
 

Edmund Burke, from Reflections on the Revolution in France 

It is now sixteen or seventeen years since I saw the queen of France, then the 

dauphiness, at Versailles; and surely never lighted on this orb, which she hardly 

seemed to touch, a more delightful vision. I saw her just above the horizon , 

decorating and cheering the elevated sphere she just began to move in—glittering 

like the morning-star, full of life, and splendor, and joy. Oh! what a revolution ! 

and what an heart must I have, to contemplate without emotion that elevation and 

that fall! Little did I dream when she added titles of veneration to those of 

enthusiastic, distant, respectful love, that she should ever be obliged to carry the 

sharp antidote against disgrace concealed in that bosom; little did I dream that I 

should have lived to see such disasters fallen upon her in a nation of gallant men, 

in a nation of men of honour and of cavaliers. I thought ten thousand swords must 

have leaped from their scabbards to avenge even a look that threatened her with 

insult. --But the age of chivalry is gone.--That of sophisters, oeconomists, and 

calculators, has succeeded; and the glory of Europe is extinguished forever.  

 

 

The very idea of the fabrication of a new government is enough to fill us with 

disgust and horror. We wished at the period of the Revolution, and do now wish, to 

derive all we possess as an inheritance from our forefathers. Upon that body and 

stock of inheritance we have taken care not to inoculate any scion alien to the 

nature of the original plant. All the reformations we have hitherto made have 

proceeded upon the principle of reverence to antiquity; and I hope, nay I am 

persuaded, that all those which possibly may be made hereafter, will be carefully 

formed upon analogical precedent, authority, and example. 

  

 In the famous law of the 3rd of Charles I., called the Petition of Right, the 

parliament says to the king, “Your subjects have inherited this freedom,” 

claiming their franchises not on abstract principles “as the rights of men,” 

but as the rights of Englishmen, and as a patrimony derived from their 

forefathers. Selden, and the other profoundly learned men, who drew this 

Petition of Right, were as well acquainted, at least, with all the general 

theories concerning the “rights of men,” as any of the discoursers in our 

pulpits, or on your tribune; full as well as Dr. Price, or as the Abbé Sieyès. 

But, for reasons worthy of that practical wisdom which superseded their 

theoretic science, they preferred this positive, recorded, hereditary title to 

all which can be dear to the man and the citizen, to that vague speculative 

right, which exposed their sure inheritance to be scrambled for and torn to 

pieces by every wild, litigious spirit. 
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