublime' (1790) (Boulton, pp.cxxv-

cxxvii), I suggest that Hegel's master-slave scene may be 

read as a rewriting of the three-phase Kantian sublime. 

The first phase would be consciousness before its 

confrontation with another consciousness. The second 

phase is entered in the initial moment of confrontation 

when each trembles before the other — a rehearsal (or 

audition rather) which assigns the provisional roles of 

lord and bondsman. The lord's role is that of fall-guy; 

in Derrida's reading, he is a paper lord whose demise 

risks provoking laughter ('From Restricted to General 

Economy,' p.255). The bondsman's role is more 'serious,' 

for it is the bondsman who experiences the 'true' sublime 
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in its third phase and therefore 'acquires a mind of his 

own' (EHAIIAMSNAIQAY, P . 119) . 

It is well known that the final accession to Hegelian 

self-consciousness is achieved through a life-or-death 

encounter with another being in which the 'successful' 

protagonist overcomes the other through effort. Each 

consciousness in this struggle proves itself and each 

other since 'it is only through staking one's life that 

freedom is won' (pp.113-14). The Hegelian stage might 

seem set for tragedy were it not for the comic ruse of the 

Aufhehunff — i.e. that which negates and conserves in one 

and the same gesture. This is not, therefore, a 'real' 

death — which would do away with 'the truth which was 

supposed to issue from it' — but 'the negation coming 

from consciousness, which supersedes in such a way as to 

preserve and maintain what is superseded, and consequently 

survives its own supersession' (Hegel, pp.114-15). As in 

Burke, then, the sense of self-elevation is achieved 

through an encounter with an 'other' which seems to 

endanger the self while at the same time posing no real 

threat. The labour of the Aufhebung is that which 

conserves the self in the very moment it seems most 

threatened; as in Burke, death is shown to be a ruse, a 

sleight of hand, a subtle m e t a p h o r . ( W e will see, in 

Chapter 6, that the sublime, under certain conditions, may 

be read as a kind of joke.) 

If Hegel's scene may be read as a revolutionary 

moment in which the slave (or worker) overthrows the lord, 

the slave's experience of this strikingly echoes Burke's 

account of the physiological processes of the body-mind 

undergoing the sublime crisis. The slave achieves pure 

'being-for-seIf' because it/he/she 

has been fearful, ... its whole being has been 
seized with dread; for it has experienced the 
fear of death, the absolute Lord. In that 
experience it has been quite unmanned, has 
trembled in every fibre of its being, and 
everything solid and stable has been shaken to 
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its foundations. ... [and has known] the 
absolute melting-away of everything stable 
.... Furthermore, his consciousness is not 
this dissolution of everything stable merely 
in principle; in his service he actually 
brings this about. Through his service he 
rids himself of his attachment to natural 
existence in every single detail; and gets rid 
of it by working on it. 
Through work ... the bondsman becomes 

conscious of what he truly is (pp.117-18). 

Hegel's emphasis on the trembling fibres of the worker's 

being, and on the 'melting-away of everything solid and 

stable,' corresponds to Burke's attempt to provide a 

physiological basis for the sublime experience. The 

experience of Hegel's bondsman in face of the 'absolute 

Lord' is particularly analogous to Burke's description of 

the experience of the soul contemplating the Deity: 

'whilst we contemplate so vast an object,' Burke writes, 

'we shrink into the minuteness of our own nature, and are, 

in a manner, annihilated before him' (Enquiry, p.68). And 

yet, as in Hegel, the soul emerges even from this 

encounter with a new sense of self-awe: 'When the prophet 

David contemplated the wonders of wisdom and power, which 

are displayed in the economy of man, he seems to be struck 

with a sort of divine horror, and cries out, fearfully and 

wonderfully am I made I ' (Enquiry, pp.68-69, misquoting 

Psalms: 139). 

In Hegel, the lord's relation to the world is an 

aristocratic one, achieving its satisfaction through the 

instantaneous fulfillment of desire which is yet — like 

the 'momentary duration' which characterizes the pleasures 

attendant on Burkean beauty (Enquiry, p.116) — 'only a 

fleeting one, for it lacks the side of objectivity and 

permanence.' On the other hand, the work of the bondsman 

is desire held in check, fleetingness staved 
off; in other words, work forms and shapes the 
thing. The negative relation to the object 
becomes its form and something permanent, 
because it is precisely for the worker that 
the object has independence. ... It is in this 
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way, therefore, that consciousness, qua 
worker, comes to see in the independent being 
[of the object] its own independence (p.118). 

It is not clear whether this should be read as an account 

of the capitalist's or of the worker's labour — whether, 

that is, it can be read as aimed principally at 

legitimizing the activities of the former or idealizing 

those of the latter. In either account, it is work which 

raises consciousness from the diminished state to the 

moment of self-congratulatory delight: 

Without the formative activity, fear remains 
inward and mute, and consciousness does not 
become explicitly for itself. If 
consciousness fashions the thing without that 
initial absolute fear, it is only an empty 
self-centred attitude .... If it has not 
experienced absolute fear but only some lesser 
dread, the negative being has remained for it 
something external, its substance has not been 
infected by it through and through (p.119). 

Marx criticizes Hegel for presenting a false portrait 

of the worker's condition in a capitalist state where, 

against Hegel, 'the worker relates to the product of his 

labour as to an alien object .... the more the worker 

externalizes himself in his work, the more powerful 

becomes the alien, objective world that he creates 

opposite himself, the poorer he becomes in his inner life 

and the less he can call his own' ('Alienated Labour,' 

pp.78-79). But though this criticism needs to be borne in 

mind, it might be that Marx limits the metaphorical play 

of Hegel's text. For the relation between lord and 

bondsman is not a univocal narrative but may be read as an 

inscription of a series of metaphors: the 'historical' 

moment of the Roman Empire; a mythological struggle 

between two beings; a description that can be equally 

applied to capitalist and feudal labour relations; a 

reworking of contemporary debates on the slave trade; and 

a moment in the emergence of self-consciousness. In the 
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latter reading, the lord and bondsman are not separate 

individuals but metaphors for a division within 

consciousness itself — 'opposed shapes of consciousness' 

which emerge in the dissolution of the 'simple unity' that 

is 'immediate self-consciousness' (Phenomeno1ogy. p.115). 

It is nevertheless revealing to juxtapose Marx's 

critique of labour in a capitalist economy with 

eighteenth-century attempts to justify work under such 

conditions. For Marx, such work is unquestionably the 

opposite of sublime activity; for Smith, on the other 

hand, however much he laments the effects of repetitious 

labour, it can be seen in terms which anticipate Hegel: 

the labour of the manufacturer [a term which 
can refer both to the manufacturing capitalist 
and the worker employed in manufacturing 
industry] fixes and realizes itself in some 
particular subject or vendible commodity, 
which lasts for some time at least after that 
labour is past. It is, as it were, a certain 
quantity of labour stocked and stored up to be 
employed, if necessary, upon some other 
occasion. ... The labour of the menial 
servant, on the contrary, does not fix or 
realize itself in any particular subject or 
vendible commodity. His services generally 
perish in the^?nstant of their performance, 
and seldom leave any trace or value behind 
them (Wealth of Nations. I, p.330). 

The difference here could be read as that between 

capitalist and feudal labour relations in that the worker 

in the former centres on production, while the servant in 

the latter panders to aristocratic luxury. The 

distinction between the sublime and the beautiful might 

therefore find its economic equivalent in the difference 

between eighteenth-century conceptions of manufacturing 

labour and the humiliating effects of feudal service. 

More striking still in the present context is Smith's 

equation of the servant with the sovereign: 

The labour of some of the most respectable 
orders in the society is, like that of menial 
servants, unproductive of any value, and does 
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not fix or realize itself in any permanent 
subject, or vendible commodity .... The 
sovereign, for example, with all the officers 
both of justice and war who serve under him, 
the whole army and navy, are unproductive 
labourers. They are the servants of the 
publick, and are maintained by a part of the 
annual produce of the industry of other people 
(I, pp.330-31). 

Thus it is possible to see how energetic capitalist 

economics can bracket servants, kings, aristocracy, 

slaves, and women by conceiving them as unproductive 

'parasites.' In a striking way, the socio-economic 

context of the aesthetics of the sublime and the beautiful 

enables a critique of aristocratic society. Given this, 

WolIstonecraft's and Paine's emphasis on the revolutionary 

force of labour and effort seems calculated to banish once 

and for all the debilitated and debilitating institutions 

and aesthetics of the and en r6gime (while at the same 

time underlining their own commitment to the work ethic of 

the capitalist process). In Part II, we will see that 

Burke's radical protagonists therefore attempt to 

appropriate and transform the Burkean sublime by making it 

(and revolution) a collective performative utterance 

effected by a whole nation, as opposed to the deceptive 

rhetoric which the aristocracy pass upon the people. The 

'people' thus move — as in the sublime moment — from 

passive to active, from victims of rhetorical persuasion 

to performative speakers. 

That Burke theorizes the sublime and the beautiful 

suggests that the Enquiry might be seen as developing an 

aesthetics which corresponds to the pact struck in 1688 

between bourgeoisie and aristocracy (upon which, after 

all, Burke's political outlook seems to rest). And yet, 

if the beautiful is associated with traditional 

characterizations of the aristocracy (luxury, effeminacy, 

and so on), we have seen that the sublime may be read as 

its antidote. We may therefore interpret the relation 

between 'the sublime and the beautiful' as dramatizing the 



103 

struggle in eighteenth-century England between the newly-

emerging bourgeoisie and the cultural and political 

institutions of established aristocracy. The 'natural' 

sublime in Burke therefore appears to be a cultural mode 

which bourgeois ideology needs in its attempt to dislodge 

the aristocracy's hegemony in mid-eighteenth-century 

England. It effects this in two ways: firstly by 

promoting or being the aesthetic correlative of the 

labour-ethic;^^ and secondly by suggesting that the 

individual can 'make himself' rather than rely on 

accidents of birth. A society organized around the 

sublime would therefore be a meritocracy (in which 

individuals might achieve eminence through self-effort) 

rather than an aristocracy. By grounding the sublime in 

nature and physiology. Burke makes it open to all in a way 

which potentially cuts across social strata, leaving 

avenues for the rise of 'men of ability without property.' 

Yet the disconcerting aspect of Burke's sublime — which 

becomes even more troubling with the advent of the French 

Revolution — is that the very way it is constituted makes 

it a cultural form at least equally available to the 'mob' 

as to the upwardly mobile. As a corollary, the problem 

the sublime poses for bourgeois society is that it can 

only be problematically harnessed for social stability, 

since it seems always to bear the marks of its origins in 

the disruption of the habitual and the regular.^® It is a 

principle at once of commonality and individual 

ascendancy, of stability and insurrection. 

In Reflections. amid the crisis of the social order 

he is committed to. Burke appears to respond to the 

ungovernable instabilities of his early aesthetics by 

attempting to weld the beautiful to custom and seeking to 

discredit the sublime's new guise as revolutionary 

radicalism. Thus the beautiful is given increased 

emphasis as Burke turns to aristocratic forms in order to 

rejuvenate the alliance between aristocracy and 

bourgeoisie in order to resist the French Revolution. At 
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the same time, he is driven to recruit the sublime as a 

mode of resistance against the Revolution and as a way of 

defending the English constitution. But in attempting to 

manipulate the sublime's effective power Reflections seems 

unable to constrain its potentially radical impetus or 

govern its destabilizing effects. Reflections thus 

becomes itself an ungovernable text having unpredictable 

effects in the already critically unstable context of 

England in the early 1790s. A partial account of these 

phenomena might be sought in an analysis of the different 

phases of the sublime in terms of their ideological 

potential and implications. It would be possible to read 

the fearful and vaunting moments of the sublime 

respectively as 'radical' and 'reactionary' phases: by 

exposing structures of power, the moment of fear and 

trembling might be potentially revolutionary; the moment 

of recovery would then constitute a counter-revolutionary 

rapprochement. This reading could be reversed, however: 

the abjection before power or authority would then be a 

reactionary relation, while to brave out that adversary in 

the name of individual freedom would constitute a 

revolutionary response. But each scheme proves inadequate 

to the complexities of the sublime, since it can be read 

as a sequence only provisionally; simultaneously a moment 

and a movement, it seems to deconstruct the very 

opposition of diachrony and synchrony. In an intriguing 

and complex way, then, the sublime seems potentially 

reactionary and revolutionary at one and the same time. 

Although the sublime is always in reaction, it is not 

always reactionary; it may even be the revolutionary 

moment par excellence. This is far from claiming, as 

Weiskel does, that the sublime can, in ideological terms, 

'"mean" just about anything' (p.28). Although its 

structure is ungovernably unstable, the terms which it 

makes unstable are intrinsic to that structure. And 

although its effects are unpredictable it always functions 

in specific historical contexts. Burke's shift between 
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1757-59 and 1790 may be read in terms of the different 

impetus his aesthetic categories seem to have in radically 

different moments. In the Enquiry the master-slave 

relation is to be overturned; in Reflections that reversal 

has become a new stability which is in turn threatened by 

the sublime's inexorable logic. Burke's terror is that, 

just as the aristocracy has been forced to relinquish its 

sublime role by the bourgeoisie, the people might — 

through collective effort — overturn 

traditional/bourgeois institutions by seizing the 

(sublime) initiative. From refusing to relinquish his 

theory in 1759, Burke comes to resist all theory in 1790. 
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1. All references to the Enquiry are to this edition 
(which is based on the second and much revised edition of 
1759); references to the informative introduction ( P P . X V -
cxxvii) are indicated as 'Boulton' (to distinguish from 
Boulton's Language of Politics). For a discussion on the 
composition and publication of the Enquiry, see P P . X V -

X X V i . 

2. Boulton suggests that 'the division of the "leading 
passions" into those of "self-preservation" and "society" 
perhaps recalls the discussion of "self-love" and 
"benevolence" in Butler, Hutcheson, and others, and 
reminds us of the attempt on the part of eighteenth-
century philosophers and poets to reconcile a legitimate 
self-interest with a regard for the general good.' But he 
goes on to contend that 'Burke's use of the categories is 
otherwise. For him they are directly connected with the 
central problem: the distinction between the sublime and 
the beautiful' (p.xxxix). My subsequent argument, 
however, questions the idea that Burke's aesthetics is 
somehow aloof from the political and cultural 
preoccupations of the eighteenth century. In fact, my 
contention is that Burke defends his theoretical 
'innovations' precisely because they are so embedded in 
his political 'revolution.' For a discussion of the 
uneasy but necessary attempt to reconcile self—interest 
and social utility in the eighteenth century, see Barrel 1, 
An Equal. Wide Survey, pp.21-50. 

3. Boulton shows that for the Literary Magazine, II, 
p.183, this unbending association of the sublime with 
terror was 'false philosophy;' in the second edition. 
Burke replies by inserting more examples in support of the 
same point (p.39). For a discussion of the early critical 
reception of the Enquiry. see Herbert A. Wichelns, 
'Burke's Essay on the Sublime and its Reviewers,' where 
Wichelns shows that critics generally attacked Burke's 
'fundamental separation of the sublime and the beautiful 
on the basis of pain and pleasure' (p.651), and that 
Burke's revisions in the second edition reveal that he was 
'so keenly sensitive to the public reception of his work 
as to regard almost every objection raised against him as 
a challenge to defend his position' (p.661). 

4. Boulton points out that the first English translation 
of Longinus appeared in 1652, but that 'Boileau 
undoubtedly played a major part in establishing the 
popularity of Peri H U P S O U S . both in England and France' 
(pp.xliv-xlv). 

5. Monk is quoting from Richard Kurd's commentary in his 
edition of Horace's Eeistola ad Augustum (London, 1749), 
p.98. 
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6. John Bail lie. An Essay on the Sublime (1747), pp.31-33, 
quoted by Monk, p.76. 

7. Akenside, The Pleasures of the Imagination (London, 
1744), I, 372-76 and 278-80, quoted by Monk p.71. 

8. 'This indifference to the beautiful, of course, draws a 
certain authority from prominent eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century accounts of the sublime and the 
beautiful .... Yet it is somewhat startling to find that 
critics influenced by structuralist and deconstructive 
approaches ignore the neat binarism of "the sublime and 
the beautiful" in their rush to the "real" subject, the 
sublime. Strangely, we find that the beautiful all but 
disappears as Thomas Weiskel multiplies binary oppositions 
within the sublime' (Ferguson, 'Sublime of Edmund Burke,' 
p.69). As we will see in Chapter 6, Ferguson goes on to 
deconstruct this binary opposition; in doing so, however, 
she tends to conflate various versions of the beautiful 
whose differences are historically important. 

9. Dugald Stewart, Philosophical Essays (Edinburgh, 3rd 
edition, 1818), p.297 n, quoted in Boulton, p.lxxv. 

10. In thus distancing beauty from Renaissance and neo-
classical ideals I would suggest that Burke's aesthetic 
intersects with the primarily French and Italian Rococo 
movement in eighteenth-century painting. For an account 
of the principle features of the rococo, see Michael 
Levey, Rococo to Revolution. I return to this to suggest 
that Burke's beautiful, which he later embodies in the 
figure of Marie Antoinette, seems best exemplified in the 
visual arts through the work of Francois Boucher (see 
Levey, pp.89-111). 

11. Wood quotes from Werner Jaeger, Paideia: the Ideals of 
Greek Culture, translated by Gilbert Highet (New York, 
1943), ill, p.122. To think of the sublime as built on a 
fear of intemperate pleasures has important resonances for 
my argument, in which the sublime is thought of as a 
bourgeois aesthetic in revolt (in more than one sense) 
against the luxuries of aristocratic society. 

12. Letters on a Regicide Peace, quoted by Boulton, 
Language of PolitIcs, pp.100-101. 

13. For discussion of the interplay between Burke's 
aesthetics and politics, see Chapman, Practical 
Imagination. Burleigh Taylor Wilkins, Problem of Burke's 
Philosophy, pp.119-51, and R.T. Allen, 'The State and 
Civil Society as Objects of Aesthetic Appreciation.' The 
most exciting and promising work in this field, however, 
is that by Ferguson: 'The Sublime of Edmund Burke, Or the 
Bathos of Experience,' and 'Legislating the Sublime.' 
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14. Boulton, La.ag.iiaaje__of_JlaiiJLica, PP. 109-10, P. 112, 
p.120, pp.130-31. 

15. These critics included Payne Knight and Dugald Stewart 
(Boulton, pp.Ixxxviii-xc). 

16. Ferguson also argues, though in different ways to my 
own discussion, for the 'rhetoricity' of Burke's natural 
sublime ('Sublime of Edmund Burke,' PP.67-69). 

17. This point is developed by Ferguson, 'Sublime of 
Edmund Burke,' pp.75-77; for my use of this, see Chapter 
6 . 

18. A description of Kant's sublime in terms of three 
'phases' is developed by Weiskel. The first phase is the 
state of normal or habitual perception; the second is 
effected through a sudden crisis in this 'habitual 
relation of mind and object' resulting in 'surprise or 
astonishment' in face of 'a natural phenomenon [which] 
catches us unprepared and unable to grasp its scale' or a 
moment of text 'which exceeds comprehension.' The third 
phase is a defensive reaction in which the mind attributes 
to itself the qualities of that which had threatened to 
overwhelm it (Weiskel, pp.23-24). 

19. This point derives from Ferguson's discussion of the 
relation between the sublime and the beautiful ('Sublime 
of Edmund Burke,' pp.75-77); I return to her discussion in 
Chapter 6. 

20. 'Whereas Kant will later insist on the importance of 
detaching the aesthetic object from any thought of the 
labor that went into its production. Burke sees the 
aesthetic object as valuable not for the labor that 
produced it but for the labor it will produce' (Ferguson, 
'Legislating the Sublime,' p.134). 

21. See 'Analytic of the Sublime,' pp.109-14. 

22. See Boulton, pp.lv-lx, and Weiskel, p.8 and pp.85-86. 

23. In Weiskel's reading, the sublime is characterized as, 
and produced through, the operation and effect of 
metaphor: in its 'largest perspective, it was a major 
analogy, a massive transposition of transcendence into a 
naturalistic key; in short, a stunning metaphor.' The 
literal and the sublime seem antithetical, for 'we cannot 
conceive of a literal sublime' (Weiskel, p.4). 

24. Of particular interest to a study of Burke's 
formulations in the Enquiry are the extracts in Nature and 
Industrialization. edited by Alasdair Clayre, especially 
those from Bentham's A Table of the Springs of Action 
(pp.200-202) and Smith's Wealth of Nations (PP.190-98). 
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25. Boulton informs us that the Enquiry made an 'immediate 
and forceful impact' in France (for example on Diderot) 
and in Germany (where a German translation [1773] 
influenced Kant and Lessing) (PP.cxx-cxxvii). Rod Preece, 
in his 'Edmund Burke and his European Reception,' 
concentrates exclusively on the impact of Reflections 
(which seems to have been considerable in Germany) and the 
tendency of European readers to misunderstand it. J.F. 
Suter, in 'Burke, Hegel, and the French Revolution,' 
concentrates on the parallels and differences between 
Hegel's and Burke's responses to the Revolution. My 
suggestion that the master-slave dialectic might be read 
in terms of the sublime seems not to have been 
investigated, at least by Burke scholars. 

26. Derrida's reading of the master-slave text 
concentrates on the nature of death and work in this 
centrepiece of Phenomenology. The risk that the lord 
takes turns out to be not very impressive: 'the master 
must stay alive in order to enjoy what he has won by 
risking his life' ('From Restricted to General Economy,' 
p.254). But for Derrida the bondsman's accession to 
lordship is equally unimpressive, since 'the slave become 
a master remains a "repressed" slave' (p.255). The values 
of master and slave, even in the 'revolutionary' moment 
when their roles are reversed, remain the same, remain 
'servile': 'To stay alive, to maintain oneself in life, to 
work, to defer pleasure, to limit the stakes, to have 
respect for death at the very moment when one looks 
directly at it — such is the servile condition of mastery 
and of the entire history it makes possible' (PP.254-55). 
To risk literal death, 'death pure and simple,' would be 
to risk 'losing the effect and profit of meaning which 
were the very stakes one hoped to win' (p.255). Thus both 
Burke and Hegel try to constrain their speculations by 
fixing the odds — by having their protagonist only seem 
to confront death in order to experience the delight of 
self-preservation and aggrandizement. 

27. Reading the discussion of 'Power' in the Enquiry, 
Ferguson suggests that 'power is ... conceived as awesome 
but also as a guarantor of society, because it fosters the 
work ethic. ... the sublime contributes to our 
productivity in society, and ... is preferable to the 
beautiful inasmuch as it represents a labor theory of 
aesthetic value' ('Legislating the Sublime,' p.134). 

28. Ferguson records the apparent 'paradox' of the fact 
that the sublime in Burke is both 'of particular social 
utility' and 'clearly represents what is humanly 
ungovernable' ('Legislating the Sublime,' p.133); she goes 
on, however, to stress its social utility at the expense 
of its 'ungovernability.' 
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Chapter 2: The Political Economy of Taste 

(i) Supplementing the Sublime 

If part of the 'revolutionary' thrust of Burke's sublime 

is articulated through the stress on personal experience 

rather than the aesthetic norms of tradition (the 

physiological rather than the customary), the Enquiry also 

expresses the need to verify the sublime experience 

through its being repeatable and generally available: 

'danger or pain ... at certain distances ... are 

delightful, as we every day experience' (p.40, my 

emphasis). But this appeal to common experience would 

seem, as Ferguson points out. precisely to endanger an 

aesthetic that depends on its singularity and difference 

('Sublime of Edmund Burke,' pp.70-72). The sublime, then, 

appears to encourage the individual to transgress the 

constraints of custom, but at the same time the 'truth' of 

that escape is guaranteed by an empirical sensationism 

which claims that 'the pleasure of the senses ... is the 

same in all, high and low, learned and unlearned,' and 

that 'the true standard of the arts is in every man's 

power' (Enquiry, p.16, p.54). In this way, the sublime 

encapsulates a political and cultural paradox which cannot 

be resolved in any simple way. Clearly, the possibility 

of the sublime emerging as a critical fashion is already 

potential here, yet at the same time, as Ferguson points 

out, that very fashionableness threatens to render it 

'factitious': a 'major dilemma of the sublime is that of 

preserving its difference from ... custom, habit, and 

fashion' ('Sublime of Edmund Burke,' pp.70-71). Ferguson 

suggests that Longinus, Kant, and Wordsworth attempt to 

solve this seemingly inherent contradiction by snatching 

'the sublime from within the habitual ... for all of these 

writers, the sublime involves the recognition of the 
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habitual and the familiar as especially remarkable not in 

spite of their familiarity but because of it: the familiar 

is, thus, always being defami liarized and rehabilitated.' 

In contrast, 'Burke's denunciations of custom, habit, and 

the familiar are particularly striking' ('Sublime of 

Edmund Burke,' p.71). In Burke, then, the sublime is 

caught within a theoretical and ideological impasse: its 

initial attitude of revolt against custom or habit is made 

problematic in that such a revolt needs to be 

authenticated — through an appeal to 'every man' and 

'every day' — by that which it seems to repudiate. Given 

this, that Reflections should come to champion the 

politics of custom and habit is as striking as their 

denunciation in the Enquiry. The aggression towards 

custom in 1757-59 and the appeal to custom in 1790 cannot 

be explained away by characterizing Burke as aesthetically 

radical and politically conservative, but demands that we 

recognize both a logical and an ideological contradiction 

within the very structure of both the aesthetics and the 

politics.^ 

As the aesthetic of individualism (straining against 

the trammels of custom), the sublime promotes individual 

aggrandizement; yet it nevertheless requires the 

introduction of a new standard of conformity guaranteed by 

'nature' (everyone, high or low, has the same 

physiological constitution which responds in the same way 

to natural phenomena). Thus the sublime seems to exploit 

the distinction between nature and custom — or, as Burke 

puts it in a passage inserted in 1759, the distinction 

between nature and 'second nature': 

so far are use and habit from being causes of 
pleasure, merely as such; that the effect of 
constant use is to make all things of whatever 
kind entirely unaffecting. For as use at last 
takes off the painful effect of many things, 
it reduces the pleasurable effect of others in 
the same manner, and brings both to a sort of 
mediocrity and indifference. Very justly is 
use called a second nature; and our natural 
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and common state is one of absolute 
indifference, equally prepared for pain or 
pleasure. But when we are thrown out of this 
state, or deprived of any thing requisite to 
maintain us in it; when this chance does not 
happen by pleasure from some mechanical cause, 
we are always hurt. It is so with the second 
nature, custom, in all things which relate to 
it ( . p . (oQ . 

The contrast which this attitude affords to Reflections, 

where second nature could be said to characterize all that 

Burke defends and the means by which he attempts to defend 

it, is c r u c i a l . I n the Enquiry. Burke's aesthetics are 

irreconcilable with custom because of the physiological 

and sensationist theory he adopts, and this theory cannot 

be revoked because it is fundamental to the treatise's 

implicit ideological project. This can be brought to the 

fore, along with its irresolvable problems, by looking at 

the 'Introduction on Taste' (pp.11—27) which Burke added 

to the Enquiry in 1759. To append a disquisition on 

'taste' to an aesthetic treatise was an eighteenth-century 

commonplace (Boulton, p.xxvii), and yet I contend that the 

way Burke's essay negotiates certain issues reveals both 

the politics of his aesthetics and its instabilities, and 

shows that although Burke could not but add the essay in 

an attempt to limit those instabilities he ends up by more 

clearly delineating the parameters of the problem. 

In classical. Renaissance, and neo-classical 

discourse the nature-culture pairing is at once 

fundamental and unstable. Attridge shows how nature and 

art exist in the Renaissance in a kind of see-saw 

antithesis which can never be balanced: when one of the 

terms is held to represent the zenith of human activity, 

the other becomes its nadir; yet that inherently unstable 

condition will have cultural, political, and logical 

consequences which induce a reversal of these relative 

evaluations (Peculiar Language, pp.17-21). Attridge 

demonstrates that attempts to escape from this oscillating 

system, by variously claiming that the best art is like 
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nature, or that nature is the best art, introduce the 

problem of distinguishing between good nature and bad 

nature, good art and bad art (pp.29-30). Thus a third 

term needs to be introduced into the polar opposition 

which will enable 'proper' distinctions to be made and 

maintained. In George Puttenham's Arte of English Poesie 

(1589), this third term is referred to in a variety of 

ways, of which 'decorum' can serve as a generic term 

(eaciiliac-lanauaae., pp. 29-30). Decorum is a kind of 

second nature which prevents the courtier and/or the poet 

from straying into the evils of unnatural artifice or 

displaying the infirmities of nature. It is 'precisely 

that aspect of the poet's art which is not reducible to 

rule ... [and as such] is usually called "natural"' 

(p.30). In Puttenham, as in the Renaissance generally, 

decorum played a political role: it 'is what comes 

"naturally" not to all humanity but to an elite .... 

[while] [w]hat comes naturally to the majority, who are 

ignorant and inexperienced, is not truly natural' (pp.33-

34). In this way, decorum at once distinguishes itself 

from artifice (by both disguising its own artifice and 

claiming it as natural anyway) and places itself 'at a 

distant remove from universal human nature or instincts' 

(p.34). Politically crucial to the period, decorum 

nevertheless carries with it a train of irresolvable 

contradictions for the courtier-poet which can be 

understood as a supplementary logic: 'you need to 

supplement your own natural inadequacies by the exercise 

of decorum, that "natural" art, so that you may 

artificially rise to the status of perfect and self-

sufficient nature' (p.43). 

Burke's introduction of the notion of 'taste' into 

the second edition of his Enquiry is both similar to and 

significantly different from the introduction of 'decorum' 

into the cultural politics of the Renaissance. Although 

Burke mourns the passing of the age of chivalry in 

Reflections, the Enquiry participates in quite a different 
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political context to Puttenham's manual for poets I 

have suggested that Burke's treatise may be seen as 

developing an aesthetics for the newly-emerging bourgeois 

consciousness in a number of ways: by throwing off the 

trammels of custom through which the previous political 

and social order maintained hegemony; by placing authority 

not in tradition but in the immediate, sensory experience 

of the individual; by cultivating not the virtues of order 

and rationality, but those of passion; by validating 

universal human nature through a theory of physiological 

response; through theoretical speculations which cut 

across traditional social strata, making aesthetic 

experience open to all willing to undergo the 'effort;' 

and by grounding that experience not in refined activity, 

but in the experience of pain and labour. And yet, of 

course, this opens up aesthetic experience to an extent 

which leaves no possibility of discriminating between the 

relative value of experiences (or, we will see in the 

section on 'Words' FEnguirv. pp.161-77], between the 

sublime and madness or bombast). This is especially 

paradoxical for an aesthetic category which is constituted 

as a mode of distinction — of the elevation of the 

individual in relation to nature, to past texts, or to 

other human beings. Thus Burke needs to be able to show 

how the sublime is at once available to all (through a 

notion of 'common nature') and yet somehow the means of 

establishing 'natural' hierarchical relations. We will 

see that this perhaps impossible project is intrinsically 

bound up with the need, in the eighteenth century, to 

replace aristocratic distinctions with a social structure 

which can appear as at once open to all and as instituting 

'natural' distinctions between human beings and social 

classes. 

In the 'Introduction on Taste,' Burke insists, 

perhaps even more than in the body of the text, on the 

commonality of human faculties as the basis of aesthetic 

experience and taste. If we once suffered ourselves to 
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doubt, with Hume, 'that their senses present to different 

men different images of things, this sceptical proceeding 

will make every sort of reasoning on every subject vain 

and frivolous' (p.13). Taking the metaphor of 'taste' 

literally (and so naturalizing a cultural acquirement). 

Burke discusses the phenomenon that people can acquire a 

taste for some substances which they found repugnant in 

the beginning; but even though 'custom, and some other 

causes, have made many deviations from the natural 

pleasures or pains which belong to these several Tastes 

... the power of distinguishing between the natural and 

the acquired relish remains to the very last' (p.14). (We 

call anyone who loses this power of discrimination not 

wrong, says Burke, but 'absolutely mad' [p.14].) This 

unerasable memory of the natural causes of pleasure and 

pain forms a 'standard' against which all feelings and 

opinions may be regulated, and allows Burke to claim that 

'the pleasure of all the senses, of the sight, and even of 

the Taste, that most ambiguous of the senses, is the same 

in all, high and low, learned and unlearned (p.16). 

Such sensory experience forms the first element of 

taste (which, for Burke, is a complex of different 

faculties). The second, the imagination, is also common 

to all, since it is limited to recombining and imitating 

those same sensory impressions; these functions of the 

imagination 'operate pretty uniformly upon all men, 

because they operate by principles in nature, and ... are 

not derived from any particular habits or advantages' 

(pp.16-17). Differences in aesthetic response arise from 

the third element which goes to make up taste — 

knowledge. The difference which this introduces — which 

Burke wants to claim is a difference without a distinction 

— is 'accidental, as it depends upon experience and 

observation, and not on the strength or weakness of any 

natural faculty' (p.18). Moving the discussion on to 

taste in poetry (he slides over any alterations to the 

argument which this might introduce) he claims that there 
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is only a very small difference in taste between those who 

prefer popular or children's literature and those who 

appreciate the Aeneid (PP.20-21). The imaginary 'energy' 

of both is of the same kind, and 'so far as Taste belongs 

to the imagination, its principle is the same in all men' 

(p.21). What distinguishes people is therefore said to be 

'accidental,' while what unites them is fundamental. 

Yet Burke does need to introduce a controlling 

distinction, otherwise he verges on defining all literary 

works as adventure stories, and relinquishing the 

possibility of discriminating the response of the learned 

from that of 'the vulgar.' Without something which 

functions like Puttenham's decorum he risks instituting a 

situation, unthinkable to the Renaissance and the 

bourgeois epoch alike, which makes human instincts the 

standard of aesthetic experience. The theory of the 

sublime has to be supplemented, then, by the notion of 

taste, otherwise there is no way of preventing the 

exaltation of those classes of people completely 

untrammelled by custom and rationality. This allows me to 

suggest that Burke's response to the French Revolution can 

be seen in terms of the contradiction inherent in his 

bourgeois aesthetics; the Revolution can be seen as the 

political and social extrapolation of possibilities 

already latent in Burke's early aesthetics. Implicit in 

Burke's bourgeois revolution as a kind of irrepressible 

internal momentum is a democratic revolution which 

threatens from within the social order he seeks to 

institute. Burke's reaction is as curious as it is 

necessary: in face of an event which foregrounds those 

aspects of his theory which he attempts to contain in 

1757-59, he tries to apply the ballast of custom grounded 

in aristocratic property and reinvents his aesthetics to 

meet the crisis he most feared (precisely because it seems 

implicit in his own revolt against the aristocracy) 

Burke needs, then, in the Enquiry, to be able to make 

distinctions without abandoning the 'natural' ground of 
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his theory — to which he is heavily committed, since he 

wants to maintain the principle that aesthetic experience, 

and hence individual development, is especially open to 

those uncorrupted by aristocratic culture. He is led to 

argue, therefore, that although there are no differences 

in kind between people there are differences in 'degree' 

which arise 'from two causes principally; either from a 

greater degree of natural sensibility, or from a closer 

and longer attention to the object' (p.21) That 

'natural sensibility' might vary seems to compromise 

Burke's egalitarian argument, and I will return shortly to 

Burke's account of why it should vary. The second 

qualification refers back to the remark about knowledge 

and experience: in 'nice cases [where distinctions need to 

be finely discriminated], supposing the acuteness of the 

sense equal, the greater attention and habit in such 

things will have the advantage' (p.22). This is because 

'Taste' (and here Burke partially abandons the link with 

sensory taste which enabled him to ground all distinctions 

in common nature) is a composite faculty made up of 'a 

perception of the primary pleasures of sense, of the 

secondary pleasures of the imagination, and of the 

conclusions of the reasoning faculty' (p.23). This 

reasoning faculty is supposed to make a difference without 

a distinction; and yet the difference it makes is all-

important, not only for Burke's ideological project, but 

also because of the ways it complicates it. Although it 

still allows taste to be acquirable, as Ferguson puts it, 

'in exactly the same way that muscles can — by exercise' 

('Legislating the Sublime,' p.132), the facilities for 

such 'exercise' — made available in a 'liberal' education 

— are not common to all in the same way that the nervous 

system is. At the same time, and this is the measure of 

the irreducible problem Burke wrestles with, such exercise 

is precisely that which threatens to render the observer 

insensitive to sensory stimuli and unmoved by imaginative 

activity; for if the judgement 'is improved by ... the 
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habit of reasoning' (P.23), both habit and reason. Burke 

insists repeatedly, are antithetical to the sublime and 

the beautiful. The 'Introduction on Taste' admits as 

much: 

it frequently happens that a very poor judge, 
merely by force of a greater complexional 
sensibility, is more affected by a very poor 
piece, than the best judge by the most 
perfect; for as every thing new, 
extraordinary, grand, or passionate is well 
calculated to affect such a person, and that 
the faults do not affect him, his pleasure is 
more pure and unmixed; ... the judgement [on 
the other hand] is for the greater part 
employed in throwing stumbling blocks in the 
way of the imagination, in dissipating the 
scenes of its enchantment, and in tying us 
down to the disagreeable yoke of our reason: 
for almost the only pleasure that men have in 
judging better than others, consists in a sort 
of conscious pride and superiority, which 
arises from thinking rightly p. IS) 

Thus the contradictory demands of Burke's treatise 

have brought him to a kind of impasse, where the man of 

judgement is left experiencing an impoverished parody of 

the sublime sense of vaunting joy. Yet Burke is driven to 

make one more twist in the argument which, since it seems 

to flatly contradict the 'egalitarian' principles upon 

which the treatise is founded, exposes the difficulties 

his project involves him in. In a flourish reminiscent of 

Puttenham, he asserts that 'so far as the imagination and 

the passions are concerned, I believe it true, that the 

reason is little consulted; but where disposition, where 

decorum, where congruity are concerned, in short wherever 

the best Taste differs from the worst, I am convinced that 

the understanding operates and nothing else' (p.26). 

Burke's notion of 'Taste' therefore functions as a 

necessary but troublesome supplement. Brought in as a 

standard with which to regulate a new set of social and 

cultural distinctions, it yet needs to appear different 

from the 'artificial' or 'arbitrary' measures employed in 
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aristocratic societies. It is therefore presented as a 

natural acquirement open to all willing to work for it. 

The difference between this kind of work and productive 

labour must therefore appear to be one of degree rather 

than kind. But although the sublime seems to be grounded 

in labour, it is a metaphorical labour, not the labour of 

the masses. This aesthetics, like the politics it forms 

the counterpart to, is based on a division of labour into 

the physical and the mental. And yet the melancholy 

aspect of the above passage seems to indicate that 

'taste,' brought in to supplement the sublime to make sure 

that it functions in the way Burke wishes, renders the 

sublime unavailable to the 'best judges.' 

The irresolvable contradiction of the Enquiry. and of 

much eighteenth-century thought, is most acutely brought 

to the fore in its response — at once nostalgic and aloof 

— to the myth of an uncorrupt past and/or childhood in 

which the senses were vitally alive to nature and the 

arts: 

In the morning of our days, when the senses 
are unworn and tender, when the whole man is 
awake in every part, and the gloss of novelty 
fresh upon all the objects that surround us, 
how lively at that time are our sensations, 
but how false and inaccurate the judgments we 
form of things (p.25). 

The most powerful effects of poetry and music 
have been displayed, and perhaps are still 
displayed, where these arts are but in a very 
low and imperfect state. The rude hearer is 
affected by the principles which operate in 
these arts even in their rudest condition; and 
he is not skilful enough to perceive the 
defects. But as the arts advance towards 
their perfection, the science of criticism 
advances with equal pace, and the pleasure of 
judges is frequently interrupted by the faults 
which are discovered in the most finished 
compositions ^pp.25-26). 

These passages underline the perplexity of a class 

attempting to constitute an aesthetic for itself which is 
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distinguished at one and the same time from the polished 

artifice of the court and the 'rude' vigour of the child 

or the savage. Wishing to retain 'natural sensibility,' 

bourgeois thought nevertheless perceives its limitations; 

irrevocably committed to its own 'natural' arts and 

critical skills, its nostalgia inevitably sees them as 

impairing precisely what it yearns for (but also fears) in 

the 'natural' state. 'Taste' therefore works to 

supplement the acute sensibility experienced by the 'rude' 

in the 'state of nature': it supplies the judgement and 

discrimination which they lack (which makes them 

dangerous), and yet it supplants those 'natural' qualities 

which make them enviable. 

I would like to return to Burke's second 

qualification to his otherwise egalitarian theory. That 

sensibility might vary is a curious comment to make in a 

treatise which repeatedly stresses the uniformity of our 

physiological mechanisms. Especially disturbing for 

bourgeois thought is the hint, which the Enquiry barely 

gives, that the life-style and the work patterns of the 

bourgeois manufacturing classes might precisely unfit them 

for both the sublime experience and the cultivation of 

taste: 

There are some men formed with feelings so 
blunt, with tempers so cold and phlegmatic, 
that they can hardly be said to be awake 
during the whole course of their lives. Upon 
such persons, the most striking objects make 
but a faint and obscure impression. There are 
others so continuously in the agitation of 
gross and merely sensual pleasures, or so 
occupied in low drudgery of avarice, or so 
heated in the chace of honours and 
distinction, that their minds, which had been 
used continuously to the storms of these 
violent and tempestuous passions, can hardly 
be put in motion by the delicate and refined 
play of the imagination. These men, though 
from a different cause, become as stupid and 
insensible as the former (p.24). 
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In this way, the 'chace' for 'distinction' or the 'low 

drudgery of avarice' — which can be seen as the reduced 

counterparts of Burke's sublime aesthetic — seem to blunt 

the capacity to experience the sublime and the beautiful. 

The habits which result from the bourgeois ethic become 

like second nature to bourgeois subjects, making them 'as 

stupid and insensible' as those whose feelings have been 

made 'blunt' by nature itself. 

(ii) Aesthetics and the Division of Labour 

Burke's Enquiry can be seen as an early formulation of 

problems which have preoccupied western thought from the 

eighteenth through to the late twentieth century. In a 

number of ways, Burke's 'sensationist' account of the 

nervous mechanisms of the sublime reaction is curiously 

analogous to Freud's attempt to ground psychoanalytical 

theory (especially the 'repetition compulsion') in 

biological terms, while Burke's polarized distinctions 

between tension and relaxation, self-preservation and 

sexual reproduction, and perhaps the sublime and the 

beautiful, seem to anticipate Freud's own polar 

oppositions/^ It is even more striking, however, to 

explore how Burke's text engages with problems in the 

eighteenth century whose 'resolutions' still affect the 

late twentieth century. 

Boulton points out that 'the pleasure-pain principle 

had been a common point of discussion for Shaftsbury, 

Locke, and Hume, among others' (pp.xl-xli). But more 

importantly, the treatment of this principle in Burke's 

Enquiry allows it to be understood in terms of late 

eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century debates about the 

nature and effects of labour. Jeremy Bentham, for 

example, seems to translate Burke's sublime moment into 

the experience of the manual labourer:^ 
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Cessation from labour presents, it is true, 
upon the face of it no more than a negative 
idea; but when the condition of him by whom 
repose after corporeal labour is experienced, 
is considered, the enjoyment will be seen to 
be a positive quantity; for, in this case, not 
merely a cessation of discomfort, but a 
pleasurable feeling of a peculiar kind, is 
experienced. In the case of the labourer, it 
may indeed be said, that before the time of 
repose, with its enjoyment, arrives, the 
labour is pushed to a degree of intensity of 
which pain ... has been produced. But the 
greater the degree of the pain of suffranee, 
the greater the degree of the pleasure of 
expectation — the expectation of the pleasure 
of repose — with which it has been 
accompanied ('The Psychology of Economic Man,' 
p.445). 

The difference between this discussion of labour and 

Burke's seems merely terminological — Burke insisting on 

the distinction between 'pleasure' and 'delight' (which 

results from the cessation of pain or labour) (Enguiry, 

pp.35-37, pp.134-35). Yet there is an important 

difference: Bentham is writing about physical labour, 

while Burke seems to translate that activity and 

experience into metaphorical or mental terms. 

Twenty-one years after the publication of Burke's 

aesthetics, Adam Smith finds that the the division of 

labour has negative as well as positive effects in an 

advanced society in which new modes of production had 

radically changed the nature of work; in a discussion of 

the consequences of the state not providing education for 

working people. Smith suggests that 

The man whose^life is spent in performing a 
few simple operations ... has no occasion to 
exert his understanding, or to exercise his 
invention in finding out expedients for 
removing difficulties wh>ch never occur. He 
naturally loses, therefore, the habit of such 
exertion, and generally becomes as stupid and 
ignorant as it is possible for a human 
creature to become. The torpor of his mind 
renders him, not only incapable of relishing 
or bearing a part in any rational 
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conversation, but of conceiving any generous, 
noble, or tender sentiment, and consequently 
of forming any just judgement concerning many 
even of the ordinary duties of private life. 
Of the great and extensive interests of his 
country, he is altogether incapable of 
judging; and unless very particular pains have 
been taken to render him otherwise, he is 
equally incapable of defending his country in 
war. ... His dexterity at his own particular 
trade seems, in this manner, to be acquired at 
the expence of his intellectual, social, and 
martial virtues (Wealth of Nations, II, 
p.782). 

Although not necessarily 'natural,' the division of manual 

and mental labour becomes 'second nature' to the 

industrial revolution, since the very processes and 

conditions of manufacture reinforce the distinctions 

between people and classes upon which it relies. In this 

account, the manufacturing worker's labour unfits him for 

rational conversation, respect, private duties, political 

judgement, and the military defence of his country. In 

this he joins women and the aristocracy who are equally 

unfitted or 'unmanned' — equally debarred from sublime 

activity and experience. In addition, however, he loses 

the ability to love — to respond to the tender sentiments 

of the beautiful. The 'universal' experience which 

underlies Burke's aesthetics might not, then, extend down 

to the working classes; their labour is not uplifting but 

degrading, its repetitious, habitual nature dulls their 

capacity to participate in the sublime. Although the 

restorative effects of labour and of terror are made 

analogous in the Enquiry ('as common labour, which is a 

mode of pain, is the exercise of the grosser, a mode of 

terror is the exercise of the finer parts of the system' 

[p.136]), the forging of such an analogy, in face of 

developing analyses of the effects of manufacturing 

labour, seems symptomatic of the paradoxical relation the 

bourgeois manufacturing classes have, in both economic and 

aesthetic terms, towards the working classes. 
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In Smith suggests that the 

division of mental and manual labour is an inevitable part 

and effect of industrial progress: 'In the progress of 

society, philosophy or speculation becomes, like every 

other employment, the principal or sole trade and 

occupation of a particular class of citizens.' 

Improvements in machinery are made by workers themselves, 

by those for whom the making of machinery has become their 

peculiar trade, but more importantly by 'those who are 

called philosophers or men of speculation, whose trade it 

is not to do anything, but to observe everything' (I, 

p.21). That philosophy — the speculative science — 

should be a separate 'trade' seems indispensable given the 

debilitating effects of all other trades. Barrel 1 argues, 

however, that if philosophical speculation has become a 

trade like any other, it gains in acuity through 

specialization, but loses the capacity — which the 

'gentleman' was once thought to have — of a 'wide' and 

'equal' survey precisely because it has taken on the 

limited perspective of a trade (An Equal, W.ide__Suryey, 

p.49). No one, perhaps, can remain immune from the 

contradictions implicit in the capital—labour relation 

since it limits the faculties and perspective of worker 

and 'philosopher' alike. 

While Smith seems to suggest that a hierarchized 

society is inevitable given the division of labour 

necessary for 'progress,' his discussion of the 

debilitating effects of repetitious work leads to an 

argument for the education of the people in order to 

mitigate, as far as possible, such effects. And yet, as 

Barrel 1 shows, bourgeois political economists remained 

ambivalent towards the idea of educating manufacturing 

workers: 

It may seem that by education 'the great body 
of the people' can be taught to 'see through' 
the 'interested complaints of faction and 
sedition' and so to arrive at a view of the 
balance of interests by which the unity of a 
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modern state is necessarily composed; or, on 
the other hand, it may appear that to teach 
the ability to read, and especially to write, 
is to facilitate the communication of such 
'interested complaints', as well as to relax 
the habit of industry necessary to economic 
progress .... 'Ignorance', writes Ferguson, 
'is the mother of industry as well as of 
superstition' (pp.29-30). 

A major question which 'men of speculation' faced, 

therefore, was whether the needs of the nascent socio-

economic order were best served by the ignorance or the 

education of its work force. That both solutions 

introduce dangers as well as benefits perhaps points to 

inherent instabilities in capitalist relations of 

production akin to those in aesthetics we have just 

traced. 

In a ubiquitous comparison in the late eighteenth 

century (which seems a nostalgic response to this series 

of problems), Smith suggests that exertion in more 

'primitive' societies has quite opposite effects than 

labour in 'civilized' nations. The differences are 

analogous to those between Burke's sublime labour and the 

debilitating labour of manufacturing capitalism: 

It is otherwise in the barbarous societies, as 
they are commonly called, of hunters, of 
shepherds, and even of husbandmen .... In such 
societies the varied occupations of every man 
oblige every man to exert his capacity, and to 
invent expedients for removing difficulties 
which are continually occurring. Invention is 
kept alive, and the mind is not suffered to 
fall into that drowsy stupidity, which, in a 
civilized society, seems to benumb the 
understanding of almost all the inferior ranks 
of people (II, pp.782-83). 

Such passages — which seem to yearn for a set of 

conditions in which the body of the people was capable of 

the exertion and invention involved in 'removing 

difficulties' — perhaps mark an ambivalence towards 

'civilization' and the advance of the 'manufacturing' 
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industry in its most subtle philosopher. It is almost as 

if bourgeois thought is troubled from the first by the 

impossibility of balancing the gains and losses involved 

in progress. If the sublime represents an aesthetic 

category based upon the bourgeois work ethic, it also 

seems to be an index of the bourgeoisie's apprehensions 

about the blunting effects of its own life-style. But if 

its fantasy about 'barbarous societies' is peopled with 

sublime beings who present a damaging contrast with the 

body of the people in a manufacturing society, the latter 

society can yet, it claims, produce an elite whose members 

surpass the general attainments of the former. For 

although, in barbarous societies, every individual is 

capable of a variety of occupations. Smith continues, 'no 

man can well acquire that improved and refined 

understanding, which a few men sometimes possess in a more 

civilised state.' And although 'every man [in barbarous 

societies] has a considerable degree of knowledge, 

ingenuity, and invention ... scarce any man has a great 

degree.' In contrast to this. Smith concludes that 

In a civilised state ... though there is 
little variety in the occupations of the 
greater part of individuals, there is an 
almost infinite variety in those of the whole 
society. These varied occupations present an 
almost infinite variety of objects to the 
contemplation of those few, who, being 
attached to no particular occupation 
themselves, have leisure and inclination to 
examine the occupations of other people. The 
contemplation of so great a variety of objects 
necessarily exercises their minds in endless 
comparisons and combinations, and renders 
their understandings, in an extraordinary 
degree, both acute and comprehensive (II, 

P.783). 

At first, this passage seems about to argue that although 

bourgeois society has relinquished the conditions in which 

most individuals could attain a degree of sublimity it has 

nevertheless produced a system whose variety of activity 

and energetic momentum renders society itself sublime. 
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Yet since this would be to abandon its basis in 

individualism, a select few are presented as attaining a 

level of sublimity not thought of in pre-bourgeois 

societies. This elevation of an elect is acknowledged to 

be at the expense of the degradation of the many: 

'Notwithstanding the great abilities of those few, all the 

nobler parts of the human character may be, in a great 

measure, obliterated and extinguished in the great body of 

the people' (II, pp.783-84). Yet this enormous cost, in 

human and aesthetic terms, purchases only an ambiguous 

eminence for the few. For, as Barrel 1 suggests, the 

problem remains of conceiving exactly who these elevated 

'few' might be; if 'philosophy' or political economy is 

also a trade it might be 'incapable of producing such a 

philosopher as Smith himself, apparently able to grasp 

from the perspective of one determinate occupation, the 

relations between all others' (An Equal. Wide Survey. 

P.49) . 

That these economic speculations are conducted in the 

same terms as Burke's Enquiry reveals how eighteenth-

century economics and aesthetics not only employ the same 

paradigms but are concerned with the same set of problems. 

In a society dominated by the bourgeoisie, the majority 

are unfitted for intense aesthetic experience by the very 

nature of their daily labour. The limited and repetitious 

nature of that labour has rendered them incapable of 

engaging in the activities which characterize sublime 

labour. Only the philosopher or political economist is 

deemed able to escape from this and does so by an 

'exercise' of the mind which contemplates the labour of 

others (while cultivating an ambivalent nostalgia for the 

more rugged and adventurous conditions experienced by 

barbarous societies). The philosopher, then, becomes 

equivalent to the man of taste — able to contemplate or 

aestheticize the labours of the present and the past 

without being able to participate in them. The sublime, 

then, perhaps arises as a symptom of a profound disquiet 
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within the bourgeois project. I have argued that the 

sublime functions as the aesthetic ground of bourgeois 

enterprise; yet it can also be seen as a measure of the 

way bourgeois thought represents to itself the cost 

involved in that enterprise. If, as Weiskel contends, the 

sublime is an episode in melancholy, a remedy for the 

boredom so prevalent in the eighteenth century (p.18), it 

can be read as the resort of the 'civilized' classes whose 

lives no longer present sufficient mental and physical 

exertion or variety to prevent their degeneration into 

'effeminacy.' The labour and pain which formed the daily 

experience of the majority provides the material ease 

which at once allows and makes it necessary that the 

ruling classes transform labour and pain into aesthetic 

experience. If 'the sublime appears as a remedy for the 

languid melancholy, the vague boredom that increased so 

astonishingly during the eighteenth century' (Weiskel, 

p.97), it is possible to argue that Burke's sublime first 

appears as an antidote against, but also a symptom of, a 

disease already internal to eighteenth-century bourgeois 

England. 

For Kant, in 1790, even war can become a necessity in 

settled and prosperous societies: 

War itself, provided it is conducted with 
order and a sacred respect for the rights of 
civilians, has something sublime about it, and 
gives nations that carry it on in such a 
manner a stamp of mind only the more sublime 
the more numerous the dangers to which they 
are exposed, and which they are able to meet 
with fortitude. On the other hand, a 
prolonged peace favours the predominance of a 
mere commercial spirit, and with it a debasing 
self-interest, cowardice, and effeminacy, and 
tends to degrade the character of a nation 
('Analytic of the Sublime,' PP.112-13). 

Significantly enough, then, the bourgeois enterprise is 

not inherently sublime; although its great energy in 

replacing the aristocracy might be initially awe 

inspiring, once established it becomes subject to the same 
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infirmities as the regime it displaces — infirmities from 

which no class seems exempt. The bourgeois notion of 

'progress' seems incurably haunted by a sense of loss; 

striding forward in the name of nature, it yet suspects 

that its progress is founded on the supplanting of nature 

itself. If its very success renders it vulnerable to the 

revolutionary potential of the classes it exploits, one of 

its central problems, therefore, is whether it is more 

effective to educate the work force or keep them in 

ignorance. 

This complex of problems is exposed and dramatized in 

the Revolution controversy, where Smith's tentative 

suggestions about how to mitigate the effects of 

repetitious labour on the working classes — through 

education for example — are taken up by Burke's radical 

opponents, who also argue that it is those who do no 

labour at all — such as kings and aristocracy — who are 

most benumbed by civilization (and hence incapable of 

acute aesthetic or physical response). In radical thought 

of the 1790s, right exertion is a sublime remedy not only 

for that majority subjected to misery by the existing 

order of things, but also for those (aristocrats and 

middle-class women) whose luxurious, debilitating life 

perpetuates the suffering of the majority (in Reflections. 

the majority are presented as 'destined' to be 'unmanned' 

by manual occupations while the few enjoy the culture 

their efforts make possible). For Burke, that the 

'disease' might be inherent within England and/or the 

bourgeois condition makes the lesson of the French 

Revolution — brought on in his view by the languid 

inattention of the French aristocracy — all the more 

urgent. But that Burke is caught by history within an 

inextricable double bind is perhaps revealed by the way 

his texts on French affairs produce rapidly alternating 

and contradictory representations of the revolutionaries. 

Burke's writings on France variously admire radicalism as 

able and energetic and express contempt for its 
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'femininity;'®' its danger to the English constitution is 

figured both as its vigorous and unceasing activity, and 

as the negative example it sets of shunning all exertion 

(and thus being all the more dangerous): 

In England we cannot work so hard as 
Frenchmen. Frequent relaxation is necessary 
to us. You are naturally more intense in your 
application. ... At present, this your 
disposition to labour is rather encreased than 
lessened. ... This continued, unremitted 
effort of the members of your Assembly, I take 
to be one among the causes of the mischief 
they have done. They who always labour can 
have no true judgement. You never give 
yourselves time to cool/* 

Their purpose every where seems to have been 
to evade and slip aside from difficulty. 
Difficulty is a severe instructor, set over us 
by the supreme ordinance of a parental 
guardian and legislator .... He that wrestles 
with us strengthens our nerves, and sharpens 
our skill. Our antagonist is our helper. 
This amicable conflict with difficulty obliges 
us to an intimate acquaintance with our 
object, and compels us to consider it in all 
its relations. It will not suffer us to be 
superficial. It is the want of nerves of 
understanding for such a talk; it is the 
degenerate fondness for tricking short-cuts, 
and little fallacious facilities, that has in 
so many parts of the world created governments 
with arbitrary powers. They have created the 
late arbitrary monarchy of France. They have 
created the arbitrary republic of Paris. ... 
The difficulties which they rather had eluded 
than escaped, meet them again in their course; 
they multiply and thicken on them; they are 
involved, through a labyrinth of confused 
detail, in an industry without limit, and 
without direction; and, in conclusion, the 
whole of their work becomes feeble, vitious, 
and insecure (Re f.lections, PP. 278-79) . 

In a revealing way, therefore, the same terms are used to 

criticize France both after and before the Revolution. 

Both aristocrat and revolutionary seem bent on avoiding 

labour and by doing so involve themselves in a labyrinth 

of confused detail which enfeebles both their work and 
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themselves. At the same time their activity becomes 'an 

industry without limit' — exceeding (like the sublime 

itself) all bounds and pre-empting 'true judgement.' The 

term 'French' itself therefore comes to signify, variously 

and unpredictably, 'feminine' debility and irresistible 

strength. Both beauty and labour function — according to 

a textual logic that has its own imperatives — sometimes 

as a 'remedy' to the dangers that France holds and 

sometimes as its most dangerous quality. 
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1. For a discussion of the political meanings of custom 
during the eighteenth century, see John Barrel 1, An Equal. 
WJde .....aurvey., PP.110-75) . 

2. Although I disagree with Chandler's reading of this 
passage in the Enquiry as directly transferable into 
Reflections. his reading of the later text in terms of 
second nature is admirable (Wordsworth's Second Nature, 
p.76-77, pp.64-74). My major difference with Ferguson's 
readings of the Enquiry is that she conflates the 
beautiful with custom and is therefore unable to register 
the implications of Burke's doing just that in 
Reflections. 

3. Barrel 1 points out that 'the renaissance ideal of the 
courtier was being transformed in England into that of the 
gentleman of civic virtue' during 'the last years of the 
seventeenth century and the early years of the 
eighteenth.' Although he still carries some of his 
'courtly baggage,' some definitions of 'the gentleman' 
omit the requirement that he be a man of landed property, 
while others insist that whether or not he be a 'born 
gentleman' he must be a 'bred gentlemen.' The main 
problem confronting the discursive construction of the 
gentleman was that although he had to develop his 
knowledge and taste, he could not be allowed to put his 
understanding to work. This is because all trades were 
thought to give their practitioners a 'partial' view (in 
both senses). Even the landed interest came to be 
perceived, precisely, as an interest (An Equal. Wide 
Survey, PP.37-39). 

4. Ferguson develops a similar argument about the way 
Burke saw the French Revolution as an instance 'of the 
sublime functioning in an unanticipated direction .... The 
ungovernability of the mob turns out to represent rather 
too much sublimity for Burke's taste when that 
ungovernability ceases to contribute to the orderly 
functioning of a productive society' ('Legislating the 
Sublime,' p.136). 

5. There are remarkable parallels between the 
'Introduction on Taste' and Wordsworth's Preface to the 
Lyrical Ballads — principally, I suggest, because they 
are engaged very similar projects (see Derek Attridge's 
discussion of the Preface in Peculiar Language, PP.46-89). 

6. Relations between Burke and Freud have been importantly 
explored by Weiskel (p.92); one of Freud's most relevant 
texts here is Beyond the Pleasure Principle. For a 
discussion of parallels between Burke's aesthetics and 
Freud's psychological theories, see Pamela Kaufman, 
'Burke, Freud, and the Gothic.' 
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7. Strictly speaking, the notion of mental labour or 
labour as an abstraction is a development of the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; before that labour 
referred primarily to working the land (as well as, 
through its alternative meaning of pain, the labour of 
childbirth); thus Smith's use of labour as a term in 
political economy can be seen as an index of the mutation 
from agrarian feudalism to bourgeois capitalism (see 
Raymond Williams, Keywords. pp.176-79). 

8. That Burke oscillates undecidabi1ity in his 
representation of the Revolution in these terms can be 
seen in the fact that Williams and Paulson sum up his 
attitude to the revolutionaries in apparently opposite 
ways; for Williams, Burke identifies the danger of 
revolutionary thought in its avoidance of difficulty 
(Culture and Society, pp.25-26), while for Paulson, Burke 
fears the revolutionaries for their uncontainable 
entrepreneurial and sexual energy (p.64). 

9. A Letter from Mr. Burke, to a Member of the National 
Assembly (1791), Works, VI, pp.67-68. 
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Chapter 3: The Arbitrary Power of Language 

We have seen that standard accounts of the development of 

the sublime through the eighteenth century suggest that it 

undergoes a significant transition — epitomized in 

Burke's Enquiry — from rhetorical technique to 

psychological response in face of natural phenomena. We 

have also seen, however, that what appears to be an 

immediate response to nature in the raw turns out to 

involve a strategy which may be described as rhetorical. 

Given this continued, if covert, relation between the 

sublime and rhetoric, and given the fact that — as we 

will see — so much of the Revolution controversy turns 

around issues of language, the present chapter devotes 

specific attention to the last section of the Enquiry 

which concentrates on language as a source of aesthetic 

affect. This will enable me to further investigate the 

distinction between reactionary and revolutionary 

aesthetics and show how both are already potential in the 

Enquiry. Such a discussion of Burke's theory of language 

will allow an insight into the rhetorical processes of 

Reflections and offer a way of accounting for Burke's 

'rage' against radical rhetoric. 

(i) The Divorce of Language and Nature 

For Burke, even before the Enquiry's concluding section on 

words, the sublime often seems more an effect of language 

than of nature. Although he shifts, in a seemingly 

indiscriminate fashion, between the sublime in nature and 

the sublime in art, most of his examples of sublimity come 

from literature.! However, in the section demonstrating 

how 'Obscurity' can be a source of the sublime, and after 

praising Milton's description of Death as 'dark, 

uncertain, confused, terrible, and sublime to the last 

degree' (p.59), Burke underlines the distinction between 
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the pictorial and the literary arts precisely in terms of 

their different relation to 'natural reality,' and their 

correspondingly very different capacities to create 

sublime effects: 

It is one thing to make an idea clear, and 
another to make it affecting to the 
imagination. If I make a drawing of a palace, 
or a temple, or a landscape, I present a very 
clear idea of those objects; but then ... my 
picture can at most affect only as [they] ... 
would have affected in the reality. On the 
other hand, the most lively and spirited 
verbal description I can give, raises a very 
obscure and imperfect idea of such objects; 
but then it is in my power to raise a stronger 
emotion by the description than I could do by 
the best painting (p.60). 

Even potentially sublime objects, then, achieve their full 

sublimity not in the 'reality' but through verbal 

description, not in their presence but in their absence. 

Indeed, the above passage might even imply that verbal 

description cannot help but convey imperfect and obscure 

ideas of objects — cannot help, therefore, but affect us 

in sublime ways by supplementing (supplanting) nature or 

its image. Thus the description of 'Death' in Paradise 

Lost derives much of its power not through any image of 

death it might convey, but through the 'judicious 

obscurity' created by Milton's language (p.59). Burke 

presents a similar argument in the section on 'Power,' 

where objects are not so much sublime in themselves but 

become sublime according to how they are perceived or 

described.= The horse, for example, can be seen in 'two 

distinct lights;' as a 'useful beast' it has 'nothing of 

the sublime,' 

but it is thus that we are affected with him, 
whose neck is claothed with thunder, the glory 
of whose nostrils is terrible, who swalloweth 
the ground with fierceness and rage .... In 
this description the useful character of the 
horse entirely disappears, and the terrible 
and sublime blaze out together (pp.65-66, 
misquoting Job 39: 19-24). 
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But although it might therefore be appropriate that 

the Enquiry should end with a discussion of 'Words,' 

Burke's theory of poetic power seems to expose a set of 

tensions within his argument. Burke argues that words 

'affect us in a manner very different from that in which 

we are affected by natural objects, or by painting or 

architecture' (p.163), and this difference can be seen as 

having a number of consequences for Burke's thought. 

Natural objects are said to affect the human subject 

through 'the laws of that connexion, which Providence has 

established between certain motions and configurations of 

bodies, and certain consequent feelings in our minds' 

(p.163). Thus there are natural and motivated laws which 

mean that certain kinds of objects will necessarily affect 

human beings in characteristic ways. Burke goes on to 

argue that words, on the other hand, which have the 

capacity to affect human beings to a much greater extent 

than natural objects, achieve their effects not through 

motivated or providential connections but through habitual 

associations, not through nature but through culture. 

Burke's theory of language, then, seems to represent 

somewhat of a divergence within the Enquiry in that it is 

concerned not with the individual alone with nature but 

with cultural meanings in society, and is based not on a 

sensationist but an associationist theory."-® 

Although he recognizes that Burke's theory of 

language relies on associationist premises and depends on 

the processes of habitude (p.lxxix), Boulton considers the 

section on words to be 'organic to the whole treatise' 

(p.lxxxi), and finds it surprising that so little 

attention has been given to the theory of language it 

develops (p.lxxvii). Like the bulk of the Enquiry. the 

last section is held to represent somewhat of a break with 

contemporary views: 

Burke's principle contention is, if not 
entirely original, phrased and argued in an 
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audacious and revolutionary manner. He 
represents a reaction against the distrust of 
language among post-Baconian writers in the 
previous century, against their desire to 
evolve a language in which words would simply 
be marks of things and in which emotional and 
historical associations would be non-existent' 
(p.Ixxvii). 

We will see, in later chapters, that the idea that words 

are inextricably bound up with emotional and historical 

associations rather than being rational counters for 

things forms one of the terrains on which the struggle 

between Burke and radicalism takes place. For 1790s' 

radicalism, language can potentially shed its emotional 

and historical accents — which are associated with the 

aristocracy and arbitrary repression — in order to emerge 

as clear, virtuous, and 'manly.' But for Burke, more than 

thirty years before such a theory of language became part 

of a political movement which seemed to disregard both 

history and feelings, 'a clear idea is ... another name 

for a little idea' (p.63). 

We have already seen that, to be truly sublime, 

nature needs to be metaphorized, to be placed at one 

remove, if it is not to impinge too violently on the 

perceiving subject; in the Enquiry. perception itself 

becomes a rhetorical act, figuring nature and deceiving 

the self. In Burke's model of poetry, language reveals 

and revels in its rhetorical status and effect. Indeed, 

that effect either depends upon a pact between reader and 

text, suspending disbelief, or it pre-empts the 

literalizing drive of rational enquiry. This is because 

the sublime, as that which 'anticipates' reason (p.57), 

can also be deflated if reason gets there first: a 

'literal' reading of sublime passages may make them seem 

'ludicrous' (p.63), 'ridiculous' (p.64), or a product of 

madness; rational analysis might expose a composition's 

'first principles,' but in doing so would completely 

dissipate its effect (p.164). Reading an 'admirably 



138 

sublime' passage of the Aeneid (VIII, 429-32), Burke says 

that 'if we attend coolly to the kind of sensible image 

which a combination of ideas of this sort must form, the 

chimeras of madmen cannot appear more wiId and absurd than 

such a picture' (p.171). A literalizing reason can 

therefore turn the sublime into madness and absurdity — 

as, indeed. Burke tries to do with the French Revolution. 

Once again, then, the Aeneid is used as an example of 

the importance, and the problem, of keeping up 

distinctions; if, as we have seen, Burke's sensationist 

theory problematizes the difference between Virgil and 

popular literature, then his associationist model raises 

the issue of differentiating between Virgil and 'the 

chimeras of madmen.' Yet it may be that Burke's theory 

makes it impossible to tell the difference between madness 

and the sublime. In a reading of Burke's use of a passage 

from Homer in which spectators 'All gaze, all wonder!' 

when witnessing 'a wretch, who conscious of his crime, / 

Pursued for murder from his native clime, / Just gains 

some frontier, breathless, pale, amaz'd,' Weiskel suggests 

that Pope mistranslates Homer's 'ate' as guilt rather than 

as 'confusion' or 'temporary insanity.'* Weiskel goes on 

to posit that for Burke 'the word is likely to have fused 

the meanings of insanity, punishment, disaster, and guilt 

— the last not from Homer but from Pope' (p.89). But 

whether we can know what the word was 'likely' to have 

meant for Burke is of less interest to me here, as is 

Weiskel's move towards a psychologized reading, than the 

idea that the sublime might be an escape from temporary 

insanity which is itself virtually indistinguishable from 

insanity. And if the syntax of Burke's reading of the 

Homeric passage 'makes obscure the relation between the 

feelings of the spectator and those of the fugitive' 

(Weiskel, p.89), I would not want, as Weiskel does, to 

neatly sort out that relation because the sublime seems to 

be precisely that moment in which the spectator. 
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confronted with an overwhelming spectacle, believes 

himself or herself to be in the midst of a great crisis. 

I will return to the question of whether it is 

possible to distinguish between the sublime and its 

'perversions' via a more extended examination of Burke's 

theory of language. His thesis about the sublime effects 

of poetry is grounded in Locke's model of the relations 

between language and ideas;® in a division of words into 

three classes akin to Locke's classifications of complex 

ideas into 'modes,' 'substances,' and 'relations,Burke 

defines 'compounded abstract' words, such as 'liberty' and 

'virtue,' as the clearest examples of words that do not 

raise precise notions or pictures in the mind: 'I am 

convinced that whatever power they may have on the 

passions, they do not derive it from any representation 

raised in the mind of the things for which they stand' 

(p.164). 'Such words,' Burke argues, 'are in reality but 

mere sounds' which have been imbued with certain 

connotations through 'being used on particular occasions,' 

and which subsequently have 'effects similar to those of 

their occasions' 'whenever they are afterwards mentioned.' 

Eventually, 'they at last utterly lose their connection 

with the particular occasions that gave rise to them; yet 

the sound without any annexed notion continues to operate 

as before' (p.165). The effects and meanings of these 

words are therefore generated and accrued through the 

habitual associations created by their original context, 

and have no natural or motivated relation to that which 

they are held to refer to. 

If words are to have 'all their possible extent of 

power,' it is necessary that 'three effects arise in the 

mind of the hearer': the sound itself, the 'picture, or 

representation of the thing signified by the sound,' and 

the 'affection of the soul produced by one or both of the 

foregoing' (p.166). This is at once to anticipate 

Saussure's distinction between signifier and signified 

(and the arbitrary, conventional relation between them)^ 
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and, through considering the affective capacity of words, 

to posit a politics of language only latent in Saussure. 

Burke's 'compound abstract' words '(honour, justice, 

liberty, and the like,) produce the first and the last of 

these effects, but not the second' — that is, their 

sounds have effects but do not represent any 'thing' to 

the mind. 'Simple abstracts.' on the other hand, such as 

'blue, green, hot, cold, and the like ... are capable of 

affecting all three of the purposes of words.' So too are 

the 'aggregate' words, such as 'man, castle, horse &c. ... 

in a yet higher degree' (pp.166-167). A logical 

consequence of Burke's theory of compound abstract words, 

then, might be that 'liberty' can never refer to an actual 

state of affairs but conjures up an unanalysed and 

unanalysable emotive state; revolutionary radicalism can 

therefore be made to seem grossly in error when it tries 

to institute a political structure which would make 

'liberty' a political 'reality.' 

Burke's theory of language is even more 'radical' 

than this suggests, since he claims that 'simple abstract' 

and 'aggregate' words might work in the same way as 

'compound abstract' words: 'I am of opinion, that the most 

general effect even of these words, does not arise from 

their forming pictures of the several things they would 

represent in the imagination' (P.167). Burke therefore 

suggests that language in general works independently of 

referents or concepts — that it is a non-representational 

mode: 'it is not only of those ideas which are commonly 

called abstract, and of which no image at all can be 

formed, but even of particular real beings, that we 

converse without having any idea of them excited in the 

imagination' (p.170). Burke seems to use 'idea' here to 

refer both to abstract ideas, which are, by definition, 

divorced from pictorial images, and to the pictorial 

images which might be expected to be 'excited' in the 

imagination at the mention of 'particular real beings.' 

Burke is therefore arguing that all language works 
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independently of mental images; indeed, it derives its 

power from that independence. Contradicting his earlier 

claim, Burke's theory suggests that language is most 

powerful when only two of its three possible effects are 

present in the mind — the sound and the 'affection of the 

soul' which it induces — since the pictorial or 

representational effect seems to work as a dampener to the 

affection of the soul. But if this is so, then language 

is loosed from external constraints and becomes a mode of 

producing certain effects independently of 

representational concerns or truth claims. The 

distinction between 'good' and 'bad' rhetoric, therefore, 

may only depend upon the political vantage point of the 

reader. That there is an arbitrary relation between word 

and idea seems to leave no means, save through appeals to 

convention, by which one relation may be preferred over 

another; attempts to restrain linguistic meanings 

therefore begin to look like arbitrary political acts. 

For the Burke of Reflections, as we will see, the 

possibility of establishing distinctions between 

conventional and merely arbitrary relations in language 

becomes particularly urgent; the criteria he introduces is 

to ask whether a usage has become 'naturalized' within a 

community (through a process analogous to prescription in 

property law), or whether it violates such customary 

practices.® While revolutionary radicalism becomes 

sublime precisely through violating custom and tradition. 

Burke attempts to represent custom and tradition as 

sublime exactly because they are customary and 

traditional. Both positions are potential within the 

Enquiry. but their apparently mutually interdependent 

relation seems to complicate the straightforward 

distinction into reactionary and revolutionary which each 

position in the Revolution controversy requires. A close 

reading of the argument about language in the Enquiry 

reveals that if language achieves its sublime effects by 

transgressing the notion that words have motivated 
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relations to things it can only do so through the theory 

that language accrues affect through context. This means 

that sublimity in language is achieved through the fact 

that words carry over their affect into admittedly novel 

situations and combinations through habitual associations. 

The aesthetic which seems to arise in revolt against 

custom thus turns out to depend for its very power on a 

'revolutionary' relation to custom. 

(ii) The Semantics of the Sublime 

In his 'search for a structure beneath the vast 

epiphenomena of the sublime' (p.11), Weiskel contends that 

the 'breakdown' in representation which a theory of 

language such as Burke's entails, or the sudden 

confrontation with it, allows us to understand the 

characteristic features of the natural sublime in terms of 

a semiotic structure: 

The 'difficulty' so central in Burke, Kant, 
and others is the affective correlative of a 
semiotic discontinuity in the inexplicable 
passage between one order or discourse and 
another. A general semiotic of the sublime 
would find ... the same discontinuity between 
sensation and idea as between idea and word 
(p.17). 

As Weiskel points out, Burke's theory of language 'is 

intimately tied to the chief philosophical obsessions of 

the age, the relations between ideas (reflections) and 

sensation': 

We properly associate the divorce of res and 
verba with the program of the scientific 
moderns, to which Locke is responsive, but 
this divorce lies at the base of the sublime 
too. Scientific thinking and the aesthetic of 
the sublime are correlative expressions of an 
episteme in which order is arbitrary, a matter 
of hypothesis, or as Burke says, of custom 
(Weiske1, p.16). 
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The sublime, then, is the moment and the mode when the 

disruption between sound and sense ordinarily or 

habitually operative in language — which nevertheless 

rarely impedes its functional use — suddenly and 

disturbingly opens up as an abyss to the reading or 

writing subject, temporarily suspending the passage 

between sound and sense, and confronting the subject with 

the urgent task of making sense. Such a self is suddenly 

unsituated in and by a language it thought itself master 

of. If the 'ordinary' or habitual reading process (or 

response to nature) and its sudden disruption correspond, 

respectively, to Weiskel's first and second phases of the 

sublime, the third or reactive phase in Burke is, as we 

have seen, an energetic forcing through or removal 

(through a labour of language) of this disruption or 

difficulty. This third phase, as the counter to a crisis 

in representation, is perhaps epitomized by the Romantics' 

discovery, as Weiskel has it, of 'excitement in the making 

of meaning' (p.22). For the Romantics, as for Longinus 

and Burke in different ways, the solution and the 

terrifying delight of this moment is to metaphorize 

absence of signification into a new signifier, to figure 

terror as the sublime. 

In the early eighteenth century, the sublime's 

implicit semiotic has far-reaching ramifications; for 

Weiskel, its potential consequences stimulate the work of 

the Tory satirists: 

In their conceptions of order and of 
signification. Pope and Swift appealed 
implicitly to a scheme older than what we have 
called the classical or Lockean semiotic. In 
the traditional rhetorical doctrine of the 
humanists from whom Pope and Swift descended, 
words did imitate or participate in things; 
the authority of language, as of social order, 
was not arbitrary but natural. To confound 
words was to confound reality and to disturb 
nature as well as the social order (Weiskel, 
p.19). 
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The sublime may tamper with 'natural' meanings by 'opening 

a gap between word and thing,' or by violating the 

decorous, 'natural' order in which words are used 

(Weiskel, p.19). Burke's theory of language therefore 

distances his aesthetics and politics from Pope's and 

Swift's 'natural' conservatism (though he nevertheless has 

much in common with these early eighteenth-century 

figures), and identifies him as one of those who threaten 

nature and the social order. To sever language from 

nature by suggesting that meanings are customary is, in 

one reading, to expose the possibility that other 

meanings, and other social orders, might be equally or 

even more valid than existing ones. We can glimpse here 

some of the contradictions Burke involves himself in when 

attacking the 'indecorous,' 'unnatural' language of 1790s 

radicalism. For despite arguing, in his early work, that 

language is arbitrary rather than natural, Burke's attacks 

on the French Revolution invoke the fear, precisely, that 

to confound words 'was to confound reality and to disturb 

nature as well as the social o r d e r . I r o n i c a l l y enough, 

as a cautionary model to Burke, Pope's crusade against the 

nascent sublime's embracing the discontinuities in culture 

in the 'wrong way' — i.e. in a revolutionary way — 

reinscribes, for Weiskel. 'the very discontinuities in the 

structure of signification whose illegitimate confusion it 

protests.' This is so because irony and the mock heroic 

are themselves modes which exploit discrepancies between 

language and 'reality': 'When irony falters," Weiskel 

observes, 'Pope is in danger of lapsing (or rising) to the 

evocative writing of the true sublime, as in the nightmare 

of the last lines of the Duneiad' (PP.19-20). We will see 

that Burke's strategy of attacking the discontinuities he 

sees as characteristic of revolutionary thought itself 

exploits shifting relations between language and reality, 

and that, like Pope, his discourse is continually in 

danger of lapsing or rising (of opening himself to 
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ridicule or of figuring the Revolution as truly sublime). 

For Burke's irony often reads ironically. 

The severing of word and occasion, without loss of 

effect, means that effects may be exploited in both 

'appropriate' and 'inappropriate' ways. Burke seeks to 

guard against the misuse of language which his theory 

makes possible by claiming that when emotive words 

are put together without any rational view, or 
in such a manner that they do not rightly 
agree with each other, the stile is called 
bombast. And it requires in several cases 
much good sense and experience to be guarded 
against the force of such language; for when 
propriety is neglected, a greater number of 
these affecting words may be taken into the 
service, and a greater variety may be indulged 
in combining them (p.166). 

It is important to notice that Burke concentrates here not 

on the relation of language to 'reality' or 'nature,' but 

on relations internal to language itself. This is a 

question of distinguishing between different 'stiles,' not 

between good and bad mimesis. Burke's response — the 

only response his theory leaves open to him — is to argue 

that the sublime can be discriminated from bombast 

according to notions of 'propriety.' The ability to make 

such judgments is available only to those capable of 

adopting a 'rational view' and possessing 'much good sense 

and experience;' without these safeguards, language 

threatens to overwhelm the listener or reader. Burke's 

linguistic theory therefore requires that it be possible 

to distinguish 'bombast' from the sublime, false from true 

rhetoric, the language calculated to manipulate the reader 

improperly from the language of the heart. But if, as we 

have seen, the sublime is precisely that aesthetic mode 

which relies upon or brings about the preclusion of 

reason, good sense, and experience, it becomes impossible 

to discriminate, according to Burke's own theory, between 

the sublime and bombast. Both are antipathetic to reason 

and experience, and both appear, to a 'rational' reading. 
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as an uncoordinated series of inappropriate figures or 

emotions, 'a strange chaos of levity and ferocity' (as 

Burke would call the French Revolution). One person's 

sublime, or transcendent truth, might well be another's 

hot air or political persuasion — depending only, it 

would seem, upon the prior adoption of a 'rational' 

viewpoint or political stance. 'Propriety,' in fact, 

turns out to be not wholly distinguishable from bombast 

but simply a partial reading which refuses to rationally 

enquire into the rhetorical strategies which a discourse -

— or a socio-political custom — employs. 

There is a class aspect to this which bears upon the 

politics of the later Reflections. and is also of interest 

in relation to Wordsworth's early poetic experiments. The 

'common sort of people' are found to be particularly 

susceptible to the effects of poetry and rhetoric: 'it is 

most certain, that their passions are very strongly roused 

by a fanatic preacher, or by the ballads of Chevy-chase, 

or the children in the wood, and by other little popular 

poems and tales that are current in that rank of life' 

(Enquiry, p.61). This is so because 'it is our ignorance 

of things that causes all our admiration, and chiefly 

excites our passions. Knowledge and acquaintance make the 

most striking causes affect but little.' This justifies 

not only a patrician attitude towards 'the common people' 

— who need the guidance of men of learning and experience 

— but also allows the exclusion of alternative viewpoints 

from within the ranks of their 'betters': 'It is is thus 

with the vulgar, and all men are as the vulgar in what 

they do not understand' (p.61). There is, however, an 

ambivalence in Burke's position here because, as Ferguson 

points out, knowledge in Burke's Enquiry 'is purchased 

only by the loss of power and the loss of sublimity' 

('Sublime of Edmund Burke,' p.72). The man of taste is 

precisely excluded from the sublime experience he seeks to 

understand and control. From such an aloof position, it 

becomes at once possible and impossible to observe the 
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differences between 'popular poems and tales' and truly 

great literature — impossible because rational enquiry 

can make even Virgil appear like the chimeras of madness. 

As in Wordsworth, what on the one hand can be seen as 

a patronizing attitude, is also a common eighteenth-

century nostalgia for the essentially 'poetic' nature of 

'primitive man.' Burke's text thus seems to contradict 

itself, to be troubled by its own logic; for if the 

people's 'ignorance' renders them more liable to 

'admiration,' then they are precisely more capable than 

the cultured classes of rising as a sublime force. This 

ambivalence is especially politicized in the Revolution 

controversy since 'the people's' susceptibility to the 

sublime is at once the condition which enables their 

repression within the traditional order and that which 

makes them responsive to what I want to call the 

'republican' or 'radical' sublime offered by the 

Revolution or by revolutionary discourse. The repression 

and disenfranchisement of the people — that they are 

motivated and manipulated by power rather than knowledge -

- is precisely what makes them dangerous. (We will see 

Burke profoundly discomforted by the people's 

susceptibility to a 'fanatic' preacher's enthusiasm for 

the French Revolution.) The founding contradiction of the 

emerging social and economic order — that it represses 

and fears that class which it depends upon — therefore 

seems to find its expression in the ambiguities of the 

sublime aesthetic. 

(iii) The Sublimity and the Beauty of Language 

We have seen that Burke's aesthetics entails an 

ambivalence towards the 'primitive' and the 'civilized' 

alike; this can be seen in his distinction between 

'polished' and 'unpolished' languages: 
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It may be observed that very polished 
languages, and such as are praised for their 
superior clearness and perspicuity, are 
generally deficient in strength. The French 
language has that perfection, and that defect. 
Whereas the oriental tongues, and in general 
the languages of most unpolished people, have 
a great force and energy of expression; and 
this is but natural. Uncultivated people are 
but ordinary observers of things, and not 
critical in distinguishing them; but, for that 
reason, they admire more, and are more 
affected with what they see, and therefore 
express themselves in a warmer and more 
passionate manner (p.176). 

'Uncultivated people' are therefore both more responsive 

to the sublime and more capable of a sublime activity 

epitomized by their 'great force and energy of 

expression.' In contrast to this, French polish might 

produce a beautiful clarity but it marks a deficiency in 

strength. In a later chapter we will see that it is 

precisely this deficiency in strength which makes 

aristocratic France, in Burke's reading, unable to mount 

an effective defence against the sheer energy of the 

middle and lower classes acting in concert. At the 

moment, it is germane to note how different kinds of 

language, or language use, are characterized in the 

gendered terms of the sublime and the beautiful. If 

French has at once the 'perfection' and the 'defect' 

characteristic of polished languages, it is instructive to 

compare this with an earlier description of beauty in the 

Enquiry: 'so far is perfection ... from being the cause of 

beauty; that this quality, where it is highest in the 

female sex, almost always carries with it an idea of 

weakness and imperfection.' Women are said to realize 

this and so, to heighten their beauty, 'learn to lisp, to 

totter in their walk, to counterfeit weakness, and even 

sickness' (p.110). In this way, the Enquiry seems to 

devalue those civilized mores which make weakness the 

height of fashion, and appears to empathize, rather, with 

the 'great force and energy' of an uncultivated life and 
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language (even while being wary of its deficiency of 

judgment). 

Yet Burke also attests that beauty itself has a power 

which derives from a process akin to that of sublime 

discourse. In an insertion to the 1759 edition of the 

Enquiry. Burke answers a criticism in the Literary 

Magazine objecting to his claim that poetry does not raise 

'pictures' in the mind: 'Indeed,' Burke responds, 'so 

little does poetry depend for its effect on the power of 

raising sensible images, that I am convinced it would lose 

a very considerable part of its energy, if this were the 

necessary result of all description' (p.170). In support 

of this. Burke quotes from Homer's description of Helen 

and argues that the passage's effect is achieved not 

through particularizing her 'fatal beauty,' but through 

presenting the effect it has on the speaker. Burke 

concludes from this that 'in reality poetry and rhetoric 

do not succeed in exact description so well as painting 

does; their business is to affect rather by sympathy than 

imitation; to display rather the effect of things on the 

mind of the speaker, or of others, than to present a clear 

idea of the things themselves' (p.172). The beautiful, 

then, at least in its highest degree, seems to work in a 

similar way to the sublime in that both are determined by 

their effects rather than through details of their 

objects. Indeed, attention to such details, while not 

necessarily lessening the beauty of the object itself, 

does reduce the aesthetic experience of the beautiful. In 

their linguistic manifestations, then, neither aesthetic 

mode achieves its impact through the clarity of pictorial 

representation. Both display or induce the effect of 

things rather than presenting a clear idea of things 

themselves. 

Burke's claim that Homer's presentation of Helen 

'affects me much more than the minute description which 

Spenser has given of Belphebe' (Enquiry, p.172), as well 

as the nature of the technique under discussion, invites 
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comparisons with Burke's presentation of Marie Antoinette 

in Boulton finds it 

perhaps not surprising ... that the demand he 
makes of poetry should fairly describe the 
achievement of one of his own celebrated prose 
passages: the apostrophe to the Queen in the 
Reflections. While it might be argued 
unkindly that some of his remarks on bombast 
in the Enquiry should be applied to parts of 
the apostrophe, it remains true that his 
comments on Homer's description of Helen are 
applicable (with a change of name only) to his 
own evocation of Marie Antoinette (Boulton, 
p.Ixxxi) . 

Although Boulton would not 'unkindly' raise the 

possibility that Burke's most well-known passage strays 

into bombast, we have seen that Burke's own theory 

problematizes the distinction between great literature and 

inflated language. The following chapters in Part 11 of 

this thesis will develop a reading of Burke's apostrophe 

to Marie Antoinette which will raise this question in 

order to pose a further series of questions about the 

shifting political value of the beautiful in Burke's 

texts. This will focus particularly on the ways in which 

Helen's beauty might be 'fatal,' and ask whether the 

French queen is also in some ways a feteme fatal . 

For Burke, the beauty and the sublimity of language 

is that a person using words, 

can not only convey the subject to you, but 
likewise the manner in which he is himself 
affected by it [or, I would add, the manner 
'he' wants it to affect 'you']. Certain it 
is, that the influence of most things on our 
passions is not so much from the things 
themselves, as from our opinions concerning 
them; and these again depend very much on the 
opinions of other men, conveyable for the most 
part by words only (p.173). 

Chains of affective discourse may therefore be produced 

and opinions influenced without any reference to 'things,' 

save via the influence and opinions of other men, which 
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are themselves conveyed by discourse. The greatest 

influence can be achieved by following Burke's theory of 

the sublime (which can be as much an art of persuasion as 

a defensive mode) through taking advantage of the 

difference 'between a clear expression, and a strong 

expression': 'The former regards the understanding; the 

latter belongs to the passions. The one describes a thing 

as it is; the other describes it as it is felt. ... We 

yield to sympathy, what we refuse to description' (p.175). 

Indeed, one of the reasons for Burke's study of aesthetics 

in the Enquiry is precisely because 'a consideration of 

the rationale of our passions seems ... very necessary for 

all who would affect them upon solid and sure principles' 

(p.53). In Reflections. as I will show in the following 

chapter. Burke was not so much concerned with what the 

Revolution was but with how his countrymen felt it — not 

so much disturbed by the event itself but by the way it 

was beginning to be perceived and represented by major 

parliamentary figures as well as by radical writers. To 

intervene in this discursive activity, Burke's Reflections 

is compelled to adopt a hybrid discourse — one which can 

both deflate the revolutionary sublime through rational 

enquiry and maintain the sublimity and beauty of the 

institutions which radicalism would pry into (the British 

constitution, for example, is presented as originating in 

the mists of time and is of too mysterious a nature to 

allow rational enquiry into its workings). In De 

Quincey's terms, Burke's text weaves a literature of power 

— risking all its problematic and unpredictable effects -

- with a literature of knowledge in order to employ both 

emotive effects and epistemological clarity according to 

expediency.However. I will show that, by the logic 

developed in the Enquiry. such a textual weave produces 

not a coherent but a clashing pattern whose unpredictable 

and contradictory effects seem quite beyond the 

'intentions' we ascribe to Burke. 
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1. In showing how much the EmuixY. relies on ordinary 
language and literature as evidence, Ferguson's points out 
that 'it would ... be rather churlish to observe that 
Burke's empiricism is undone by its dependence on language 
... for the Enquiry has itself preceded us in this 
gesture' ('Sublime of Edmund Burke,' pp.67). 

2. This point is derived from Ferguson, 'Sublime of Edmund 
Burke,' p.68. 

3. In pointing out this distinction, Paul Lucas suggests 
that there is a link between Burke's early associationist 
theory of language and his later politics which attempt to 
justify existing institutions on the grounds of their 
accumulated associations ('Burke's Doctrine of 
Prescription,' p.60). 

4. Iliad. 24, [480-82], Pope's translation, 24, 590-93; 
Weiskel draws here on E.R. Dodds, The Greeks and the 
Irrational (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1951), p.5. 

5. See Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Book III, 
pp.402-524 (Pf.402-408). For a discussion of Burke's use 
of Locke in the Enquiry, see Boulton, p.lxxix and Weiskel, 
p.16; the pioneering essay in this field (which suggests 
that Berkeley is also an important influence on Burke's 
treatise) is Dixon Wecter, 'Burke's Theory of Words, 
Images and Emotions;' in 'Burke on Words,' Wilkins follows 
Wecter in showing how the Enquiry draws upon Locke in 
order to make a 'distinctly unLockean' emphasis on the 
power of obscurity. 

6. See Essay. II, PP.288-328; the fullest discussion of 
Burke's use of Locke here is Wecter, pp.170-71. 

7. For Saussure's discussion of the linguistic sign as 
made up of an arbitrary link between a sound image 
(signifier) and a concept (signified), see Coursein 
General Linguistics, pp.65-70. 

8. Paine claims to talk an open and manly language which 
deals with substantial things; Burke's social and 
linguistic order, on the other hand is criticized and made 
vulnerable precisely because it is thought to be 
arbitrary: titles represent nothing 'real,' and therefore 
'if a whole country is disposed to hold them in contempt, 
all their value is gone, and none will own them. It is 
common opinion only that makes them anything, or nothing, 
or worse than nothing' (Rights of Man, p.103). 

9. Steven Blakemore suggests that Reflections 'is 
concerned with the radical split between word and thing' 
exhibited in revolutionary action and rhetoric, while at 
the same time being aware 'of the power of the written 
word, the power of human language to change and affect 



human lives' ('Burke and the Fall of Language, p.290); 
Blakemore fails to see, however, that the radical split he 
ascribes to radicalism is already inscribed within Burke's 
theory and practice as both their enabling ground and 
their ongoing problem. 

10. See De Quincey, 'Letters to a Young Man,' pp.46-52. 
De Quincey says that the distinction was arrived at 
through 'many years' conversation with Mr. Wordsworth' 
(p.48), but we can see that Burke anticipates the idea by 
more than fifty years. De Quincey develops the 
distinction in 'The Poetry of Pope' in ways that 
importantly rework Burke's thought: 'The function of the 
first [the literature of knowledge] is — to teach; the 
function of the second [the literature of power] is — to 
move. ... there is a rarer thing than truth — namely, 
power, or deep sympathy with truth. ... What do you learn 
from Paradise Lost? Nothing at all. What do you learn 
from a cookery book? Something new, something that you 
did not know before, in every paragraph. But would you 
therefore put the wretched cookery book on a higher level 
of estimation than the divine poem? What you owe to 
Milton is not any knowledge ... what you owe is power — 
that is, exercise and expansion to your own latent 
capacity of sympathy with the infinite, where every pulse 
and each separate influx is a step upwards, a step 
ascending as upon a Jacob's ladder from earth to 
mysterious altitudes above the earth. All the steps of 
knowledge, from first to last, carry you further on the 
same plane ... whereas the very first step in power is a 
flight — is an ascending movement into another element 
where earth is forgotten. Were it not that human 
sensibilities are ventilated and continually called out to 
exercise by the great phenomena of infancy, or of real 
life as it moves through chance and change, or of 
literature as it recombines these elements in the 
mimicries of poetry, romance, etc., it is certain that, 
like any animal power or muscular energy falling into 
disuse, all such sensibilities would gradually droop and 
dwindle. It is in relation to these great moral 
capacities of man that the literature of power, as 
distinguished from that of knowledge, lives and has its 
field of action' (Confessions of an English Opium Eater, 
pp.330-32). 
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Part 11 : Lanq-uacre Aesthetics and Gender in Burke's 

Response to the French Revolution 

The second part of this thesis concentrates on the 

genesis of Reflections and on Burke's response to the 

events at Versailles on 5-6 October 1789. Chapter 4 

suggests that Burke's apprehensions about the 

Revolution result not from the nature of the event 

itself but from the way it began to be figured in 

radical discourse in England. This is particularly 

provocative for Burke since such representations seem 

to exploit a democratized version of his own 

aesthetics. Chapter 5 concentrates on the central 

'scene' of Reflections. in which Burke presents his 

version of the events at Versailles, in order to 

investigate how Burke's attempt to recruit his 

aesthetics for reactionary ends involves him in a 

series of ineradicable contradictions. Chapter 6 looks 

at the ramifications and resonances of the Versailles 

passage as Burke has recourse to a series of 

supplementary devices in order to defend the uneasy 

pact in England between the aristocracy and the 

bourgeoisie against a more vigorous alliance in France 

between bourgeoisie and 'the lower orders.' 
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Chapter 4: Struggling with the Sublime: The Genesis of 

E.ef..lec,tlons. 

(i) Resisting the Irresistible Voice of the Multitude 

In the Enquiry. the causes of the sublime might be 

various — vastness, solitude, silence, obscurity, 

power — but its characteristic effect (in its highest 

degree) is an astonishment which pre-emptively disables 

reason: 

The passion caused by the great and sublime 
in nature, when those causes operate most 
powerfully, is Astonishment; and 
astonishment is that state of the soul, in 
which all its motions are suspended, with 
some degree of horror. In this case the 
mind is so entirely filled with its object, 
that it cannot entertain any other, nor by 
consequence reason upon that object which 
employs it. Hence arises the great power 
of the sublime, that far from being 
produced by them, it anticipates our 
reasonings, and hurries us on by an 
irresistible force. Astonishment, as I 
have said, is the effect of the sublime in 
its highest degree; the inferior effects 
are admiration, reverence, and respect 
(EnauirY, p.57). 

The sublime 'anticipates' our reasonings — at once 

prefiguring and pre-empting, looking forward to and 

forestalling, reason's powers and insights. This 

implicit, though perhaps ambivalent, attack on reason 

suggests that, in Burke, the sublime is constituted in 

resistance to the Enlightenment (whereas Kant seeks to 

reconcile reason and the sublime [see 'Analytic of the 

Sublime,' pp.101-109]). But in anticipating reason, it 

seems that the sublime might have two contradictory 

social effects: if, in its highest degree, the sublime 

induces an astonishment which 'hurries us on by an 
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irresistible force,' then it seems to unleash 

potentially disruptive, unpredictable energies; on the 

other hand, its inferior effects, such as admiration, 

reverence, and respect, seem to promise and promote 

social stability. In the present chapter, I would like 

to explore how Burke comes to perceive or figure the 

French Revolution, or its discursive representation in 

England, as a sublime event of the highest degree, 

whose irresistible effect on its English 'audience' 

makes it particularly dangerous to England's inherently 

unstable alliance between aristocratic and bourgeois 

interests. At the same time, rather than conceding the 

sublime ground to radicalism. Burke seeks to employ its 

lesser mode in order to foster admiration, reverence, 

and respect for the English constitution. In 

attempting to distinguish the benevolent from the 

dangerous sublime, however, we will see that Burke is 

forced into a series of ineradicable contradictions 

which may, perhaps, account for his 'rage.' 

One particular cause of the sublime in Burke's 

treatise is 'the shouting of multitudes' which, 'by the 

sole strength of the sound, so amazes and confounds the 

imagination, that in this staggering, and hurry of the 

mind, the best established tempers can scarcely 

forebear being borne down, and joining in the common 

cry, and common resolution of the croud' (p.82). 

Accruing affect from the apocalyptic 'voice of a great 

multitude' announcing the last things in Revelation, 

this moment — once more one of sound (the substance of 

the signifier) usurping sense (the signified/reason) — 

seems to reveal a potentially democratic aspect of the 

sublime aesthetic. Boulton says that the passage might 

be 'an allusion to [Burke's] experiences during a 

student attack on the Black Dog prison which provoked 

the constable of the Castle of Newgate gaol to fire his 

cannon. The riot, on 21 May 1747, occurred during the 

period when the first draft of the Enquiry was probably 
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being written' (Boulton, p.xvii). At the same time, 

this description of the 'democratic' or 'radical' 

sublime reads like an ambivalent reaction in that the 

staggering, hurrying movement of the mind, blending 

with or borne down by the crowd's surge, represents a 

loss of individual power. In this analysis of crowd 

psychology, the power of the multitude is gained at the 

expense of individual will; the individual is perhaps 

more diminished than exalted. The crowd becomes an 

irresistible force, but at the cost of its reverence 

and respect for institutional edifices. Burke's 

ambivalence here seems characteristic of his relation 

to the sublime; it may be measured by contrasting an 

apparently similar passage in Blair's Lectures. where 

'the burst of thunder or of cannon, the roaring of 

winds, the shouting of multitudes, the sound of vast 

cataracts of water, are all incontestahly grand 

objects.' 1 

Burke's ambivalence may also be registered in his 

insistence that the crowd's cry works differently to 

the way words operate. The shouting of multitudes 

comes as an example of the sublime effects of 'Sound 

and Loudness': 'I do not mean words, because words do 

not affect simply by their sounds, but by means 

altogether different. Excessive loudness alone is 

sufficient to overpower the soul, to suspend its 

action, and to fill it with terror' (Enquiry, p.82). 

In the section on 'Words,' on the other hand, 'compound 

abstract' words are said to be 'in reality but mere 

sounds' which accrue their power through custom 

(p.165). Furthermore, in discussing 'Obscurity,' Burke 

suggests that 'so far is a clearness of imagery from 

being absolutely necessary to an influence upon the 

passions, that they may be considerably operated upon 

without presenting any image at all, by certain sounds 

adapted to that purpose' (p.60). Burke therefore tries 

to have it both ways — insisting that words do not 
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achieve their effect merely through their sounds and 

that they are most effective because their sounds work 

independently of images. We can therefore see how the 

Enquiry is fissured by the contradictions of the 

aesthetic category it tries to frame. In fact, the 

concluding paragraph of the Enquiry attempts to 

withdraw the text's more 'radical' conclusions about 

the (non-) relation between language and nature by 

reverting to the less challenging notion that the 

sublime and the beautiful are primarily concerned with 

natural objects and only secondarily with rhetoric: 

It was not my design to enter into the 
criticism of the sublime and beautiful in 
any art, but to attempt to lay down such 
principles as may tend to ascertain, to 
distinguish, and to form a sort of standard 
for them; which purposes I thought might be 
best effected by an enquiry into the 
properties of such things in nature as 
raise love and astonishment in us; and by 
shewing in what manner they operated to 
produce these passions. Words were only so 
far to be considered, as to shew upon what 
principle they were capable of being the 
representatives of these natural things, 
and by what powers they were able to affect 
us often as strongly as the things they 
represent, and sometimes much more strongly 
(PP.176-77). 

But that final clause, stepping once more beyond the 

prescribed bounds and end of Burke's treatise, seems to 

reaffirm language's power in the very act of 

subordinating it to nature — at once re-anchoring 

language to a representational function and admitting 

that it does more (or less) than simply represent. 

This ab extra which is language is therefore perhaps 

both its terror and its delight; the Enquiry, seems 

discomforted by its own drift, inadvertently producing 

'radical' as well as 'reactionary' readings of its 

privileged aesthetic category. 
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Thirty-three years after the Enquiry was published 

Richard Price, an aging dissenting minister, delivered 

a sermon, 'A Discourse on the Love of Our Country,' 

which was to transform Burke's perception of the French 

Revolution. In the text of the sermon, which Burke 

read in early 1790, Price's radical representation of 

the French Revolution invokes a similar range of 

imagery to that employed in Burke's description of the 

shouting of multitudes: 

What an eventful period is this! I am 
thankful that I have lived to it; and I 
could almost say. Lord, now lettest thou 
thy servant depart in peace, for mine eyes 
have seen thy salvation. ... I have lived 
to see the rights of men better understood 
than ever; and nations panting for liberty, 
which seemed to have lost the idea of it. -
- I have lived to see THIRTY MILLIONS of 
people, indignant and resolute, spurning at 
slavery, and demanding liberty with an 
irresistible voice; their king led in 
triumph, and an arbitrary monarch 
surrendering himself to his subjects. 
And now, methinks, I see the ardour for 
liberty catching and spreading .... 
Be encouraged, all ye friends of freedom, 

and writers in its defence! The times are 
auspicious. ... Behold, the light you have 
struck out, after setting AMERICA free, 
reflected to FRANCE, and there kindled into 
a blaze that lays despotism in ashes, and 
warms and illuminates EUROPE! 

Tremble all ye oppressors of the world! 
... Call no more (absurdly and wickedly) 
REFORMATION, innovation. You cannot now 
hold the world in darkness. ... Restore to 
mankind their rights; and consent to the 
correction of abuses, before they and you 
are destroyed together (Discourse on the 
Love of Our Country, pp.49-51). 

In this apocalyptic passage Price appropriates, in a 

number of ways, Burke's sublime aesthetic for radical 

ends. The people are figured as becoming active — 

overthrowing their own slavery — through the strength 

of a voice able to reverse the power relation between 

subjects and arbitrary monarch.^ Thus it is the 
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oppressors' turn to tremble to the very core of their 

being at the rise of the people as an irresistible 

political force. The Enlightenment is figured as fire 

and light, consuming the old order and illuminating the 

new with a momentum which gathers exponentially. Light 

becomes a liberating sublime, driving out the false, 

oppressive sublime of darkness and obscurity through 

which kings terrorize the people. In this latter 

image. Price is only slightly turning Burke's 

aesthetics: 'such a light as that of the sun,' Burke 

writes in the Enquiry. 'immediately exerted on the eye, 

as it overpowers the sense, is a very great idea.' At 

the same time, however, in a way which might provide 

provisional distinctions between 'radical' and 

'reactionary' sublimes. Burke finds that 'darkness is 

more productive of sublime ideas than light.' In fact, 

in an image he might easily have made ironic use of in 

EMiecMons, Burke goes on to suggest that 'extreme 

light, by overcoming the organs of sight, obliterates 

all objects, so as in its effect exactly to resemble 

darkness' (p.80). 

Burke's perception of the potential effects — on 

Price's immediate congregation and on the English 

people — of that 'irresistible voice' of thirty 

millions seems grounded in his early aesthetics. Price 

presents the 'voice' of the multitude, ushering in 

God's 'salvation' for the world, as at once effecting 

the Revolution and representing its most characteristic 

impulse. The Revolution is performed by the unified 

voice of the people — a performative voicing that is 

at once democratic and sublime. Price represents 

himself, and the peoples of Europe, as fervently 

aroused by, and caught up in, a spirit of emulation of 

what Wordsworth would call the 'verity' of 'a whole 

nation crying with one voice' (Prelude, 1805, X, 211-

12). Price's sermon seems calculated, according to 

Burke's own theory, to likewise stimulate his 
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congregation, and his readers, to participate in, or 

emulate, that revolutionary cry. Burke's first 

response to the storming of the Bastille was that it 

evidenced a 'spirit it is impossible not to admire' 

(Correspondence. VI, p.10), while in his aesthetic 

treatise, the shouting of multitudes — perhaps in the 

storming of another prison — almost compels the 

bystander to join in its common cry and common 

resolution. According to his own past theory and 

experience, then. Burke might recognize that the image 

of an irresistible voice of thirty millions storming 

the feudal edifice could be expected to compel others 

to join the Revolution. Of all people. Burke would be 

aware of Price's oratorical techniques and their 

potential effects; when Burke writes that 'we yield to 

sympathy, what we refuse to description' (Enquiry, 

p.175) he points to the subtle power rhetoric has over 

the individual or collective will. The point is 

developed in a way which seems uncannily apt for an 

understanding of Burke's response to Price: 

all verbal description, merely as naked 
description, though never so exact, conveys 
so poor and insufficient an idea of the 
thing described, that it could scarcely 
have the smallest effect, if the speaker 
did not call in to his aid those modes of 
speech that mark a strong and lively 
feeling in himself. Then, by the contagion 
of our passions, we catch a fire already 
kindled in another, which probably might 
never have been struck out by the object 
described (Enquiry, PP.175-76). 

Price's impassioned use of the sublime might therefore 

summon the people of England to admire and partake in 

the event — or even to emulate the French example — 

much more effectively than the event itself. This 

transforms the Revolution from an aesthetic spectacle 

at a safe distance across the English Channel into a 
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political threat to England's socio-economic order, a 

'contagion' active within the country's body politic. 

In Reflections Burke therefore needs to undermine 

the 'verity' of this democratic sublime and contrast it 

with the 'true' sublime of the English constitution. 

The metaphors in Reflections are revealing: 

Formerly your affairs were your own concern 
only. We felt for them as men; but we kept 
aloof from them, because we were not 
citizens of France. But when we see the 
model held up to ourselves, we must feel as 
Englishmen, and feeling, we must provide as 
Englishmen. Your affairs, in spite of us, 
are made a part of our interest; so far at 
least as to keep at a distance your 
panacea, or your plague. If it be a 
panacea, we do not want it. We know the 
consequences of unnecessary physic. If it 
be a plague; it is such a plague, that the 
precautions of the most severe quarantine 
ought to be established against it (p.185). 

Both panacea and plague are resisted as equally 

dangerous here. In refusing the Revolution's offer to 

cure all ills with a single dose of 'physic' (Burke 

considers England's constitution to be healthy enough 

not to need a radical cure) Burke's text operates at 

both a personal and a political level by conflating the 

human body with the body politic/* But Burke's fear of 

(England) catching the revolutionary plague seems 

haunted by the possibility that the disease might 

already have taken effect — that his proposed 

quarantine against ideas crossing the Channel might be 

wisdom after the event. 

In order to achieve his reinterpretation of the 

Revolution as a false sublime. Burke had to delimit the 

ideological possibilities of his own aesthetic 

category. In 1757-59, although the sublime was already 

implicated in politics, it was not reducible to any 

single ideological position. In the Enquiry's section 

on 'Power' the sublime is presented as potentially a 
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mode of tyranny: 'Those despotic governments, which are 

founded on the passions of men, and principally upon 

the passion of fear, keep their chief as much as may be 

from the public eye. The policy has been the same in 

many cases of religion' (p.59).^ Reading a speech 

Burke delivered in the Commons on 11 April 1794, 

Paulson argues that for Burke 'the true sublime in 

government is a mixture of fear and awe or admiration, 

whereas the false sublime, a perversion of this 

generates only fear and a grotesque energy' (Paulson, 

p.66). But in the Enquiry, the strategies of 

'legitimate' and 'illegitimate' government become 

difficult to tell apart: 'The power which arises from 

institution in kings and commanders, has the same 

connection with terror [as other forms of power, such 

as the 'natural' power of certain animals]. Sovereigns 

are frequently addressed with the title of dread 

majesty' (p.67). The sublime cannot, therefore, be 

unproblematically resorted to as a way of 

distinguishing between authentic and inauthentic 

political power, nor can it be easily divided into the 

'true' sublime and its 'perversion.' 

To complicate Burke's attempt, in 1790, to recruit 

and constrain the sublime for a single political 

position, there are passages in the Enquiry which seem 

to celebrate an overtly revolutionary sublime. One 

such celebration comes in an analysis of Satan as 

Milton's sublime revolutionary — for Burke suggests 

that one of the most sublime passages in literature is 

Milton's presentation not of God but of Satan. In 

support of this, he quotes from the description of 

Satan immediately prior to his 'revolutionary' speech 

to the fallen angels: 

He above the rest 
In shape and gesture proudly eminent 
Stood like a tower; his form had not yet lost 
All her original brightness, nor appeared 
Less than archangel ruin'd, and th'excess 
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Of glory obscured: as when the sun new ris'n 
Looks through the horizontal misty air 
Shorn of his beams; or from behind the moon 
In dim eclipse disastrous twilight sheds 
On half the nations; and with fear of change 
Perplexes monarchs (Paradise Lost. I, 589-99; 
Enquiry, p.62). 

'Here is a very noble picture,' Burke writes, 'and in 

what does this poetical picture consist? in images of a 

tower, an archangel, the sun rising through mists, or 

in an eclipse, the ruin of monarchs, and the 

revolutions of kingdoms. The mind is hurried out of 

itself, by a croud of great and confused images; which 

affect because they are crouded and confused' (p.62). 

Burke is illustrating the sublime effect of obscurity 

here, and the way it pre-empts rational enquiry; he 

claims that this is achieved through the crowding and 

confusion of the images, and that to separate them out 

would deflate much of their greatness. But at the same 

time, as the ne plus ultra of the sublime, the passage 

clusters together particular images — height, 

obscurity, eclipsed light — each one of which is a 

characteristic source of the Burkean sublime (see 

pp.57-81). But the last images — of revolution and 

the perplexing of monarchs — are most pertinent here. 

In fact, the political connotations of this passage 

were not lost on Milton's contemporaries. In his 

edition of Paradise Lost. Alastair Fowler notes that 

'the comparison [made in I, 596-99] is ironically 

double-edged; for the ominous solar eclipse presages 

not only disaster for creation, but also the doom of 

the Godlike ruler for whom the sun was a traditional 

symbol. (Thus Charles II's Licenser for the Press is 

said by To land ... to have regarded these lines as 

politically subversive.)' (p.79). It seems, then, that 

in 1757-59 the ruin of monarchs and the revolution of 

kingdoms were potentially sublime images, while in 1790 

Burke goes to great lengths to prove that they are a 
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perversion of the sublime. In addition, we can see 

that Burke's sublime was ideologically flexible in 

1757-59; in his reading of .P.ara.dis.e__Lost, the contest 

there between Christ and Satan is played out between 

one sublime and another, not between 'true' and 'false' 

sublimes. Long before Blake and Shelley, Burke 

suggests that Satan is an attractive and powerful 

figure, both poetically and politically. 

The sublime's inherently unstable ideological 

position carries over into Burke's attempt to employ it 

in Reflections. He often presents himself there as the 

representative figure of the English state, yet there 

are suggestions that he too, even as one of the 'best 

established tempers,' might have been particularly 

susceptible to that 'irresistible voice' but for the 

implications it had for England and the threat it held 

to his lifetime's work. Wo 1Istonecraft addresses Burke 

directly on this and suggestively brings out the 

ambiguities in his political stance: 'had you been a 

Frenchman, you would have been, in spite of your 

respect for rank and antiquity, a violent revolutionist 

.... Your imagination would have taken fire.' Or, she 

continues, sketching a different scenario, 'had the 

English in general reprobated the French revolution, 

you would have stood forth alone, and been the avowed 

Goliah of liberty' (Rights of Men, pp.109-10). 

WolIstonecraft attributes Burke's idiosyncrasies to 

'envy' of Dr Price's sermon, and to the fact that, 

since so many had already hailed the Revolution and 

partaken of its fame. Burke could not have gained 

sufficient distinction by simply following the general 

trend. WolIstonecraft therefore suggests that Burke 

reacts to the Revolution not solely in political ways, 

but in terms (such as the anxiety about self-esteem and 

reputation) which can be explained via his aesthetic 

category of sublimity. 
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It is possible, however, to transform 

WolIstonecraft's suggestion through a reading of the 

sublime not in terms of personal aggrandizement but as 

involving anxieties produced through discontinuities in 

the ideological position around which Burke's various 

discourses are organized. This is to see Reflections 

as structured, and deconstructed, through the 

unpredictable interplay between an historical moment in 

which social structures are in the throes of an 

unprecedented crisis and a set of discursive paradigms 

drawn from Burke's aesthetic treatise which are 

themselves deeply implicated within the origins of this 

crisis. The medical metaphors we have met with in 

previous passages — 'contagion,' 'plague,' 'panacea,' 

'physic,' 'quarantine' — operate throughout Burke's 

discourse on the sublime and on England's response to 

revolutionary doctrine. That the relation between 

France and England should be figured in terms of 

disease and health is not surprising, since the very 

ideology of Englishness was partly defined in the 

eighteenth century through constructing a sense of 

social, political, and linguistic difference with 

France.™ We have already seen that when, in 

Reflections. Burke finds that the Revolution is being 

offered as a model for England to imitate, he urges 

that 'we must feel as Englishmen, and feeling, we must 

provide as Englishmen' by resisting the Revolution 

whether it be plague or panacea. These figures become 

overdetermined when we remember the terms in which 

Burke's aesthetics of the sublime and beautiful are 

constituted in the Enquiry. where the sublime's 

reactive, 'therapeutic' phase comes as an antidote to 

the debilitating effects of the beautiful and/or the 

'noxious' possibilities of the sublime itself in its 

second phase (see Enquiry, p.136). 

Derrida's meditations on the supplement and, more 

particularly, the 'pharmakon' provide a model for 
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understanding the complexities of Burke's discursive 

dilemma at this point. Derrida's notion of the 

'pharmakon' arises from his reading of Plato, in whose 

texts it functions in a somewhat similar way to the 

supplement in Rousseau (or the sublime in Burke). 

'Pharmakon' is usually translated as 'remedy,' but to 

do so is to limit the 'textuality' of Plato's texts, 

where it functions, unpredictably, as remedy and as 

poison (much as our own concept of 'drug' is variously 

seen as humanity's greatest boon and most ineradicable 

vice) : 

when the textual centre-stage of the word 
pharmakon, even while it means remedy, 
cites, re-cites, and makes legible that 
which in the same word signifies, in 
another spot and on a different level of 
the stage, poison (for example, since that 
is not the only thing pharmakon means), the 
choice of only one of these renditions by 
the translator has as its first effect the 
neutralization of the citational play 
and ... of the very textuality of the 
translated text ('Plato's Pharmacy,' p.98). 

We will see that Derrida's dramatic metaphors here are 

particularly revealing in analysing the role Burke's 

sublime plays in his staging of the Revolution. Of 

especial interest too is Derrida's suggestion that 

hubris works as a pharmakon: 

The pharmakon is always caught in the 
mixture ... mentioned in the Philebus 
(46a), [an example] of which [is] hubris, 
that violent, unbounded excess of pleasure 
that makes the profligate cry out like a 
madman .... This type of painful pleasure, 
linked as much to the malady as to its 
treatment, is a pharmakon in itself. It 
partakes of both good and ill, of the 
agreeable and the disagreeable 
(Dissemination, p.99). 

If this seems an apt description of the contradictory 

effects of the sublime, then Derrida's suggestion that, 

in Plato, 'even beyond the question of pain, the 
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pharmaceutical remedy is essentially harmful because it 

is artificial' (p.99), helps us understand the effort, 

in Burke, to emphasize the natural status of the 'good' 

sublime as against the artificial and dangerous sublime 

of revolutionary radicalism. Articulating Reflections 

with the Enquiry, and attempting to produce the 

'citational play' which emerges between them, or the 

intertextuality of their interplay, is to see the 

sublime as at once a source of pain and a relief from 

that pain, at once a plague and a necessary panacea, at 

once the healthy habit of the English constitution, and 

the dangerous disease of revolutionary radicalism, at 

once the threat of revolution and its preventative. We 

can therefore begin to see how Burke's discourse about 

apparently discrete domains of the human sciences — 

physiology, language, politics, economics, aesthetics -

- turns out to be organized around and by a common set 

of paradigms and anxieties. Burke would keep England 

immune from France through thwarting any attempt by the 

latter to export its ideas — through an emphasis on 

the defensive agency of English customs (habitualized 

practices and/or economic barriers at a state's 

borders). Nation is isolated from nation, body from 

body. 

And yet Burke's cathartic response to the 

Revolution implies that the danger it represents has 

already infiltrated the English body politic, infecting 

it through and through. Burke's purgative resistance 

might therefore figure as the 'heroic' action of the 

sublime's third phase offered as an exemplary model to 

England's ruling classes. Burke represents himself as 

standing aloof from the sublime effect of Price's 

rhetoric — in particular contrast to the 'common sort 

of people' who, in Burke's theory, are thought 

particularly susceptible to the rhetoric of such 

'fanatic preachers' as Richard Price. Burke does this 

by attempting to transvalue the Revolution into a 
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wholly terrible and/or ridiculous event, and thereby 

produce either recoil or ironic distance in his more 

sophisticated readers. To deflect or deflate his 

readers' tendency to admire the Revolution, Burke would 

turn it from the sublime to the ridiculous, from a 

'high' to a 'low' dramatic genre. He does this, for 

example, by representing the National Assembly, as 

acting out 'the farce of deliberation' before the 

people like 'the comedians of a fair before a riotous 

audience' (Reflections. p.161). But it may be that the 

sublime and the ridiculous are not opposites, but 

different readings of the same; the need to ridicule 

might be precisely a measure of an adversary's 

sublimity. 

(ii) Gazing with Astonishment at a French Struggle for 

Liberty 

Burke's response to the Revolution is never static but 

an activity of reading which changes with shifts in the 

ways the Revolution is discursively produced. I want 

to trace these shifting responses in order to register 

more clearly Price's impact on Reflections. Burke's 

earliest known reference to the Revolution comes almost 

three months before Price's sermon in a letter to Lord 

Charlemont, dated 9 August 1789: 

As to us here our thoughts of every thing 
at home are suspended, by our astonishment 
at the wonderful Spectacle which is 
exhibited in a Neighbouring and rival 
Country — what Spectators, and what 
actors! England gazing with astonishment 
at a French struggle for Liberty and not 
knowing whether to blame or applaud! The 
thing indeed, though I thought I saw 
something like it in progress for several 
years, has still something in it 
paradoxical and Mysterious. The spirit it 
is impossible not to admire; but the old 
Parisian ferocity has broken out in a 
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shocking manner. ... What will be the Event 
it is hard I think still to say. To form a 
solid constitution requires Wisdom as well 
as spirit, and whether the French have wise 
heads among them, or if they possess such 
whether they have authority equal to their 
wisdom, is to be seen; In the mean time the 
progress of this whole affair is one of the 
most curious matters of Speculation that 
was ever exhibited (Correspondence. VI, 
p . 1 0 ) . 

The Revolution is presented here as a sublime event 

with characteristic features and effects: the thoughts 

of those who gaze upon it are 'suspended' by 

'astonishment;' it is paradoxical and mysterious, a 

moment of theatre or 'Spectacle,' a matter 'exhibited' 

for 'Speculation' which leaves its spectators not 

knowing whether to blame or applaud/* Burke seems to 

adopt a double role, simultaneously gazing with 

astonishment and taking up the stance of a man of 

taste, speculating on the outcome of this 'curious 

matter' and attempting to distinguish between what is 

admirable and what 'shocking' (notably 'the old 

Parisian ferocity' — presumably that of the 'mob' who 

had stormed the Bastille). There are many parallels 

between the images and strategies of this letter and 

those of the famous passage in Reflections which it 

seems to anticipate. Yet before moving on to that 

passage, I want to stress that, in representing it as 

'impossible not to admire,' and as suspending 'thoughts 

of everything at home,' Burke's letter constructs the 

Revolution in ways which he would soon present as its 

principal danger. In the letter 'England' and 'us 

here' are figured as astonished spectators hesitating 

whether to blame or applaud, whereas in Reflections 

Burke fears that English spectators might become active 

participants in an English revolution while the ruling 

classes stand by bemused. While the early response is 

at once admiring and speculative, the later and more 
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agitated reaction refuses to admire or speculate and 

seems calculated to alert England's ruling classes to 

actively resist the spectacle's dangerous power. Such 

a shift from passive admiration to active resistance 

(rather than active participation) is vital if 

revolutionary impulses originating from either side of 

the Channel are to be successfully resisted; in this 

new scenario. Burke will represent hesitation as fatal. 

I want to show that this shift in Burke's attitude is 

precipitated not by the course of revolutionary events 

in France, but by shifts in the way the Revolution is 

represented not only in radical discourse but even in 

the House of Commons itself. We will see that Burke's 

desperate remedy is that of attempting to divide the 

sublime into remedial and poisonous aspects utterly 

opposed to one another. 

The personification in Burke's letter of the 

'nation' as an individual 'gazing with astonishment' at 

France's travails will take on added significance. For 

the processes of individuation in which the sublime 

functions can be transposed into nationalist terms; 

reinforcing a notion of Englishness in the coming 

crisis involves, or will involve, not only keeping the 

Revolution's plague or panacea at bay, but excluding or 

disenfranchising internal dissenting voices (such as 

that of the Revolution Society, a club which met 

annually to celebrate the English Revolution and which, 

through such figures as Richard Price, made what was 

for Burke a dangerous equation between 1688 and 1789). 

I therefore suggest that Burke's successive 

representations of the Revolution increasingly work to 

(re)constitute a consciousness of bourgeois nationhood 

(on the model of the bourgeois self) through the 

process of gazing on the dramatic spectacle of a 

neighbouring nation in crisis. The nearer the 

Revolution presses (through being admired in the House 

of Commons as well as by English radicals) and the more 



172 

England participates in that crisis, the more urgent 

this individuation becomes (since what functions as an 

impetus to individuation can destroy the individual if 

it presses too near). If, as I have argued, the 

eighteenth-century sublime is both the means through 

which the bourgeois self is ambiguously reassured after 

Locke's emptying out of the soul and one of the 

precarious agencies through which its political 

structures are sustained, the approach of the French 

Revolution precipitates a crisis in bourgeois politics 

and aesthetics which might yet. by the paradoxical 

logic of the sublime, be exploited to rejuvenate the 

aristocratic-bourgeois alliance. 

Working towards a re-examination of the passage in 

Reflections, of which the letter to Lord Charlemont can 

seem a first draft, I will continue to trace the turns 

in Burke's response as the Revolution itself, and its 

perception in England, shifts from moment to moment. 

Since, as the editors of the Correspondence claim, 

'Burke's reply to Depont's letter of 4 November ... is 

his first important judgement on the French Revolution' 

(VI, p.39), and since its recipient is also the nominal 

addressee of Reflections, it is important to pay the 

letter some attention. In its early paragraphs. Burke 

seems to rehearse once more the 'astonishment' he would 

exhibit in Reflections. But in this letter to a 

Frenchman active within the Revolution the sublime 

metaphors are transposed into the decorous language of 

polite correspondence: 

You may easily believe, that I have had my 
Eyes turned with great Curiosity to the 
astonishing scene now displayed in France. 
... Things indeed have already happen'd so 
much beyond the scope of all speculation, 
that persons of infinitely more sagacity 
than I am ought to be ashamed of any thing 
like confidence in their reasoning upon the 
operation of any principle (Correspondence, 
VI, P.41). 
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Whether Burke's decorous reserve is meant or not — and 

he does go on to reason at some length about the 

forming of a constitution in France — the astonishment 

and the temporary inadequacy of reason characteristic 

of the sublime are transposed here into (perhaps 

ironic) gestures of polite manners. And that the 

majority of the letter is an informed attack upon the 

National Assembly's structure and actions, via a calmly 

worked-out account of his own philosophy of 'Liberty,' 

suggests, again, that the Revolution has not yet 

pressed too close for comfort. Burke's criticisms of 

the proceedings across the Channel are not stimulated 

by their potential threat to England but by the 

likelihood that the French have not 'recover'd freedom' 

— that they 'may have made a Revolution, but not a 

Reformation' (VI, p.46).^ 

Two recent accounts of the transition between this 

letter and Reflections are instructive for my own 

thesis. Boulton finds 'the germ of the Reflections' in 

the letter to Depont in that it anticipates the 

conceptions, if not the passion, of the published work 

(Language of Politics, pp.75-76), while O'Brien argues 

that the 'sagacious and memorable admonitions' of the 

letter, are 'in no way inconsistent with the 

Reflections — which contain several passages in the 

same strain — but the fire of that great tract has not 

yet been kindled. Nor is there yet any note of alarm' 

(O'Brien, p.15). For Boulton, that fire would be 

kindled by the rhetorical descriptions of the 

Revolution's own kindling flame in the sermon Price 

delivered to the Revolution Society on 4 November 1789, 

while the 'final incentive' was that society's 

'congratulatory letter to the National Assembly' 

(Language of Politics, p.76).* Boulton informs us that 

Burke's 'first opportunity to declare his views' after 

reading the sermon and the letter 'came in the 

parliamentary debate on the Army Estimates, on 9 
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February. In this speech he was concerned with the 

French example to England. The comparative calm and 

rational approach to the subject in the letter to De 

Pont ... gives way to an impassioned denunciation of 

the chaos and barbarism in France, on lines which 

exactly foreshadow the Reflections' (pp.76-77). 

O'Brien writes a similar scenario: 'Up to the end of 

1789 ... [Burke] remains detached, and little moved.' 

O'Brien quotes from a letter, written in December, in 

which Burke seems able to think of the French 

Revolution as a pleasant distraction from the more 

painful situation within England: 'perhaps the follies 

of France, by which we are not yet affected may employ 

ones curiosity more pleasantly, and as usefully, as the 

depravity of England which is more calculated to give 

us pain' (O'Brien, p.16, quoting Burke to Francis, 

Correspondence. VI, PP.55-58). Thus the condition of 

England, rather than France, seems to be Burke's main 

source of anxiety through this period — as, indeed, it 

would be in the 'crisis' itself. For O'Brien, the 

transition between this letter and Reflections is 

registered in the letter to an unknown correspondent 

(who, according to the editors of the Correspondence, 

might have been Paine) which was probably written in 

the latter half of January 1790. In other words, the 

letter's composition may well have been interrupted by 

Burke's reading of Price's Discourse on the night he 

came up to London for the meeting of Parliament on 21 

January/' 'In that letter,' O'Brien writes, although 

'he is more philosophical, or teleological, about the 

situation in France than he is ever to be again,' it 

ends on 'a new note of concern' (O'Brien, p. 17) : 'I see 

some people here are willing that we should become 

[Voltaire's and Rousseau's] scholars and reform our 

state on the French model. They have begun; and it is 

high time for those who wish to preserve morem majorum, 

to look about them' (Correspondence, VI, p.81). The 
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new note of concern, then, arises because 'some people 

here .... have begun' to spread revolutionary 

principles in England itself, threatening the manners 

and customs inherited from the past. Those who would 

preserve this inheritance ought therefore to be on the 

alert, to hesitate no longer. 

Burke's first public stance against the French 

Revolution is made all the more urgent because 

prominent and influential Whigs and Tories alike had 

admired or expressed hope for the future of the French 

example in Parliament — Fox saying that he 'exulted in 

it from feelings and from principle,' and Pitt that he 

looked forward to the new France 'as one of the most 

brilliant powers in Europe.'^'-' Suddenly the danger is 

at work not only in the Revolution Society (which 

included Members of Parliament in its numbers), but 

even in the House of Commons. In the Speech on Army 

Estimates Burke therefore warns the House, in a flood 

of adjectives, that the danger 'is one of being led 

through an admiration of successful fraud and violence, 

to an imitation of the excesses of an irrational, 

unprincipled, proscribing, confiscating, plundering, 

ferocious, bloody, and tyrannical democracy.' He asks 

the members to consider 'how they would like to have 

their mansions pulled down and pillaged, their persons 

abused, insulted, and destroyed; their title deeds 

brought out and burned before their f a c e s . T h i s is 

the stuff of Reflections. The risk for England has 

become one of admiring the Revolution too uncritically 

— which would be dangerous on two counts: either 

through the possibility that spectators might be so 

carried along by the Revolution that they begin to 

think of imitating it in England; or that their 

admiration of events across the channel might distract 

attention from similar revolutionary movements nearer 

to home — i.e. that their 'thoughts of every thing at 

home [might be] suspended.' The members of the House 
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are therefore 'brought to their senses' by having the 

Revolution figuratively and graphically introduced into 

their own homes as a threat to both their property and 

their 'persons.' From finding it 'impossible not to 

admire' the spirit of the Revolution in the letter to 

Lord Charlemont in August, Burke now warns against 'an 

admiration of successful fraud and violence;' from 

treating the Revolution as a distraction from thoughts 

at home, he now attempts to make his audience aware 

precisely of the dangers the Revolution represents to 

the Englishman's 'home.' The Revolution, until now a 

sublime event because kept at one remove, is suddenly 

treated as if it presses too close; becoming variously 

sheer terror or a perversion of the sublime, it is no 

longer delightful but noxious. Or, rather, the danger 

is that Englishmen are beginning to perceive the 

Revolution as a sublime event worthy to be admired and 

imitated. Burke's perspicuity here is perhaps 

heightened by the suggestion that he too seems capable 

of seeing the Revolution in these terms — there seems 

to be a certain relish in these images of what 

revolution would mean in England which suggests that 

his discourse is somehow implicated within and 

attracted by it in ways he would be reluctant to admit. 

To turn to the famous passage in Reflections is to 

see how this new context radically transforms the 

responses we have seen in the letters to Lord 

Charlemont and Depont: 

It looks to me as if I were in a great 
crisis, not of the affairs of France alone, 
but of all Europe, perhaps of more than 
Europe. All circumstances taken together, 
the French revolution is the most 
astonishing that has hitherto happened in 
the world. The most wonderful things are 
brought about in many instances by means 
the most absurd and ridiculous; in the most 
ridiculous modes; and apparently, by the 
most contemptible instruments. Every thing 
seems out of nature in this strange chaos 
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of levity and ferocity, and of all sorts of 
crimes jumbled together with all sorts of 
follies. In viewing this monstrous tragi-
comic scene, the most opposite passions 
necessarily succeed, and sometimes mix with 
each other in the mind; alternate contempt 
and indignation; alternate laughter and 
tears; alternate scorn and horror (PP.92-
93) . 

This is an important but difficult passage for readers 

of Burke. Even though he is one of Burke's modern 

admirers, Boulton interprets it as betraying a certain 

persuasive strategy or positioning of the reader: 

'There is little doubt that Burke intended the reader 

to be assaulted by opposing sets of values from the 

outset until the climactic illustration, the barbarous 

treatment of the royal family, preceding the apostrophe 

[to Marie Antoinette]' (Language of Politics, p.106). 

It is possible, however, to read this passage as 

symptomatic of the way Burke's project is impelled to 

figure the Revolution as something to be rejected 

(literally) from the body politic, kept at one remove 

as a noxious or perverse version of the sublime. In 

the letter to Lord Charlemont, 'astonishment' is 

triggered by the 'wonderful Spectacle' of 'a French 

struggle for liberty;' in Reflections. the Revolution 

is astonishing because it violates the principles of 

cause and effect: 'wonderful things' are brought about 

— in a disruption of political and aesthetic order — 

by 'means,' 'modes,' and 'instruments' that are 

'absurd,' 'ridiculous,' and 'contemptible.' Such a 

disparity between cause and effect, appearance and 

reality, suggests that these relations, rather than 

being naturally motivated, are not only conventional 

but appallingly arbitrary. This is more than a 

philosophical crisis; it is also a socio-political one, 

because it challenges and overturns traditional social 

hierarchies. It demonstrates that representative 

figures are not always 'naturally' fitted to represent 
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a country and that people traditionally considered 

unfit to participate in political processes are capable 

of having significant effects on the state. Burke 

would have his readers perceive the enormity and the 

absurdity of this and so displays it as a 'monstrous 

tragi-comic scene,' a 'strange chaos of levity and 

ferocity, and of all sorts of crimes jumbled together 

with all sorts of f o l l i e s . A t once monstrous and 

tragi-comic, terrible and ridiculous, the Revolution is 

presented as violating aesthetic categories. Burke 

therefore condemns the Revolution in Aristotelian terms 

as bad drama, as a breach of propriety which 

necessarily has chaotic and unpredictable effects on 

nations and individuals a l i k e . W i t h o u t precedent, 

abusing established genres, the Revolution is a chaotic 

jumble of the terrible and the ridiculous — an event 

to recoil from or laugh at, but certainly not one to 

admire or imitate. The ambivalence of the sublime 

moment — its 'delightful horror' — is temporalized as 

a succession of the 'opposite' passions of terror and 

contempt which 'sometimes mix' but which are not 

suspended in ambivalence and do not cohere: contempt, 

laughter, and scorn alternate with indignation, tears, 

and horror.^* Nevertheless, if, as we have seen, the 

sublime is a motion as well as a moment, a temporal 

movement from fear to contempt, then Burke's attempt to 

separate two distinct notions of sublimity — the 

healthy sublime and its perversion — unwittingly shows 

that such a distinction is self-defeating. Indeed. 

Weiskel's formulation of the sublime experience, via 

Kant, as 'a rapidly alternating repulsion and 

attraction produced by one and the same Object' 

(p.105), is remarkably akin to Burke's attempt here to 

identify the Revolution as a perversion of the sublime. 

It seems impossible, in the sublime's own terms, to 

distinguish the unimaginable from the nonsensical save 

by a recourse to questions of propriety which are 
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themselves problematized by the aesthetic category they 

are brought in to constrain. If the Revolution opens 

up an appalling rift between cause and effect, 

appearance and reality, then we have seen that the 

sublime's 'semiotic' structure is, precisely, the 

conventional nature of such relations. In this complex 

juncture, the sublime accounts both for the wholesome 

and its perversion, the cure and the disease, the 

counter-revolution and the revolution itself. I would 

therefore argue that in presenting the Revolution in 

this way Burke's risk is precisely that the Revolution 

might emerge as a sublime movement, an ongoing process 

which threatens, against Burke's best intentions, to 

mobilize what he notoriously refers to as 'a swinish 

multitude' (Reflections. p.173). And yet Burke cannot 

help but take this risk; he is forced to contest the 

sublime ground, even though it cannot help but undo his 

project. 

If the 'mob,' however contemptible, has somehow 

been able to effect 'the most wonderful things' and has 

revealed itself as capable of overthrowing political 

states, this might be 'out of nature' but it is 

precisely immanent within Burke's theory of the 

sublime. Burke presents himself as terrified by the 

enactment on the political stage of the most extreme of 

the possible denouements of his own political and 

aesthetic plot. As in the earlier letter, he adopts a 

double role in this passage. As a critical spectator, 

he represents this jumble of crime and madness as if he 

were an aloof judge; and yet in doing so he adopts the 

part of the man of taste whose experience and habit of 

reasoning precisely prevent him from knowing whether 

what he views is truly sublime or mere madness. Like 

the rational view which cannot differentiate between 

Virgil and the chimeras of madness. Burke is left 

unable to know whether this is the most sublime or most 

insane event that has ever happened. His own 
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aesthetics, in fact, make it impossible to make such a 

distinction, while, in political terms, there is no 

absolute or disinterested position from which to argue 

that a bourgeois revolution is admirable while a 

democratic revolution (which is how Burke perceived the 

French Revolution) is lamentable. At the same time, of 

course. Burke has to try to make a distinction, and 

needs to present it as an absolute one. He does so by 

the introduction of a third term, a supplement which is 

supposed to guarantee the difference between the 

natural and the monstrous, the panacea and the plague, 

beneficial reform and dangerous revolution. In the 

following chapters we will see that it is to custom 

that Burke turns in an attempt to fuse the sublime and 

the beautiful with traditional forms and practices in 

order to ward off the extreme possibilities of the 

sublime, resisting its democratic momentum by 

attempting to reforge an alliance between the 

bourgeoisie and the aristocracy, the ('true') sublime 

and the beautiful. That this might be an uneasy 

alliance is, of course, implicit in his early political 

aesthetics as well as in the socio-economic context of 

late-eighteenth-century Britain. The second role which 

Burke plays in this scene, however, is apparently quite 

the reverse of the first, since he represents himself 

as participating in this 'great crisis, not of the 

affairs of France alone, but of all Europe, perhaps of 

more than Europe.' The possibility of distinguishing 

between 'actors' and 'spectators' posited in the letter 

to Lord Charlemont no longer applies. No one is immune 

from the Revolution, whether it be infection or 

inspiration. 

Rather than writing the same psychologized drama 

we have seen O'Brien and Boulton pen, and rather than 

repeating the psychoanalytical trauma Paulson maps, I 

have sought to demonstrate that the shifting 

configurations in Burke's texts participate within 
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changes not of 'the event itself' but of discursive 

productions of that event. We have seen that what has 

become Burke's most famous response to the Revolution 

is by no means his initial one but appears with this 

sudden transformation, within and through discourse, of 

a distant political curiosity into an enemy which 

threatens the very substance of England's socio-

political order. The problem that this 'infectious' 

influence poses, I suggest, is that it transgresses the 

boundaries between political bodies and between scene 

and spectator, stage and house (both the audience of a 

theatre and the House of Commons), revealing that the 

danger is within the 'house' or 'body' itself — that 

it is both heimlich and unheimlich at one and the same 

time.^^ From this point on Burke figures the 

Revolution in certain ways that seem intended to 

achieve certain effects, but Burke's text is itself 

affected and infected by the discursive representations 

it seeks to intervene within. Burke himself takes on 

the role of script writer, director, and principal 

protagonist against this infectious revolution. 

According to Peter Hughes, he thereby becomes 'the 

embodiment of his own notion of the sublime, a dynamic 

performer we are meant to respond to with fear and 

wonder. He becomes the chief actor in a drama that he 

has also staged and written' ('Originality and Allusion 

in the Writings of Edmund Burke,' p.41). He also takes 

on, I have suggested, the role of drama critic; as 

such, he seems to relinquish, paradoxically, the 

possibility of discriminating whether the Revolution, 

or his own production of it, is good or bad drama, 

truly or falsely sublime. And yet, his participation 

within this drama belies the idea that, as a man of 

taste, he can hold it at one remove; indeed, the very 

attempt to do so seems to indicate the Revolution's 

sublime power. But Hughes's suggestion can be taken a 

step further; if Burke becomes the chief actor in this 
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drama, he stages and writes it not with complete 

artistic freedom, but at the behest of the double play 

of his own sublime category. Although, in the Enquiry, 

that aesthetic category is constituted as being at one 

and the same time the noxious threat and the defensive 

reaction. Burke is forced by historical circumstances 

to try to separate those moments into villain and hero, 

plague and panacea. As such, his textual discourse is 

directed and produced by the paradoxical logic of the 

ph&rmakon. Burke emerges as directed by the textual 

play of his own text in its interplay with its 

historical moment; Burke's attempt to limit this play 

is precisely symptomatic of the possibility that his 

text is infected through and through by, in Derrida's 

metaphors, the 'citational play' of the pharmakon; 

however centre-stage he tries to make the good sublime 

its own logic means that it 'cites, re-cites, and makes 

legible that which in the same word signifies, in 

another spot and on a different level of the stage, 

poison' (Dissemination, p.99). 

(iii) The Democratic Sublime 

Having sought to establish in his readers' minds how 

'monstrous' the Revolution is. Burke attempts to 

position their reactions to those representations, such 

as Price's, which construct the Revolution as a 'true' 

and 'democratic' sublime: 'It cannot however be denied 

[he writes after the passage just examined], that to 

some this strange scene appeared in quite another point 

of view. Into them it inspired no other sentiments 

than those of exultation and rapture' (p.93). For 

Burke the idea of a democratic sublime would have been 

as unthinkable as the trend he was witnessing of Whig 

aristocrats and politicians increasingly embracing 

radical ideas. And yet, as we have seen, the 
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democratic sublime is an inescapable reading of his own 

formulation of the aesthetic category. 

The most obvious and influential examples of the 

'democratic sublime' are to be found in Paine's Rights 

of Man. which consistently figures the Revolution in 

sublime terms: 

In the declaratory exordium which prefaces 
the Declaration of Rights, we see the 
solemn and majestic spectacle of a Nation 
opening its commission, under the auspices 
of its Creator, to establish a Government; 
a scene so new, and so transcendently 
unequalled by anything in the European 
world, that the name of a Revolution is 
diminutive of its character, and it rises 
into a Regeneration of Man (Rights of Man, 
p.136). 

The Revolution — or the scene of its writing — is 

therefore a dramatic moment in which human beings are 

raised to a genuinely sublime stature which will 

overturn the reign of terror perpetrated by traditional 

governments. And yet, in a striking fashion, this 

attempt to displace Burke's 'reactionary' 

representation of the Revolution can also be read as in 

many ways repeating Burke's central terms. Paine's 

emphasis, for example, on the unprecedented nature of 

the Revolution — which is one of the conditions of its 

sublimity — already has its precedent in Reflections. 

The emphasis, too, on the Revolution as a 'spectacle' 

and a 'scene' shows how Paine shares Burke's conception 

of it as a dramatic moment. That he repudiates Burke 

for doing precisely this shows how Paine works within 

the same theatrical paradigms as his adversary and 

tries (like Burke but in reverse) to construe the 

Revolution as good rather than bad drama. Paine's 

refutation of Burke therefore turns out to be curiously 

dependent upon Burke's own terms; their apparently 

polarized interpretations of the Revolution use, 

invoke, or are informed by, a set of aesthetic 
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paradigms which find their focal point in Burke's mid-

eighteenth-century aesthetic treatise. In other words, 

the democratic or radical sublime seems to be caught up 

within the same perplexing logic as Burke's; to 

differentiate between the 'true' sublime of the 

Revolution and the 'false' sublime (the arbitrary 

terror) of traditional governments is to repeat Burke's 

central dilemma. In Paine's reading. Reflections is at 

once an expression of personal fear and an attempt to 

instil that fear into as many influential readers as 

possible in order to energize a defensive counter-

revolution; his suggestion that 'certain ... persons 

... dread the example of the French Revolution in 

England' therefore seems particularly acute — as does 

his description of Reflections as 'Mr Burke's tribute 

of fear' (Rights of Man, p.68). Terror becomes at once 

a subjective emotional reaction and a rhetorical device 

calculated to achieve a certain effect. Radical 

thought seems to concur in figuring the Revolution in 

sublime terms (though it is also offered as a beautiful 

event) but attempts to minimize its terrible or noxious 

aspect. Paine's intervention attempts to transvalue 

the Revolution's political and aesthetic status by 

stressing that while it is a terror to courts and 

courtiers, it is a blessing to people in general 

(Rights of Man, pp.160-61). Thus Paine would 

distribute the terror and the delight of the sublime 

moment between different class positions or political 

interests, making the Revolution terrible to courtiers 

alone and both sublime and beautiful to ordinary 

people. These exchanges between Burke and Paine, then, 

show them struggling not only over different 

representations of the Revolution but over different 

conceptions of the sublime. In this textual encounter, 

the sublime is apparently split, however 

problematically, into its radical and reactionary 
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aspects — each aspect being constituted through 

viewing the other as a perverted version of itself 

(iv) Immunizing the System 

In the attempt to neutralize the effects of Price's 

sermon. Burke accuses the dissenting minister of 

affecting himself with his own rhetoric — of passing 

an emotive fiction upon himself — and implicitly warns 

Price's readers not to be similarly seduced 

(Reflections. pp.156-59). Burke grafts part of the 

passage from Price's sermon quoted above into his own 

text in order to contest and neutralize it. It is said 

to be at once an outbreak of 'rapture,' and a 'stage 

effect' calculated to arouse the imagination of the old 

preacher 'grown torpid with the lazy enjoyment of sixty 

years security' (pp.156-57). In effect. Burke presents 

Price's Discourse as an auto-affective practice, 

intended to 'tone up' its author's torpid imaginative 

fibres. But this makes the effects of Price's sermon 

exactly like those of the sublime in the Enquiry. To 

criticize a discourse as a 'stage-effect' cannot be 

used to discredit its aspirations towards the sublime. 

In discrediting Price's Discourse in these terms, 

Burke's comments seem an equally apt critique of his 

own sublime aesthetic in 1757-59, as well as of his own 

use of it in 1790. It is impossible to tell, however, 

whether Burke's criticism of Price operates to 

discredit the 'radical' sublime as a counterfeit of the 

'authentic' sublime, or whether it marks a rejection 

(unconscious or otherwise) of the sublime itself. This 

is partly because Burke seems, at various points, to do 

both these things, and partly because, as we have seen, 

the problem of distinguishing between authentic and 

inauthentic sublimity is precisely inherent within the 

discourse of the sublime itself. 
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The insertion (or inoculation) of Price's text 

into the 'body' of Bje_tie.C..t..LQ.DS — as a supposedly 

controlled dose of that which it at once fears and 

would overcome or become immune to — is perhaps 

dangerously to repeat the internalization of the 

revolutionary impulse in the body politic (and in the 

textual body) which Burke is trying to expel. 

Although Burke says elsewhere in Reflections that 

whether revolutionary doctrine be panacea or plague. 

Englishmen will have nothing to do with it, his text 

nevertheless supplements itself, fortifies its 

constitution, through inoculating or grafting portions 

of that doctrine into its own body, resorting to a 

pharmakon which is at once panacea and plague. Burke's 

problem is that he is compelled to do this — he needs 

to neutralize Dr Price's dangerous physic — but is 

thereby caught up within the supplement's or 

pharmakon's perplexing drama. Such an 'inoculation' — 

internalizing the alien infection in order to become 

immune to it — is precisely a sublime dynamic, an 

injection and/or introjection of the 'external' danger. 

But this is not a chance inclusion of that which Burke 

would exclude, for 1 am arguing that the revolutionary 

impulse is always already within Burke's text and that 

his attempt to repress and control 'Price' is a figure 

for insurrections at work 'within' Reflections as well 

as within English society. For we have seen that the 

'deconstruction' of the opposition between within and 

without is the very structure of the sublime moment: 

'This ambiguity of participation in an ideal which is 

greater than the psyche — beyond and at the same time 

within — may be met on every page of Kant's account' 

(Weiskel, P.93). It is not, then, that Burke 'chooses' 

to represent the Revolution as sublime (or as a false 

sublime), but that its historical and textual moment 

necessarily precipitates the sublime's distinctive, 

disturbing, and deconstructive momentum. 
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The effects of these textual manoeuvres in 

Reflections are therefore paradoxical and potentially 

opposite to what are assumed to be Burke's intentions. 

If the recoil from terror is equivalent to the self-

defensive action of the sublime moment, there is a 

danger for Burke that his text will make the Revolution 

seem sublime — that he will provoke admiration rather 

than terror. Burke's rhetoric — at once horrified and 

fascinated by the terror it figures — may therefore 

inadvertently produce a fascinated horror in its 

readers. Paulson analyses the strange double movement 

of Burke's rhetoric by suggesting that 'Burke could 

come to terms with the Revolution by distancing it as a 

sublime experience, even while denying its sublimity 

and realizing that it might not keep its "distance"' 

(Paulson, p.67). The French Revolution could be 

admired at a distance during its first few months, but 

after Price it suddenly seemed to press too close, 

literally, to the 'body' and 'constitution' of the 

organic state. Indeed, since the enemy was already an 

enemy within, Burke's late texts are far more concerned 

with the Revolution's implications for England than for 

France. Thus Burke's full title. Reflections on the 

Revolution in France. and on the Proceedings in Certain 

Societies in London Relative to that Event, indicates 

how his text is as much concerned to engage with those 

'proceedings' as with the French Revolution itself. 

Indeed, in October of 1790, while Reflections was in 

press. Burke could write of it to a French counter-

revolutionary as 'the little Book which I have written 

on the Revolution Society' (Correspondence, VI, p.141). 

The same anxiety about the precise location or 

origin of the revolutionary impulse — whether it can 

be kept at a comfortable distance or whether it already 

infects the body politic — is presented even more 

'histrionically' in the first Letter on a Regicide 

Peace (1796): 'I certainly should dread more from a 
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wild cat in my bed chamber, than from all the lions 

that roar in the desarts behind Algiers. But in this 

parallel it is the cat that is at a distance, and the 

lions and tigers that are in our ante-chambers and our 

l o b b i e s . I t is evidence of the power of Burke's 

imagery that these revolutionary predators reappear not 

only in Blake, but perhaps more significantly in 

Wordsworth's attempt to conjure up dread in himself at 

the scene of the September massacres — which becomes 

'a place of fear ... / Defenceless as a wood where 

tigers roam' (Prelude, 1805, X, 80-82).^^ Paulson 

reads this passage in Letters on a Regicide Peace as 

evidence of 'the sublime in which Burke himself is 

participating,' rather than his use of the sublime for 

ideological ends: 

While regarding the Revolution as a false 
sublime. Burke sees the terrors of 
something like the sublime experience as a 
warning to Englishmen who might see the 
Revolution as beautiful. ... He does not 
want the Revolution to produce 'delighted 
horror' because he intends for its 'pain 
and terror to be so modified [by contact 
with reality] as to be actually noxious.' 
He does not want his reader to feel safe: 
the tiger is not in Pegu but in London. In 
terms of Longinus's definition of the 
sublime. Burke has failed if he 'carries 
his hearer ... not to persuasion but to 
ecstasy,' since he seeks to convince him 
that the Revolution is a clear and present 
danger (p.71; the parenthesis is 
Paulson's). 

This is to posit that a text's effects are a matter of 

calculation, and that they can be known and recognized 

by author and reader. As a 'psychoanalytical' reader, 

Paulson is supposedly qualified to recognize the 

difference between defence and persuasion, and to be 

able to situate himself outside the reading effect. 

But it is perhaps significant that Paulson misreads and 

misquotes Burke here: in the Enquiry. the sublime is a 
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'delightful' not a 'delighted' horror and is clearly 

distinguished from the beautiful (whereas Paulson seems 

to confuse them). The passage Paulson quotes actually 

reads as follows: 'if the pain and terror are so 

modified as not to be actually noxious ... they are 

capable of producing ... a sort of delightful horror' 

(Enquiry. p.136, my emphasis). In other words, as we 

saw in an earlier chapter, it is an unmodified or 

unmediated contact with 'reality' that makes terror 

noxious rather than sublime. At the same time, we have 

also seen that this same passage in the Enquiry can be 

read as suggesting that the noxious or unwholesome 

aspect is a necessary spur to the sublime's purgatory 

response and that it is therefore problematic to 

attempt to extricate the sublime from 'something like 

the sublime.' 

Recasting Paulson's account, then, it is possible 

to map how, in 1790, Burke counters the delight and 

admiration which might be stimulated by the radical use 

of his own aesthetic category by figuring the 

Revolution as a false sublime — as variously a savage 

terror or a ridiculous fraud. Terror would be expected 

to stimulate readers' anxiety, keeping the Revolution 

at one remove, and repressing the revolutionary spirit 

within England itself, while ridicule would help 

maintain a certain ironic distance. At the same time, 

Burke's representation of the Revolution often reads 

like the 'true' sublime — perhaps because he seeks to 

provoke admiration for Reflections. One of the 

problems which his rhetoric exposes him to is therefore 

how to impress his readers while denigrating his 

subject matter. To figure the Revolution as a sublime 

experience in order to distance it might easily have 

the political effect, precisely, of encouraging 

revolution in England through admiration. This would 

be to foster revolution as an internal threat to 

England — and hence to Burke as England's 



190 

representative man. But to deny the Revolution's 

sublimity, to make it sheer terror because it will not 

keep its 'distance,' would spur Burke's readers to 

'recoil' and work to remove it — which is precisely 

the labour of the sublime. It seems, then, that the 

unstable dynamics of the sublime moment problematize 

the distinction between defence and persuasion; Burke's 

text seems caught UP in an inescapable double-bind in 

which defence and persuasion have contrary effects to 

those 'intended,' each of which seems implicated within 

and makes urgent the other. Reflections can therefore 

be read as if caught UP in the same repetitive cycle it 

would attribute to the Revolution, alternating 

confusedly between terror and the sublime, delight and 

ridicule, each immediately compelling its opposite. 

Reflections begins to read like a self-sustaining 

oscillating system in perpetual motion. Forced by 

Price's text to figure the Revolution in his own 

aesthetic terms. Burke has to respect a precarious 

threshold: playing with terror is dangerous precisely 

because it is so close to the sublime and can therefore 

have unpredictable effects. If Burke fails if he 

'carries his hearer ... not to persuasion but to 

ecstasy,' it often seems difficult to tell the 

difference. In the House of Commons, as well as in 

Reflections. Burke's own language can often and 

unpredictably 'sink' to the ridiculous or 'rise' to the 

sub1ime. 

(v) Fanning the Conflagration 

In terms of his own theory of language. Burke has 

learnt to fear the power of words because they can be 

used for any political end or effect. But in 

attempting to control the effects of emerging radical 

discourse, Burke's own text turns out to be a part of 
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that effect, drawing attention to it and fanning the 

conflagration. In the Introduction I pointed out that 

the immediate effect of Reflections was, paradoxically, 

to become, as Chandler puts it, 'the occasion of [the 

English Jacobin movement's] greatest flowering' 

(Wordsworth's Second Nature. p.17). The positive 

stimulus of Reflections is referred to by many 

contemporary radical writers, who suggest that it 

enabled them to perceive the rhetorical strategies of 

reactionary politics for the first time. Olivia Smith 

notes, for example, that John Thelwall 'claimed that he 

did not consciously hold a political position until he 

read the Reflections' (Politics of Language. p.36). In 

saying that Burke had written 'the most raving and 

fantastical, sublime and scurrilous, paltry and 

magnificent, and in every way most astonishing book 

ever sent into the world,' Thelwall appropriates 

Burke's own formulations about the Revolution and makes 

Reflections itself that astonishing event which 

produces, simultaneously or in rapid succession, 'the 

most opposite p a s s i o n s . I n this way Ref lections is 

made analogous to the Revolution — or at least to 

Burke's representation of it — through their common 

paradoxical effects; both are guilty of impropriety, 

both violate the proper confines of genre. Burke's 

rhetoric is turned back upon itself; the effect of his 

text is said to parallel the effect Burke claims the 

Revolution had on him. These effects inevitably run 

beyond Burke's control — for as Thelwall goes on to 

claim, Reflections 'made more democrats, among the 

thinking part of mankind, than all the works ever 

written in answer to it. 

This paradoxical and contradictory effect is 

registered in other examples of radical responses to 

Reflections. On 14 July 1791, at a dinner to celebrate 

the second anniversary of the French Revolution, the 

Revolution Society, together with the Society for 




