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 Nicholas Hudson 9

Johnson and Revolution

Nicholas Hudson

In May 1687, King James II commanded the bishops and clergy of his 
kingdom to read aloud, for the second time, his Declaration of Indulgence on two 
consecutive Sundays. For many of the king’s most ardent supporters, beleaguered 

by his repeated assaults on England’s most revered institutions, this was the last straw. 
Contrary to his own promises, James had speedily prorogued a Tory parliament for 
failing to adhere strictly to his wishes. He had suspended Commissioners of the Peace, 
many belonging to England’s oldest landed families, for not pledging to engineer a 
new Parliament packed with Catholics and loyal supporters. He had forced Catholic 
masters and presidents on colleges at Oxford University, the bastion of Toryism, even 
in defiance of their ancient statutes. Conversion to James’s beloved Catholicism had 
become virtually a prerequisite for advancement in his government and even for high 
appointments in the army and civil service. Now he wished the clergy of the established 
church to proclaim aloud from their pulpits that, while he was sorry that they were not 
all Catholics, he had decreed an end to all prohibitions against any religious group to 
full participation in the state. Superficially, this sounded very liberal indeed. But even 
most Protestant dissenters suspected that they were being treacherously seduced to 
support James’s efforts to enfold England in the arms of Rome and France. For staunch 
Anglicans, such as William Sancroft, the deeply Tory Archbishop of Canterbury, James 
had betrayed his vows to protect the established church and was plainly commanding 
them to act illegally. Sancroft and six other bishops approached the king at Westminster 
Palace on their knees, humbly beseeching him to relieve them of this duty.

Instead, the enraged king sent the bishops to the Tower to await trial for sedition. 
As the seven bishops sailed down the Thames from Westminster to the Tower, they 
were surrounded by boats full of well-wishers who asked their blessings. A delegation of 
Puritan divines visited the bishops in their confinement, thanking them for supporting 
the Protestant religion. The courtroom at their trial was filled with England’s political 
and social elite, and when the king’s packed jury pronounced the bishops not guilty, 
the cheer from the court emanated like waves over London. Everywhere bonfires were 
lit and effigies of the pope were set alight; bewigged Cavaliers embraced black-hatted 
Puritans in the street; everywhere, at least half-a-century of civil war and vicious 
sectarian strife dissolved in an epiphanic moment of national solidarity. James realized 
he had gone too far. For several months, he bargained for time, promising regular 
parliaments and the repeal of his most autocratic measures. Secretly, he planned 
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10 Johnson and Revolution

his retreat, and as leading Tories and Whigs penned an invitation to his estranged 
daughter and son-in-law to invade England, he escaped in December 1688 towards 
France, throwing the Great Seal of office into the Thames. He was at first stopped at 
the coast, but escaped again, leaving London and his kingdom to William and Mary.1

For people of the eighteenth century, the events that I have described were known 
as the “Revolution,” a term which stood less for a kind of political process than for this 
particular historical juncture. I will later return to Johnson’s appropriate definition of 
“revolution” in the Dictionary, but here it is: “Change in the state of a government or 
country. It is used among us, κατ’ εξοχήν, for the change produced by the admission 
of king William and queen Mary.” 2 Johnson’s use of the Greek term for “pre-eminently” 
(κατ’ εξοχήν) indicates that, by 1755, he realized that the word “revolution” had already 
gained a wider currency in political discourse. It no longer meant just the accession of 
William and Mary, though the English label clearly influenced its later and broader use. 
In 1779, the United States Continental Congress issued a defense of what it called the 
“American Revolution,” asserting that the former colonies had affirmed the principles 
of the Revolution of 1688 and implying that Britain had betrayed its own revolutionary 
values.3 In 1792, Condorcet declared that what he called the “French Revolution” was 
“exactly similar to that of the English,” except that the French had finished the job that 
the English had failed to complete.4 By the late eighteenth century, in other words, the 
word “revolution” had ramified and abstracted itself in ways that, ironically, made the 
Revolution of 1688 seem like not much of a “revolution” at all. Inspired by successive 
American, French, Russian, and Chinese revolutions, and having wandered through 
many a Plaza de la Revolution, political scientists have since developed a literature 
devoted to defining, in abstract terms, what actually counts as a “revolution.” 5 For 

 1 My account relies a great deal on Tim Harris, Revolution: The Great Crisis of the British Monarchy, 
1685–1720 (London: Penguin, 2007). It does not seem, however, that modern historians differ in factual 
details in significant ways from Thomas Babington Macaulay’s History of England from the Accession of James 
II, which I use here from the Everyman edition (London: J.M. Dent; New York: E.P. Dutton 1906), even if 
historians disagree about his political interpretation of these events. 

 2 Samuel Johnson, A Dictionary of the English Language on CD-ROM, ed. Anne McDermott 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996).

 3 United States Continental Congress, Observations on the American Revolution (Philadelphia, 
1779). See especially the letter written by the Congress to George III, and reprinted, 13.

 4 Jean-Antoine-Nicolas de Caritat, Marquis de Condorcet, Reflections on the English Revolution of 
1688, and that of the French (London: Printed for James Ridgway, 1792), 1, and throughout.

 5 Helpful as general surveys of debates in political history and political science are Charles Tilly, 
European Revolutions 1492–1992 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1993); and Stephen K. Sanderson, Revolutions: A 
Worldwide Introduction to Political and Social Change (Boulder, Colo.: Paradigm, 2005). For scholars of the 
British eighteenth century, the interest of these studies lies in their fundamental disinterest in eighteenth-
century Britain, an age preoccupied with ideas of “revolution.”
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 Nicholas Hudson 11

reasons that I will explain, the Revolution of 1688 seldom makes the cut.6 Though the 
English arguably invented the term in its nascent political sense, it is a very fusty English 
person indeed who would expound today, over his or her pint, about the glories of 1688. 
The historical denigration of the Revolution of 1688 crosses many political lines. For 
Marxist historians in the tradition of Christopher Hill, the real “English Revolution” 
occurred not in 1688 but in 1642, when the rising bourgeoisie appropriately rose up 
to decapitate the monarchy and abolish the House of Lords.7 For these historians, the 
Revolution of 1688 was an afterpiece, a dramatic confirmation of a structural change 
that had already occurred. At the other end of the political spectrum, J.C.D. Clark has 
denied that any revolutions occurred between 1642 and 1832 because England remained 
fundamentally an ancien régime.8 William III and subsequent monarchs, he claims, 
might be deemed even more powerful politically than Charles I, who discovered that 
his power was actually very little. Interestingly, even one important tradition of Whig 
interpretations of the Revolution of 1688 concedes, similarly, that this event was not 
essentially revolutionary, for it only reaffirmed the ancient rights and constitution of 
England in the face of James’s tyrannical innovations. This position, very common in 
Johnson’s day, found its way into Thomas Babington Macaulay’s History of England 
(1848–1859) which, despite its title, is mostly a history of the Revolution of 1688 and 
the reign of William III. For Macaulay, William was a great hero because he restored 
and protected, rather than changed, the English constitution undermined by Charles 
II and his brother James. Flighty Frenchmen might have real revolutions, but Britons 
(and maybe heroic Dutchmen) instead bullishly resist assaults on freedoms written in 
the blood-line of the Anglo-Saxon race.

These debates about what counts as a genuine “revolution,” and whether Britain 
ever had one, are not the subject of the following essay. Our abstractions and definitions 
indeed beg the question of why, whatever we think, English, Welsh, Scots, and Irish 
people of the eighteenth century generally believed that something transformative had 
occurred when William marched peaceably into London in December 1688. In the 
words of such an astute observer as David Hume in his History of England (1754–1762), 

 6 The status of the Revolution of 1688 as a genuine revolution has recently been defended by Steven 
Pincus in 1688: The First Modern Revolution (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009).

 7 See Christopher Hill, The Century of Revolution, 1603–1714, 2nd ed. (London and New York: W.W. 
Norton, 1980). The legacy of Hill’s attitudes is obvious in Terry Eagleton, Rape of Clarissa (Oxford: Blackwell, 
1982), 1, where 1688 confirms a total dominance of the “bourgeoisie.” 

 8 See J.C.D. Clark, English Society, 1688–1832: Ideology, Social Structure, and Political Practice during 
the Ancien Regime (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985); and Revolution and Rebellion: State and 
Society in England in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1986). 
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12 Johnson and Revolution

“The revolution forms a new epoch in the constitution.” 9 Even those, including Hume, 
who believed that the Revolution confirmed or clarified an ancient division of powers 
declared that the nation had leapt to a new plateau by this very act of elucidation. They 
also recognized that the Revolution could be interpreted in many different ways, and 
that debates about the nature and significance of the Revolution did not belong merely 
to dusty archives explored by historians like us. For them, the historical text of 1688 
was fertile with innumerable political possibilities, a fertility that Burke confronted 
in his Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790), a book about how, essentially, 
the Revolution of 1688 had been dangerously misinterpreted. Interpretations of the 
Revolution indeed acted as a barometer of political allegiance, segregating not only 
Whig from Tory, but increasingly Whig from Whig, Burke’s “Old Whigs” from the 
radical members of Revolution Societies.

Positioning Samuel Johnson within this gamut of opinion thus elucidates his 
ideological relationship to the past, present and future of Britain. Johnson actually 
had a great deal to say about the Revolution of 1688, and his views, while not always 
free from evasion and misconstruction, represent a singular and thoughtful reaction 
to this great event, contributing to our abiding historical dialogue about the nature 
of revolution itself. In recent scholarship, Johnson’s understanding of the Revolution 
has generally been subordinated to an affiliated yet separate issue, his attitudes to 
Jacobitism and the exiled Stuart family. This is a distinct issue because one could 
support the need to replace James II while continuing to deny the strict legitimacy of 
William III, an admittedly awkward and even illogical position adopted by five of the 
seven famous bishops, and most non-jurors. Moreover, one could admit the necessity 
of the Revolution, yet continue to regret that it had occurred. This regret stemmed not 
from an adherence to the early Stuart doctrine of the divine right of kings, but from 
an anxiety that replacing even an intolerable king had severely undermined popular 
respect for government, shaking the very foundations of the social order. This position, 
as I will argue, seems very close to Johnson’s, at least in his mature years. There is 
virtually no evidence that Johnson ever seriously believed in the divine right of the 
Stuarts. My reader might recall Johnson’s jokey defense of divine right when, having 
said to a pretty young woman “My dear, I hope you are Jacobite,” 10 he was obliged to 
explain himself to her annoyed father. Yet, in the Vinerian law lectures that he co-
wrote with Sir Robert Chambers, jure divino is identified with an “age of prejudice and 

 9 David Hume, The History of England from the Invasion of Julius Caesar to the Revolution of 1688, 
6 vols. (Indianapolis, Ind.: Liberty Classics, 1983–1985), 6:531.

10 Boswell’s Life of Samuel Johnson, Together with Boswell’s Journal of a Tour to the Hebrides and 
Johnson’s Diary of a Journey into North Wales, ed. George Birkbeck Hill, rev. L.F. Powell, 6 vols. (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1934–1950), 1:430 (hereafter cited as Boswell’s Life).
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ignorance” when law-makers found it necessary to “invest the king with something of 
a sacred character” in order to secure obedience.11

I should clarify that Johnson’s denial of the divine right of kings does not imply 
that he was therefore a Whig or a “liberal.” Johnson’s commitment to the need to 
maintain reverence for kingship represents a central tenet of his political attitudes, 
especially after 1760—that capital date—when Johnson moved from an Opposition 
stance to the position of George III’s supporter. In the following essay, I will present 
evidence towards the argument, professedly controversial, that the young Johnson 
was, in fact, closer to Whiggism than the older “Tory” known to Boswell. That is, he 
moved not away, but towards, views that might be misconstrued as Jacobite. For this 
reason, it is not surprising that Jacobite readings of Johnson tend to rummage through 
statements Johnson made in Boswell’s hearing during the last two years of his life 
when, sick and disillusioned, he reflected on the damage done to monarchial authority 
by the Revolution. Viewed against this amorphous political background, Johnson’s 
political attitudes seem far from static, and his growing distrust of certain radical Whig 
interpretations of the Revolution far from atavistic. Indeed, they seem in many respects 
highly prescient, for one can almost imagine the ghost of Johnson whispering to his old 
friend Burke in 1790: “I told you so.” Near the end of the following essay, I will again try 
to summon the ghost of Johnson to tell us about the French Revolution.

I have emphasized a moving political backdrop: in connection with the Revolution, 
Johnson reacted to a climate of opinion that progressed through a number of successive 
phases. The first of these phases marked the very minting of the word “revolution” in a 
political sense, leading, gradually, to the proud declaration of this term by Americans 
in 1776 and by the French in 1789. It has been often noted that “revolution” originally 
referred to the movement of the earth around the sun, and that this astronomical term 
therefore denoted not transformation, but rather a return to the beginning, the status 
quo ante.12 This etymology is not strictly accurate. My scan through some two thousand 
titles containing the word “revolution” between 1640 and 1790 suggests, indeed, that 
very few applied this term to political events before 1688, after which there occurred an 
explosion of extensions of this originally astronomical term not only to political events 
in Britain but to upheavals in the ancient and modern worlds. Before 1688, the most 

11 Sir Robert Chambers and Samuel Johnson, A Course of Lectures on the English Law: Delivered at 
the University of Oxford, 1767–1773, ed. Thomas M. Curley, 2 vols. (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 
1986), 1:154.

12 See Vernon F. Snow, “The Concept of Revolution in Seventeenth-Century England,” Historical 
Journal 5 (1962): 167–174; J.R. Western, Monarchy and Revolution; the English State in the 1680’s (Totowa, N.J.: 
Rowman and Littlefield, 1972), 1; Harris, Revolution, 34.
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14 Johnson and Revolution

common appearance of the word “revolution” was in the title of an almanac published 
from 1654 until the 1730s, Richard Saunders’s Apollo Anglicanus: The English Apollo; 
Assisting all Persons in the Right Understanding of this Years Revolution. As one would 
expect from an almanac, this annual publication did not interpret the revolution of the 
sun as merely a return to the beginning, but as the inauguration of a new phase, of a 
different orientation of universal forces. Every year delivered a new schedule of tides 
and weather, a new prognosis of days of sickness and health, of opportunity or danger, 
all meticulously charted by Saunders (who actually died in 1675) and by his surviving 
cohorts. Even in its etymological roots, then, “revolution” meant not the same thing all 
over again, but a whole new phase of the sun.

“Revolution” implied something more: it suggested that forces beyond human ken, 
the rotation of planets, perhaps the mysterious operations of God Himself, controlled 
human events. Here let us think back to the narrative of the Revolution that opened this 
essay. Immediate reactions to the occurrences of 1687 to 1689 emphasize an unexpected, 
even miraculous, confluence of events. No one had expected James II merely to run 
away; no one had thought that a Calvinist Dutchman, invited by both Whigs and 
Tories, would arrive virtually unopposed to a metropolis filled with citizens, waving 
oranges at the end of sticks. The very day of William’s landing at Torbay, November 
5, seemed strangely providential, for this was the anniversary of the Gunpowder Plot, 
and one day after William’s birthday. The very winds had changed course to secure the 
Prince of Orange’s safe arrival. The belief that the Revolution signaled an act of God, 
a “deliverance” allowed through a strange reconfiguration of forces, played handily 
into Whig justifications of this dynastic change. This Whig interpretation would be 
summarized in 1725 by Laurence Echard, the first author to write a history of England 
under his name alone: “If England had been govern’d at that Time by any other Popish 
Prince and Ministry, it wou’d have met with no Deliverance at all; and if that Deliverance 
had been wrought by any other Person, than he that did effect it, the Benefit had never 
been of any settled or lasting Duration.” 13

Echard is a fine and neglected historian in ways that this citation might not 
immediately suggest: he understood the Revolution and all great events in English 
history as moments when long-standing pressures in the state found vent at an 
instant when personalities and historical contingencies arrived at an apt and critical 
conjuncture. Echard, an Anglican priest, predictably attributed these moments not to 
Fortune, but to acts of God. His interpretation of the Revolution nevertheless strikes 
me as defensible in modern, secular terms. The Revolution might never have occurred; 
it did occur, to crystallize Echard’s implication, because James was very foolish, and 
William was not. Yet the notion that the Revolution had ignited for reasons beyond 
human agency could also have a strong Tory and even Jacobite application. A doctrine 

13 Laurence Echard, The History of the Revolution, and the Establishment of England in the Year 1688 
(London: Printed for Jacob Tonson, 1725), 271.
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preached at many an Anglican pulpit of the seventeenth-century, as by Bishop Sancroft, 
was the duty of passive obedience and non-resistance to the king. If events forced 
even Sancroft to ride passively down the Thames to the Tower, then he was not really 
“resisting,” and the Revolution implied nothing at all about the rights of the “people” to 
resist a monarch who had breached the supposed contract to serve and protect them.

The attempt to square the Revolution with the doctrine of non-resistance, 
and, indeed, with yearnings for a Jacobite restoration, came to a head when Henry 
Sacheverell delivered his inflammatory sermon The Perils of False Brethren at St. Paul’s 
on November 5, 1709. Whig and lower-Church outrage against this sermon focused 
less on Sacheverell’s hatred of dissenters, the “false brethren” whom he portrayed as 
inherently seditious, than on his alleged suggestion that the Revolution involved no 
resistance at all. As the Whig Lord Lechmere argued at Sacheverell’s impeachment, the 
people had, of course, “resisted” the king at the Revolution, “Thereby plainly founding 
that Power, and Right of Resistance which was exercised by the People at the time of the 
happy Revolution, and which the Duties of Self-Preservation and Religion call’d upon 
them to, upon the Necessity of the Case.” 14 Sacheverell responded that if the Revolution 
resulted from “necessity,” then it implied no actual “resistance.” 15 He had by no means 
impugned the Revolution, as charged, but merely insisted that it was a “necessary” 
event that did not establish resistance to a bad monarch as a constitutional principle. 
Looking back to the letter of his sermon, Sacheverell had indeed preached exactly this, 
even attributing the doctrine of non-resistance to William himself. In his declaration 
upon landing at Torbay, the Prince of Orange had after all denied that he was resisting 
James, and meant only to permit the English Parliament to make what decisions it 
wished.16

Here we have entered into the terrain of heavy metaphysics, if not equivocation. 
Does complying with “necessity,” or an act of God, imply agency or establish any 
principles for future action? Johnson, in any event, hated metaphysics. Although 
the idea of “necessity” informs virtually every statement that he made about the 
Revolution, as we will see, he would not tolerate any cant denying that the English 
people actively resisted the measures of James II. As he wrote in his “Introduction to 
the Political State of Great Britain” (1756), published in The Literary Magazine when 
Johnson remained fully in opposition to the Newcastle administration, “the necessity 
of self-preservation . . . impelled the subjects of James to drive him from the throne.” 
Of particular importance here are the active verbs: “believing that there was no religion 
without popery,” he explained, James “impelled” the people to “drive” him from the 

14 The Tryal of Dr. Henry Sacheverell (London: Printed for Jacob Tonson, 1710), 34.
15 Ibid., 11–12.
16 See Henry Sacherverell, The Perils of False Brethren both in Church and State (London: Printed for 

Henry Clements, 1709), 11–12.
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16 Johnson and Revolution

throne.17 James was “driven from his palace,” he wrote in The False Alarm (1770).18 
In other words, Johnson had no truck with Sacheverell’s attempts to portray the 
Revolution as an event lacking in human agency; he remained far closer to the position 
upheld by Sacheverell’s impeachers, who insisted that the Revolution was indeed an act 
of defiance.

Moreover, Johnson found no trouble in attributing this agency to the people, the 
“subjects of James.” Boswell recorded this disquisition in 1775: “We, who thought that 
we should not be saved if we were Roman Catholics, had the merit of maintaining our 
religion, at the expense of submitting ourselves to the government of King William, (for 
it could not be done otherwise).” 19 Plainly, necessity, in Johnson’s opinion, did not entail 
lack of resistance. His trenchant realism on this issue helps to explain his statement that 
“I never . . . knew a non-juror who could reason,” much praised in Lord Macaulay’s 
History.20 How could a logical person both help to overthrow a king and yet remain 
loyal to that king, the case of most original non-jurors? At a later stage, particularly at 
the Hanoverian Succession, how could one abjure a reigning monarch whose authority 
made one’s personal livelihood or prosperity achievable? Johnson’s criticisms of non-
jurors stress the danger of exposing oneself to poverty and consequent criminality on a 
principle that, as he implies, hardly ranks as a matter of life and death.21

Nevertheless, Johnson also shared the early Tory hostility toward those who wished 
to extend the story of the Revolution into a justification of contractual kingship and 
the principle of resistance itself. He was indeed inclined to avoid language that glorified 
the Revolution of 1688. Here we might return to his definition of “revolution” in his 
Dictionary: “Change in the state of a government or country. It is used among us, κατ’ 
εξοχήν, for the change produced by the admission of king William and queen Mary.” 
This definition hardly sparkles with patriotic zeal, as remarked by his critics. “What 
noble words!” jeered Wilkes in The North Briton, “what a bold, glowing expression!” 22 
Johnson did indeed appear to spice up the definition in his 1773 revision of the Dictionary 

17 Samuel Johnson, “An Introduction to the Political State of Great Britain,” in Political Writings, in 
The Yale Edition of the Works of Samuel Johnson, ed. Donald J. Greene, vol. 10 (New Haven and London: Yale 
University Press, 1977), 142 (hereafter cited as Political Writings).

18 Political Writings, 342.
19 Boswell’s Life, 2:341.
20 Boswell’s Life, 4:286. See Thomas Babington Macaulay, History of England from the Accession of 

James II, 4 vols. (London: J.M. Dent & Sons; New York: E.P. Dutton and Co., 1906), 3:59 and Macaulay’s note. 
Macaulay adds that Johnson made the rather perplexing exception of Charles Leslie, who played virtually no 
part in the Revolution of 1688.

21 See Boswell’s Life, 2:321–322, and Johnson’s reflection on Elijah Fenton’s “perverseness of integrity” 
for refusing to take the oaths at Cambridge, “Life of Fenton,” in The Lives of the Poets, ed. Roger Lonsdale, 4 
vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2006), 3:89.

22 The North Briton, no. 12 (August 21, 1762).
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by adding an illustration from, of all places, Charles Davenant’s economic treatise, A 
Discourse upon Grants and Resumptions: “The late revolution, justified by its necessity, 
and the good it has produced, will be a lasting answer.” This sounds more enthusiastic, 
and even hints that the Revolution did serve as a constitutional precedent. Johnson 
must have known, however, that Davenant had been a strong supporter of James, and 
that, though finally reconciled to the Revolution Settlement, long endured the official 
stigma of Jacobitism. Moreover, Johnson had edited Davenant’s original passage. Here 
is what Davenant wrote: “The late revolution, justified by its necessity, and the good 
it has produced, will be a lasting answer to all that foolish doctrine [emphasis added].” 
The “foolish doctrine” that Davenant meant was the “wrong principles of unlimited 
obedience due to the unlimited exercise of power”—that is, the doctrine of passive 
obedience.23 There are many reasons why Johnson may have made this change. Perhaps 
he wished merely to be concise. It does seem significant, however, that he chose to 
remain silent and ambiguous on what exact “answer” the Revolution had provided.

A similar kind of grudging ambiguity often characterized Johnson’s depiction of 
the principal actors in the Revolution. At times, he expressed considerable disdain 
for James II’s failures as a king. In The False Alarm, he referred to “the dangerous 
bigotry of James.” 24 In “Life of Waller,” he describes James as having embarked on a 
“holy war” against the English church, and obviously approves of Waller’s spirited 
defense of Anglicanism to the monarch’s face.25 Clearly, Johnson did not believe a word 
of James’s proclaimed tolerance for all religions, as pretended in the Declaration of 
Indulgence. In “Life of Sprat,” he broached another notorious innovation of James’s 
reign, his creation of an Ecclesiastical Commission to prosecute those who defied 
the royal will in religious matters. For reasons of “interest or obedience,” as Johnson 
observes, the Anglican Bishop Sprat sat on this commission along side others such as 
Judge Jeffries, the villain of the Bloody Assizes. Sprat, though, refused to participate 
in the commission’s campaign against those who refused to read the Declaration of 
Indulgence, which Sprat himself had recited only with extreme reluctance, his hands 
shaking on the pulpit, according to Macaulay’s colorful description.26 “Further he 
refused to go . . . ,” wrote Johnson, “he wrote to the lords and other commissioners a 
formal profession of his unwillingness to exercise that authority any longer.” This, as 
Johnson went on, spelled the end of James’s hated commission.27 Pace J.C.D. Clark, 

23 Charles Davenant, The Political and Commercial Works of that Celebrated Writer Charles 
D’Avenant, ed. Sir Charles Whitworth, 5 vols. (London: Printed for Jacob Tonson, 1771), 3:16.

24 Political Writings, 342.
25 Lives of the Poets, 2:42.
26 Macaulay, History of England, 2:145.
27 Lives of the Poets, 2:186.
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18 Johnson and Revolution

such descriptions of the Revolution hardly seem like “studied neutrality.” 28 Indeed, 
Johnson’s remarks on the events of James’s reign occasionally approach satire. In “Life 
of Dryden,” he remarked as follows on this poet’s celebration of the birth of the Prince 
of Wales, the future Old Pretender, very near the end of James’s reign: “Now was the 
time for Dryden to rouse his imagination, and strain his voice. Happy days were at 
hand, and he was willing to enjoy and diffuse the anticipated blessings.” This is followed 
by perhaps Johnson’s most withering statement on the vanity of Jacobite wishes. “A few 
months passed after these joyful notes, and every blossom of popish hope was blasted 
for ever by the Revolution.” 29

This sounds very decisive. On the other hand, it would be inaccurate to construe 
Johnson’s most damning remarks on James as a celebration of the Revolution or an 
endorsement of what his Whig contemporaries called “Revolution Principles.” Johnson 
could also express considerable sympathy for those who remained loyal to James, even 
after all he had done. He applauds Sprat for “manfully” standing up for his deposed 
master after the Revolution.30 Johnson could even sound curiously sympathetic to 
James II. James “was not ignorant of the real interest of his country,” he wrote in “An 
Introduction to the Political State of Great Britain,” for “he desired its power and its 
happiness, and thought rightly, that there was no happiness without religion.” James’s 
only great mistake, Johnson suggested, was in “very erroneously and absurdly” 
thinking that “there was no religion without popery.” 31 Indeed, it is Johnson’s loyalty 
to the established church that dominates his statements about the “necessity” of the 
Revolution. At no point does he mention other serious allegations against James II—
that this king used his supposed “dispensing” power to override the laws of England, 
that he connived and cheated to fill great offices with incompetent sycophants, that he 
increasingly collaborated with the imperial designs of Louis XIV. Johnson had virtually 
nothing good to say about the Whig heroes of the Revolution. He apparently admitted 
to Rev. Robert Maxwell that these Whigs, unlike modern Whigs, were not without 
principles.32 On the subject of the great Dutch deliverer, Johnson showed very little 
propensity to be grateful. He reflected repeatedly on William’s “gloomy sullenness,” his 
“brutality,” his narrow preoccupation with war and the interests of his native Holland.33

28 J.C.D. Clark, Samuel Johnson: Literature and English Cultural Politics from the Restoration to 
Romanticism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 234.

29 Lives of the Poets, 2:105–106.
30 Lives of the Poets, 2:186.
31 Political Writings, 142.
32 See Boswell’s Life, 2:117.
33 See Political Writings, 342; review of The Account of the Conduct of the Dowager Dutchess of 

Marlborough (Gentleman’s Magazine, May 1742), in The Works of Samuel Johnson, LL.D., 11 vols. (Oxford: 
Talboys and Wheeler; London: W. Pickering, 1825), 6:6–7; “Life of Addison,” in Lives of the Poets, 3:3.
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How can we harmonize Johnson’s varying and apparently inconsistent statements 
about the Revolution? These statements, deployed selectively, have justified readings of 
him as both a Jacobite and as a constitutional Whig. On the one hand, he acknowledged 
the necessity of James’s overthrow and refused to echo early Tory cant about passive 
obedience. On the other hand, he refused to corroborate “Revolution Principles,” the 
supposed right of Englishmen to overthrow an unjust king or to join very fully in the 
demonization of James as an infatuated tyrant. To decipher this complicated record, 
we need to return again to the unfolding story of how the Revolution was being re-
interpreted after the trial of Sacheverell and the Hanoverian Succession.

In A Dissertation upon Parties (1735), Lord Bolingbroke declared that the debate 
about passive obedience and non-resistance was defunct and that any meaningful 
distinction between Whigs and Tories had been dissolved. Bolingbroke was a brilliant 
but highly devious politician who served as the Pretender’s secretary of state before 
recanting and returning to England. We should take anything he writes with a large 
grain of salt. Nevertheless, what he claimed in this treatise and elsewhere strongly 
prefigured the tone of political debate from his own time into the reign of George III. 
The Revolution had been a formative event, he wrote, but its original ends had been 
lost, and its successes reversed. Hanoverian monarchs could no longer wave around 
prerogative or dispensing powers in the style of the early Stuarts and, most egregiously, 
James II. Through the power of “Corruption,” the nefarious influence of placemen 
and sleazy backroom deals, parliament had become a chessboard of monarchial 
influence, making the king and his favorites as powerful as ever. Corruption had 
become prerogative in another guise.34 For Bolingbroke, that guise took the form of 
the ample and gaudily dressed Sir Robert Walpole, his pockets bulging with bribes 
and sinecures. Philosophical leader of the “Patriot Opposition” that formed against 
Walpole in the 1730s, Bolingbroke forged a connection between courtly corruption and 
kingly prerogative—a supposed reprisal of James II’s dispensary power—that became a 
major theme in political discourse of this period. Caught up in this discontent was the 
young Johnson, newly arrived in London. In London (1738), a Juvenalian expression of 
conventional Opposition charges, he lamented corruption and the renewed power of 
the court. In Marmor Norfolciense (1739), he notoriously implied that the emblematic 
white “horse” of Hanover was draining the veins of the leonine English nation. This 
vision led to an ominous warning: “Kings change their laws, and kingdoms change 
their kings.” 35

34 Henry St. John, Lord Bolingbroke, A Dissertation upon Parties (Dublin: Re-printed for G. 
Faulkner et al., 1735), 181, and throughout.

35 Political Writings, 25, 37.
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Should we fall into the revisionist habit of decoding this imagery into a barely 
cryptic Jacobitism? 36 In fact, Johnson’s implication could be taken as virtually the 
opposite from Jacobite politics: in this interpretation, he threatens George and his 
Prime Minister with a new “Glorious Revolution,” a reassertion of the power of the 
people against prerogative in a new form. Here I reintroduce my earlier thesis that 
Johnson became progressively less, rather than more, attached to Whig ideology, for 
Marmor Norfolciense is arguably the most pro-Revolution of 1688 piece that Johnson 
ever wrote. The pro-Revolution disposition of Marmor is substantiated by a detail 
late in this satire. Johnson’s absurd narrator, the sycophantic translator of the slate 
disinterred from Walpole’s Norfolk turf, finally proposes that the government establish 
a “Society of Commentators” composed of loyal men who avoid writings about “liberty 
and independency.” This society, at the paltry charge of “650000l.,” could be set up 
at the Greenwich Hospital for naval veterans.37 This was the hospital established by 
none other than William III in honor of his recently deceased wife, Mary II, who had 
made this hospital her pet project.38 Hence, for all the evasive ironies of Marmor, the 
following message seems quite clear. George II and his favorite Walpole were reversing 
the gains of the Revolution, crushing “liberty and independency” through the insidious 
power of venality rather than open contempt for the laws. A symbol of the Revolution, 
Christopher Wren’s Greenwich Hospital, might as well be desecrated.

Equally, however, I would resist Donald J. Greene’s inference that Johnson 
continued to endorse some version of “Revolution Principles” throughout his life.39 
For all his early participation in Opposition politics, the older Johnson increasingly 
recoiled from knee-jerk Opposition even to good kings, and from the hysterical 
inference that all kings sought to subvert British liberties through corruption. With 
the final evaporation of Robinocracy, and particularly after the accession of George 
III, he scorned jeremiads such as the following: “The power of the Crown, almost dead 
and rotten as Prerogative, has grown up anew, with much more strength, and far less 
odium, under the name of Influence.” 40 These are the words of Edmund Burke in his 
1770 Thoughts on the Cause of the Present Discontents. In this widely admired tract, 
Burke painted a dark canvass of courtly intrigue worthy of hostile histories of Charles 

36 See, for example, Howard Erskine-Hill, “Johnson the Jacobite?: A Response to the New 
Introduction to Donald Greene’s The Politics of Samuel Johnson,” The Age of Johnson 7 (1996): 11–12. 

37 Political Writings, 45–50.
38 Macaulay, History of England, 4:119
39 See Donald J. Greene, The Politics of Samuel Johnson (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1960). In 

this famous book, Greene wrote little about the Revolution of 1688, but contended that Johnson was a liberal 
suspicious of monarchy and strongly inclined to individualism and popular rights.

40 Edmund Burke, Thoughts on the Cause of the Present Discontents, ed. Paul Langford, in The 
Writings and Speeches of Edmund Burke, gen. ed. Paul Langford, 9 vols. (Oxford : Clarendon Press, 1980– ), 
2:258.
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II’s “Cabal” or James II’s inner-circle of Jesuits. Around George III had assembled a 
shadowy association called “the King’s Friends” who in every nook and cranny of 
Westminster passed promissory notes and muttered winking assurances of the king’s 
high regard. How bad had the corrupt authority of the crown become? “There is, in 
my opinion,” Burke wrote, “a peculiar venom and malignity in this political distemper 
beyond that I have heard and read of.” 41

To imply that the court of George III sinned beyond the crimes of James II seems 
shocking indeed, though we should be careful of reading Burke too literarily. The 
golden age of political rhetoric during the reign of George III was also a bronze age of 
hot air. For all Burke’s brilliance, he blew as hot as anyone else. In historical retrospect, 
the history of George III’s early reign seems rather the tragicomedy of an idealistic, 
but naive, young monarch trained by his tutor Lord Bute to believe in Bolingbroke’s 
ideals of “the Patriot King,” a virtuous father to his people who transcended the 
meaningless contentions of party. The young George embraced this ideal, honored 
Tories like Johnson, and dutifully toured farms and manufactures, only to be ridiculed 
as “Farmer George.” For twenty-four years he tried vainly to find a balance between his 
own authority and the need to respect parliament, bargaining with a bewildering series 
of Old Guard worthies who in turn lectured him on his duties and left when he became 
obstinate. If this was an ancien régime, it was a regime haunted by his grandfather 
George II’s exasperated cry: “The Ministers are the Kings in this country.” 42 The Patriot 
King was an idea better in theory than in practice. For all George III’s efforts to embody 
this ideal, he was instead branded with the alleged absolutism of the early Stuarts. These 
insinuations reached a climax in April 1780 when John Dunning made his motion that 
the “influence of the crown has increased, is increasing, and ought to be diminished,” 
easily passed in the House of Commons. Charles James Fox, who called George III 
“Satan” in his correspondence, called this victory “a second revolution.” 43 

Influenced by a Namierite tradition of eighteenth-century scholarship, we might 
be surprised to hear such rebellious language at a time when, allegedly, Whig oligarchs 
rotated calmly through the king’s levee. Yet Burke, that later doughty conservative, 
was writing in 1770 that “there is something particularly alarming at the present 
conjuncture. There is hardly a man in or out of power who holds any other language.” 44 
In response to Dunning’s motion, Lord North accused the opposition of “pursuing 
measures likely to overturn the constitution.” In the House of Lords, the Duke of 
Manchester publicly referred to the execution of Charles I and the expulsion of James 

41 Burke, Writings and Speeches, 2:282–283.
42 Cited in Paul Langford, A Polite and Commercial People: England 1727–1783 (Oxford: Clarendon 

Press, 1989), 195.
43 See L.G. Mitchell, Charles James Fox (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), 51; Langford, Polite 

and Commercial People, 548.
44 Burke, Thoughts on the Cause of the Present Discontents, 2:253.
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II “for offences against the constitution, of infinitely less magnitude than those which 
marked the administration of the present reign.” 45 Rumblings in radical circles were, 
predictably, even more venomous and threatening. Catherine Macaulay, in her History 
of England, from the Revolution to the Present Time (1763–83), sharpened a new arrow 
in the radical arsenal: the Revolution of 1688, she wrote, was a failure, a ruse, a coup 
d’état engineered by an aristocratic faction to install a new tyrant, and thus needed to 
be overthrown by a true republican revolution.46

To what degree did Johnson share the anxiety that dark clouds of social upheaval 
were gathering over Britain during the early reign of George III? In contrast to his early 
Opposition writing, he certainly did not believe that the king’s influence had grown too 
powerful; indeed, as he told Adam Fergusson, “The crown has not power enough.” 47 
Nor did he express much concern for the supposed corruption of politics, and the 
backroom influence of the “King’s Friends.” The king had every right, he insisted, to 
use what means were at hand to spread royal influence.48 The title of his pamphlet on 
Wilkesite agitation surrounding the Middlesex Election, The False Alarm, indicates his 
desire to pacify rhetorical clamors of rebellion and to put present discontents in their 
proper perspective. “We hear nothing,” he wrote, virtually quoting Burke’s Thoughts 
on the Cause of the Present Discontents, “but an alarming crisis of violated rights, and 
expiring liberties.” 49 He expressed disgust at “low-born railers” who so abused “the only 
king” since Charles II who “much appeared to desire, or much endeavoured to deserve” 
the “affections of the people.” 50 This revealing statement corresponds with many others 
he made about monarchs past and present.

In 1742, in a review of the Duchess of Marlborough’s memoirs, he directly contrasted 
the genial populism of Charles II with the sullen insularity of William III: “Charles 
the second, by his affability and politeness, made himself the idol of the nation which 
he betrayed and sold. William the third was, for his insolence and brutality, hated by 
that people, which he protected and enriched.” 51 This statement, though written at a 
time when some have thought Johnson a thorough-going Jacobite, contains the most 
open admission of William’s virtues that he ever made. William had “protected and 
enriched” the nation. His 1742 statement also acknowledged what Johnson tended, later, 
to gloss over in his statements about Charles II: that king had “betrayed” the nation by 

45 Langford, Polite and Commercial People, 547.
46 See Catherine Macaulay, The History of England from the Revolution to the Present Time (Bath, 

1778), 4–5. See also Macaulay’s reply to Burke’s Observations on a Pamphlet, entitled, Thoughts on the Cause 
of the Present Discontents (London: Dilly, 1770).

47 Boswell’s Life, 2:170.
48 See Boswell’s Life, 2:355.
49 Political Writings, 335.
50 Political Writings, 342.
51 Works (1825), 6:7.
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entering into private negotiations with Louis XIV to promote Catholicism in exchange 
for French subsidies. Johnson’s judgments here seem almost startling; he subordinated 
the real accomplishments of these kings to superficial qualities of popular charm. Yet 
again and again it was William’s rudeness and lack of public appeal which provoked 
Johnson’s particular ire, not the supposed illegitimacy of his accession. With respect 
to George III, Johnson seems genuinely to have admired this Hanoverian’s efforts to 
reach out to the people and to be, as he wrote in The False Alarm, “common father of 
all his people.” 52 George was “the finest gentleman I have ever seen,” he enthused after 
an audience in the king’s library. “His manners,” he went on, “are those of as fine a 
gentleman as we may suppose Lewis the Fourteenth or Charles the Second.” 53

Such sentiments might appear unworthy of a grave philosopher hostile to 
superficial thinking and emotive cant. Yet Johnson’s belief that a monarch should be 
valued and even reverenced by the people explains a great deal about his abhorrence 
of public abuse of George III during the 1770s and 1780s. He increasingly came to 
think, moreover, that this abuse was doing real damage and foreshadowed, as Burke 
and others prognosticated, an approaching crisis. Despite his scorn for false alarms 
in 1770, Johnson’s views over the next fourteen years grew increasingly gloomy and 
apprehensive. “I have lived to see things all as bad they can be,” he said in 1783. “This 
reign has been very unfortunate.” And in response to Pitt’s Reform Bill the same year, “I 
am afraid of a civil war.” 54 Many factors may have contributed to Johnson’s late gloom. 
We sometimes underrate the swoon of national confidence caused by the final loss of 
America, an event widely ascribed to the incompetence of the king, or at least of his 
Prime Minister Lord North, whom Johnson came to despise. These late jeremiads also 
continued his long-term conviction that “Subordination is sadly broken down in this 
age.” There is, he added, “a general relaxation of reverence.” 55 For all Johnson’s support 
for George III, the royal magic had not worked, and his diagnosis of this failure drew on 
the legacy of the Revolution. “Sir,” he said to General Oglethorpe in 1783, “the want of 
inherent right in the King occasions all this disturbance. What we did at the Revolution 
was necessary: but it broke our constitution.” 56 Earlier the same year, Boswell records 
that “He talked with regret and indignation of the factious opposition to Government 
at this time, and imputed it in a great measure to the Revolution.” 57

Let us add up these various statements. Johnson admired George III, welcoming 
his populism and what he, at least, perceived as the king’s regal demeanor. He never 
ceased to think that “we,” the English people, had performed a “necessary” act in 

52 Political Writings, 344.
53 Boswell’s Life, 2:41.
54 Ibid., 4:173, 200, 165.
55 Ibid., 3:262.
56 Ibid., 4:170–171.
57 Ibid., 4:164–165.
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overthrowing James II. Against the line taken by some scholars, these statements do not 
imply an abiding Jacobitism. My thesis is that these statements do intimate a philosophy 
of kingship and civil order. Johnson evidently could not have cared less about Stuart 
doctrines of divine right and passive obedience. He believed that in extreme cases 
overthrowing a monarch was necessary. “If a sovereign oppresses his people to a great 
degree, they will rise up and cut off his head.” 58 This appeal to the exigencies of “human 
nature,” as he called it, recurs both in his recorded conversation and in his writings. It 
might well help to explain his meaning of “necessity” with reference to the Revolution 
of 1688; James had crossed the threshold of tolerance and was dethroned by his people 
through a necessary reflex of human nature. “It was become impossible,” he said, “for 
him to reign any longer in this country.” 59 At the same time, the Revolution “broke the 
constitution.” Johnson set great store in the belief that reverence for the monarch, and 
by extension government, constituted the very heart of civil order. In the Vinerian law 
lectures that he helped to write, the king is called “the political soul” of parliament and 
of the nation.60 Amidst the turbulent 1770s and early 1780s, when even Burke alleged 
that tyranny was worse than in the days of James II, when conflicting interpretations of 
the Revolution fueled both public riots and calls for wholesale constitutional change, 
Johnson feared the use of the Revolution of 1688 to foment dangerous discontent. In a 
lifetime of writing, he refused to celebrate this Revolution as a constitutional precedent 
or to express unqualified hatred of James, whom he nonetheless blamed for his own 
fate. He accepted the need for the Revolution and, to quote Charles Davenant again, 
acknowledged that this event had produced “good.” He was also too cautious a political 
observer, and too skeptical of vagaries incident to historical recall, to underwrite 
an assessment of the Revolution that justified the right of the people to overthrow a 
monarch which it disliked. Such an interpretation, he believed, amounted to a recipe 
for chaos.61

58 Ibid., 2:170. See also Johnson’s sermon on the day commemorating the execution of Charles I 
(January 30), where he comments on the legality of resisting “such insolence as may be restrained, and 
such oppression as may be lawfully resisted”: Sermon 23, in Samuel Johnson, Sermons, in The Yale Edition 
of the Works of Samuel Johnson, eds. Jean Hagstrum and James Gray, vol. 14 (New Haven and London: Yale 
University Press), 243–244. For discussion of this sermon in its context, see Howard D. Weinbrot, “The 
Thirtieth of January Sermon: Swift, Johnson, Sterne, and the Evolution of Culture,” Eighteenth-Century Life 
34 (2010): 29–55.

59 Boswell’s Life, 1:430.
60 Chambers and Johnson, Course of Lectures, 1:138.
61 Johnson’s well-known remark that a people, if greatly oppressed, will be impelled to cut off the 

sovereign’s head cannot, in my view, be taken as an indication of political liberalism. In response to radical and 
dissenting calls for incremental innovations to the establishment, conservative authors frequently argued like 
Johnson that “nature” provided an ultimate safeguard against severe oppression. See my Samuel Johnson and 
Eighteenth-Century Thought (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), 247-251, where I compare Johnson’s statement 
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Hence the supposed inconsistencies that I noted earlier, his habit of alternately 
endorsing the Revolution yet refusing to embark on Whiggish expostulations on the 
power of the people and the tyranny of the Stuarts. Johnson feared the restive and 
envious nature of human beings, which he saw all too well demonstrated by the 
electors of Middlesex and by the patriots of America. While I do not implicitly trust 
Boswell’s assessments of Johnson, the following statement strikes me as a fair summary 
of what Johnson probably thought, and which Boswell may have learned from him: 
“The Revolution was necessary, but not a subject for glory; because it for a long time 
blasted the generous feelings of Loyalty. And now, when by the benignant effect of time 
the present Royal Family are established in our affections, how unwise it is to revive by 
celebrations the memory of a shock, which it would surely have been better that our 
constitution had not required.” 62

This seems a good synopsis, but there remains one further question which might 
be considered highly speculative. It is, nonetheless, a very interesting question and one 
which might help to put Johnson’s attitudes into historical perspective. How would 
Johnson have reacted to the French Revolution had he lived only five years more? 

Johnson knew some of the principal actors who would dominate the English political 
stage during the 1790s. He knew Charles James Fox, who emerged as a notorious booster 
of the French Revolution, finding a new podium in his vaunted role as “the Man of 
the People” during Johnson’s lifetime. Interestingly, Johnson liked Fox, who belonged 
to the Club. When Fox was campaigning against the king’s new prime minister, the 
young William Pitt, in the historic 1784 election, Johnson said that “I am for the King 
against Fox; but I am for Fox against Pitt.” In the face of Boswell’s evident surprise at 
this opinion, Johnson explained, “Yes, Sir; the King is my master; but I do not know 
Pitt; and Fox is my friend.” As Boswell commented, Johnson may have come to like 
the younger Pitt if he had lived a little longer, for this prime minister skillfully restored 
faith in government and reverence for the monarchy, even with the onset of George III’s 
porphyria. Johnson and Pitt, moreover, shared important principles such as hatred of 
slavery and sympathy for Irish Catholics. But the future admirer of Jacobins, Fox, was 
equally no “low-born railer.” He was, amazingly, the great-great-grandson of Charles II, 
by his mistress the Duchess of Portsmouth, and shared much of his ancestor’s popular 

in 1772 to arguments in two contemporary publications of a conservative cast, John Rotherham’s An Essay 
on Establishments in Religion (Newcastle upon Tyne: J. White and T. Saint, 1767) and John Bellward’s The 
Established Mode of Subscription Vindicated (Norwich: William Chase, 1774). See also the argument of Tobias 
Smollett’s high Tory character, Mr. Jolter, in defense of French absolutism in The Adventures of Peregrine 
Pickle (1751), ed. James L. Clifford (London: Oxford University Press, 1964), chap. 47, 231–232.

62 Boswell’s Life, 4:171, n. 1.
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charisma. With typical enthusiasm for this talent, Johnson pronounced Fox “a most 
extraordinary man.” He had “divided the Kingdom with Caesar; so that it was a doubt 
whether the nation should be ruled by the scepter of George the Third, or the tongue 
of Fox.” 63 While also inheriting a Carolean passion for wine, women and gambling, 
inclinations that never much troubled Johnson, Fox was an accomplished classical 
scholar and shared his love for the Italian Renaissance. Johnson’s liking for Fox at least 
shows that he did not despise even Whig populism when combined with real talent 
and intelligence. 

That other “extraordinary man” in Johnson’s company, Edmund Burke, came deeply 
to distrust Fox, his old ally among the Rockingham Whigs. For many years, Burke and 
Fox had appealed to that most elusive abstraction in late-century political rhetoric, the 
will of the “people.” By the “people,” the Rockingham Whigs presumably meant men of 
property like themselves. Yet even Burke, so linked to aristocratic interests, had allowed 
the inference that by the “people” he meant everyone in Great Britain. After the news of 
the French Revolution, Burke cleared his throat and began to throw scorn on the idea 
that he had ever meant the pike-wielding washerwomen and laborers who marched 
Louis XVI from Versailles to the Tuilleries. Fox, Burke implied, was no more a “Man 
of the People” than his friend and former lover the Duchess of Devonshire; on the part 
of this elite set, Jacobin populism was little more than hypocritical and irresponsible 
swaggering.64 Burke also became alarmed by misinterpretations of the Revolution of 
1688. In November 1789, the longtime radical Richard Price, a dissenting minister, 
preached a sermon entitled A Discourse on the Love of our Country. In this sermon, 
Price claimed that the Revolution had bestowed on the people the right “to choose 
our own governors” and generally to elect kings as they saw fit.65 This perpetuated an 
old radical reading of 1688 enunciated in an even more extreme form by Catherine 
Macaulay. According to this doctrine, the Revolution was, at best, unfinished business, 
a business finished only, as Condorcet would claim, by the revolutionaries in France.

Opposing this misreading, Burke launched his famous Reflections on the Revolution 
in France, which begins by setting the record straight on what the English Revolution 
actually meant. As late as 1777, in a defiant “Address to the King,” Burke had entertained 
the verbiage that the Revolution affirmed “the free choice . . . of the people.” 66 In the 
face of radical patriotism so famously recalled by Wordsworth in The Prelude, he  
 

63 Boswell’s Life, 4:292.
64 On Burke’s split with Fox, see F.P. Lock, Edmund Burke, 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988–

2006), 2:256–258. Burke’s consternation about the hypocrisy of British aristocrats supporting the French 
Revolution is most pungently advanced in his response to the Whig Duke of Bedford, Letter to a Noble Lord, 
in Writings and Speeches, 9:174–175.

65 Richard Price, A Discourse on the Love of our Country (London: G. Stafford, 1789).
66 Writings and Speeches, 3:273–274.
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now reverted to the argument that the Revolution represented at best “a small and a 
temporary deviation from the strict order of a regular hereditary succession.” 67 The 
overriding goal of the noble and learned men who had engineered the Revolution 
had been “that they might not relax the nerves of their monarchy.” 68 The events of 
the Revolution of 1688 had been precipitated by an “extreme emergency.” 69 In Burke’s 
Reflections, the English “people” were no longer the discontented and potentially 
revolutionary lot imagined in the Thoughts on the Cause of the Present Discontents. They 
were now a majority who revered the king and even the King’s Friends. They loved the 
aristocracy, which Burke had always supported, but also the Church of England, which 
had never figured much in his writings and speeches.

I agree with F.P. Lock and others that Reflections on the Revolution in France signals 
no fundamental transformation in Burke’s thought.70 It is rather a coming clean, a 
clearing of hot air. Burke had probably always thought more or less what he confessed 
in this treatise, though he had been previously deceived by the sound of a discontented 
rhetoric fashionable in the 1770s. These were the days of Burke’s friendship with 
Johnson, whose opinions Burke surely recalled. Each of the positions that I have just 
picked out from the Reflections bears a strong resemblance to what Johnson had long 
maintained, particularly the view that the Revolution was a deviation from heredity 
justified only by extreme necessity, and that upholding veneration for the king was of 
crucial political importance. The parallel is far from exact. Johnson had never thought 
that the English people were particularly loyal or respectful of their social superiors, 
particularly in the wake of 1688. In The Patriot (1774), Johnson called the “people” a 
“very heterogeneous and confused mass of the wealthy and the poor, the wise and 
the foolish, the good and the bad.” 71 They could not be easily amalgamated under 
an overarching cultural generalization, and needed the authority of strong laws and 
strong kingship to keep them in order. Nevertheless, the older Burke may well have 
remembered his friend’s warnings about evoking the specter of Revolution and seeding 
discontent against the king. Johnson would have been on Burke’s side in the 1790s, but 
he would have regretted that his own prognosis needed to be so urgently reaffirmed. 
Johnson’s political outlook may not be particularly amenable to attitudes in our own  
 

67 Reflections on the Revolution in France, in ibid., 8:68.
68 Ibid., 8:70.
69 Ibid., 8:72.
70 As Lock points out, Burke’s Appeal from the Old to the New Whigs (1791) represents a defense of 

his own “consistency,” contrary to the widespread charge that he had become more “conservative.” Burke 
regarded himself as a “uniform Whig.” See Lock, Edmund Burke, 2: 379–390. See also John Brewer, Party 
Ideology and Popular Politics at the Accession of George III (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976), 
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71 Political Writings, 10:394
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time, either right or left. While shaped by his historical experience, however, the 
following formulation of his views makes abiding sense: social order and the avoidance 
of revolution rely on the maintenance of public institutions that instill respect and 
ensure a broad social consensus. 
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