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David Hume – “Essays Moral, Political, Literary” (1777)

Description

Nothing appears more surprizing to those, who consider human affairs with a philosophical
eye, than the easiness with which the many are governed by the few; and the implicit
submission, with which men resign their own sentiments and passions to those of their
rulers. When we enquire by what means this wonder is effected, we shall find, that, as
Force is always on the side of the governed, the governors have nothing to support them
but opinion. It is therefore, on opinion only that government is founded; and this maxim
extends to the most despotic and most military governments, as well as to the most free
and most popular. The soldan of Egypt, or the emperor of Rome, might drive his harmless
subjects, like brute beasts, against their sentiments and inclination: But he must, at least,
have led his mamalukes, or prætorian bands, like men, by their opinion.
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Opinion is of two kinds, to wit, opinion of interest, and opinion of right. By opinion of interest, I chiefly
understand the sense of the general advantage which is reaped from government; together with the
persuasion, that the particular government, which is established, is equally advantageous with any
other that could easily be settled. When this opinion prevails among the generality of a state, or among
those who have the force in their hands, it gives great security to any government.

Right is of two kinds, right to Power and right to Property. What prevalence opinion of the first kind has
over mankind, may easily be understood, by observing the attachment which all nations have to their
ancient government, and even to those names, which have had the sanction of antiquity. Antiquity
always begets the opinion of right; and whatever disadvantageous sentiments we may entertain of
mankind, they are always found to be prodigal° both of blood and treasure in the maintenance of public
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justice.a There is, indeed, no particular, in which, at first sight, there may appear a greater
contradiction in the frame of the human mind than the present. When men act in a faction, they are apt,
without shame or remorse, to neglect all the ties of honour and morality, in order to serve their party;
and yet, when a faction is formed upon a point of right or principle, there is no occasion, where men
discover a greater obstinacy, and a more determined sense of justice and equity. The same social
disposition of mankind is the cause of these contradictory appearances.

It is sufficiently understood, that the opinion of right to property is of moment in all matters of
government. A noted author has made property the foundation of all government;1 [34] and most of
our political writers seem inclined to follow him in that particular. This is carrying the matter too far; but
still it must be owned, that the opinion of right to property has a great influence in this subject.

Upon these three opinions, therefore, of public interest, of right to power, and of right to property, are
all governments founded, and all authority of the few over the many. There are indeed other principles,
which add force to these, and determine, limit, or alter their operation; such as self-interest, fear, and 
affection: But still we may assert, that these other principles can have no influence alone, but suppose
the antecedent influence of those opinions above-mentioned. They are, therefore, to be esteemed the
secondary, not the original principles of government.

For, first, as to self-interest, by which I mean the expectation of particular rewards, distinct from the
general protection which we receive from government, it is evident that the magistrate’s authority must
be antecedently established, at least be hoped for, in order to produce this expectation. The prospect
of reward may augment his authority with regard to some particular persons; but can never give birth to
it, with regard to the public. Men naturally look for the greatest favours from their friends and
acquaintance; and therefore, the hopes of any considerable number of the state would never center in
any particular set of men, if these men had no other title to magistracy, and had no separate influence
over the opinions of mankind. The same observation may be extended to the other two principles of 
fear and affection. No man would have any reason to fear the fury of a tyrant, if he had no authority
over any but from fear; since, as a single man, his bodily force can reach but a small way, and all the
farther power he possesses must be founded either on our own opinion, or on the presumed opinion of
others. And though affection to wisdom and virtue in a sovereign extends very far, and has great
influence; yet he must antecedently be supposed invested with a public character, otherwise the public
esteem will serve him in no stead,° nor will his virtue have any influence beyond a narrow sphere.

[35]

A Government may endure for several ages, though the balance of power, and the balance of property
do not coincide. This chiefly happens, where any rank or order of the state has acquired a large share
in the property; but from the original constitution of the government, has no share in the power. Under
what pretence would any individual of that order assume authority in public affairs? As men are
commonly much attached to their ancient government, it is not to be expected, that the public would
ever favour such usurpations. But where the original constitution allows any share of power, though
small, to an order of men, who possess a large share of the property, it is easy for them gradually to
stretch their authority, and bring the balance of power to coincide with that of property. This has been
the case with the house of commons in England.

Most writers, that have treated of the British government, have supposed, that, as the lower house
represents all the commons of Great Britain, its weight in the scale is proportioned to the property and
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power of all whom it represents. But this principle must not be received as absolutely true. For though
the people are apt to attach themselves more to the house of commons, than to any other member of
the constitution; that house being chosen by them as their representatives, and as the public guardians
of their liberty; yet are there instances where the house, even when in opposition to the crown, has not
been followed by the people; as we may particularly observe of the tory house of commons in the reign
of king William.2 Were the members obliged to receive instructions from their constituents, like the 
Dutch deputies, [36] this would entirely alter the case; and if such immense power and riches, as those
of all the commons of Great Britain, were brought into the scale, it is not easy to conceive, that the
crown could either influence that multitude of people, or withstand that overbalance of property. It is
true, the crown has great influence over the collective body in the elections of members; but were this
influence, which at present is only exerted once in seven years, to be employed in bringing over the
people to every vote, it would soon be wasted; and no skill, popularity, or revenue, could support it. I
must, therefore, be of opinion, that an alteration in this particular would introduce a total alteration in
our government, and would soon reduce it to a pure republic; and, perhaps, to a republic of no
inconvenient form. For though the people, collected in a body like the Roman tribes, be quite unfit for
government, yet when dispersed in small bodies, they are more susceptible both of reason and order;
the force of popular currents and tides is, in a great measure, broken; and the public interest may be
pursued with some method and constancy. But it is needless to reason any farther concerning a form
of government, which is never likely to have place in Great Britain, and which seems not to be the aim
of any party amongst us. Let us cherish and improve our ancient government as much as possible,
without encouraging a passion for such dangerous novelties.b

[37]

ESSAY V: OF THE ORIGIN OF GOVERNMENT?

Man, born in a family, is compelled to maintain society, from necessity, from natural inclination, and
from habit. The same creature, in his farther progress, is engaged to establish political society, in order
to administer justice; without which there can be no peace among them, nor safety, nor mutual
intercourse. We are, therefore, to look upon all the vast apparatus of our government, as having
ultimately no other object or purpose but the distribution of justice, or, in other words, the support of the
twelve judges. Kings and parliaments, fleets and armies, officers of the court and revenue,
ambassadors, ministers, and privy-counsellors, are all subordinate in their end to this part of
administration. Even the clergy, as their duty leads them to inculcate morality, may [38] justly be
thought, so far as regards this world, to have no other useful object of their institution.

All men are sensible of the necessity of justice to maintain peace and order; and all men are sensible
of the necessity of peace and order for the maintenance of society. Yet, notwithstanding this strong
and obvious necessity, such is the frailty or perverseness of our nature! it is impossible to keep men,
faithfully and unerringly, in the paths of justice. Some extraordinary circumstances may happen, in
which a man finds his interests to be more promoted by fraud or rapine, than hurt by the breach which
his injustice makes in the social union. But much more frequently, he is seduced from his great and
important, but distant interests, by the allurement of present, though often very frivolous temptations.
This great weakness is incurable in human nature.

Men must, therefore, endeavour to palliate° what they cannot cure. They must institute some persons,
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under the appellation° of magistrates, whose peculiar° office it is, to point out the decrees of equity, to
punish transgressors, to correct fraud and violence, and to oblige men, however reluctant, to consult
their own real and permanent interests. In a word, Obedience is a new duty which must be invented to
support that of Justice; and the tyes° of equity must be corroborated by those of allegiance.

But still, viewing matters in an abstract light, it may be thought, that nothing is gained by this alliance,
and that the factitious° duty of obedience, from its very nature, lays as feeble a hold of the human
mind, as the primitive and natural duty of justice. Peculiar interests and present temptations may
overcome the one as well as the other. They are equally exposed to the same inconvenience. And the
man, who is inclined to be a bad neighbour, must be led by the same motives, well or ill understood, to
be a bad citizen and subject. Not to mention, that the magistrate himself may often be negligent, or
partial, or unjust in his administration.

Experience, however, proves, that there is a great difference between the cases. Order in society, we
find, is much [39] better maintained by means of government; and our duty to the magistrate is more
strictly guarded by the principles of human nature, than our duty to our fellow-citizens. The love of
dominion is so strong in the breast of man, that many, not only submit to, but court all the dangers, and
fatigues, and cares of government; and men, once raised to that station, though often led astray by
private passions, find, in ordinary cases, a visible interest in the impartial administration of justice. The
persons, who first attain this distinction by the consent, tacit or express, of the people, must be
endowed with superior personal qualities of valour, force, integrity, or prudence, which command
respect and confidence: and after government is established, a regard to birth, rank, and station has a
mighty influence over men, and enforces the decrees of the magistrate. The prince or leader exclaims°
against every disorder, which disturbs his society. He summons all his partizans and all men of probity°
to aid him in correcting and redressing it: and he is readily followed by all indifferent persons in the
execution of his office. He soon acquires the power of rewarding these services; and in the progress of
society, he establishes subordinate ministers and often a military force, who find an immediate and a
visible interest, in supporting his authority. Habit soon consolidates what other principles of human
nature had imperfectly founded; and men, once accustomed to obedience, never think of departing
from that path, in which they and their ancestors have constantly trod, and to which they are confined
by so many urgent and visible motives.

But though this progress of human affairs may appear certain and inevitable, and though the support
which allegiance brings to justice, be founded on obvious principles of human nature, it cannot be
expected that men should beforehand be able to discover them, or foresee their operation.
Government commences more casually and more imperfectly. It is probable, that the first ascendant°
 of one man over multitudes begun during a state of war; where the superiority of courage and of
genius discovers itself most visibly, where unanimity and concert [40] are most requisite, and where
the pernicious effects of disorder are most sensibly felt. The long continuance of that state, an incident
common among savage tribes, enured the people to submission; and if the chieftain possessed as
much equity as prudence and valour, he became, even during peace, the arbiter of all differences, and
could gradually, by a mixture of force and consent, establish his authority. The benefit sensibly felt from
his influence, made it be cherished by the people, at least by the peaceable and well disposed among
them; and if his son enjoyed the same good qualities, government advanced the sooner to maturity
and perfection; but was still in a feeble state, till the farther progress of improvement procured the
magistrate a revenue, and enabled him to bestow rewards on the several instruments of his
administration, and to inflict punishments on the refractory° and disobedient. Before that period, each
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exertion of his influence must have been particular, and founded on the peculiar circumstances of the
case. After it, submission was no longer a matter of choice in the bulk of the community, but was
rigorously exacted by the authority of the supreme magistrate.

In all governments, there is a perpetual intestine° struggle, open or secret, between Authority and 
Liberty; and neither of them can ever absolutely prevail in the contest. A great sacrifice of liberty must
necessarily be made in every government; yet even the authority, which confines liberty, can never,
and perhaps ought never, in any constitution, to become quite entire and uncontroulable. The sultan is
master of the life and fortune of any individual; but will not be permitted to impose new taxes on his
subjects: a French monarch can impose taxes at pleasure; but would find it dangerous to attempt the
lives and fortunes of individuals. Religion also, in most countries, is commonly found to be a very
intractable principle; and other principles or prejudices frequently resist all the authority of the civil
magistrate; whose power, being founded on opinion, can never subvert other opinions, equally rooted
with that of his title to dominion. The government, which, in common appellation, receives the
appellation of [41] free, is that which admits of a partition of power among several members, whose
united authority is no less, or is commonly greater than that of any monarch; but who, in the usual
course of administration, must act by general and equal laws, that are previously known to all the
members and to all their subjects. In this sense, it must be owned,° that liberty is the perfection of civil
society; but still authority must be acknowledged essential to its very existence: and in those contests,
which so often take place between the one and the other, the latter may, on that account, challenge
the preference. Unless perhaps one may say (and it may be said with some reason) that a
circumstance, which is essential to the existence of civil society, must always support itself, and needs
be guarded with less jealousy, than one that contributes only to its perfection, which the indolence of
men is so apt to neglect, or their ignorance to overlook.

[42]

ESSAY VI: OF THE INDEPENDENCY OF PARLIAMENTa?

Political writers have established it as a maxim, that, in contriving any system of government, and fixing
the several checks and controuls of the constitution, every man ought to be supposed a knave,and to
have no other end, in all his actions, than private interest. By this interest we must govern him, and, by
means of it, make him, notwithstanding his insatiable avarice and ambition, co-operate to public good.
Without this, say they, we shall in vain boast of the advantages of any constitution, and shall find, in
the end, that we have no security for our liberties or possessions, except the good-will of our rulers;
that is, we shall have no security at all.

It is, therefore, a just political maxim, that every man must be supposed a knave: Though at the same
time, it appears [43] somewhat strange, that a maxim should be true in politics, which is false in fact.
But to satisfy us on this head, we may consider, that men are generally more honest in their private
than in their public capacity, and will go greater lengths to serve a party, than when their own private
interest is alone concerned. Honour is a great check upon mankind: But where a considerable body of
men act together, this check is, in a great measure, removed; since a man is sure to be approved of by
his own party, for what promotes the common interest; and he soon learns to despise the clamours of
adversaries. To which we may add, that every court or senate is determined by the greater number of
voices; so that, if self-interest influences only the majority, (as it will always dob) the whole senate
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follows the allurements of this separate interest, and acts as if it contained not one member, who had
any regard to public interest and liberty.

When there offers, therefore, to our censure and examination, any plan of government, real or
imaginary, where the power is distributed among several courts,° and several orders of men, we
should always consider the separate interest of each court, and each order; and, if we find that, by the
skilful division of power, this interest must necessarily, in its operation, concur with public, we may
pronounce that government to be wise and happy. If, on the contrary, separate interest be not
checked, and be not directed to the public, we ought to look for nothing but faction, disorder, and
tyranny from such a government. In this opinion I am justified by experience, as well as by the authority
of all philosophers and politicians, both antient and modern.

How much, therefore, would it have surprised such a genius as Cicero, or Tacitus, to have been told,
that, in a future age, there should arise a very regular system of mixed government, where the
authority was so distributed, that one rank, whenever it pleased, might swallow up all the rest, and
engross the whole power of the constitution. Such a government, they would say, will not be a mixed
government. For so great is the natural ambition of men, that they are never satisfied [44] with power;
and if one order of men, by pursuing its own interest, can usurp upon every other order, it will certainly
do so, and render itself, as far as possible, absolute and uncontroulable.

But, in this opinion, experience shews they would have been mistaken. For this is actually the case
with the British constitution. The share of power, allotted by our constitution to the house of commons,
is so great, that it absolutely commands all the other parts of the government. The king’s legislative
power is plainly no proper check to it. For though the king has a negative in framing laws; yet this, in
fact, is esteemed of so little moment, that whatever is voted by the two houses, is always sure to pass
into a law, and the royal assent is little better than a form. The principal weight of the crown lies in the
executive power. But besides that the executive power in every government is altogether subordinate
to the legislative; besides this, I say, the exercise of this power requires an immense expence; and the
commons have assumed to themselves the sole right of granting money. How easy, therefore, would it
be for that house to wrest from the crown all these powers, one after another; by making every grant
conditional, and choosing their time so well, that their refusal of supply should only distress the
government, without giving foreign powers any advantage over us? Did the house of commons depend
in the same manner on the king, and had none of the members any property but from his gift, would
not he command all their resolutions, and be from that moment absolute? As to the house of lords,
they are a very powerful support to the Crown, so long as they are, in their turn, supported by it; but
both experience and reason shew, that they have no force or authority sufficient to maintain
themselves alone, without such support.

How, therefore, shall we solve this paradox? And by what means is this member of our constitution
confined within the proper limits; since, from our very constitution, it must necessarily have as much
power as it demands, and can only be confined by itself? How is this consistent with our experience [45
]of human nature? I answer, that the interest of the body is here restrained by that of the individuals,
and that the house of commons stretches not its power, because such an usurpation would be contrary
to the interest of the majority of its members. The crown has so many offices at its disposal, that, when
assisted by the honest and disinterested part of the house, it will always command the resolutions of
the whole so far, at least, as to preserve the antient constitution from danger. We may, therefore, give
to this influence what name we please; we may call it by the invidious appellations of corruption and 
dependence;
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 but some degree and some kind of it are inseparable from the very nature of the constitution, and
necessary to the preservation of our mixed government.

Instead then of asserting1 absolutely, that the dependence of parliament, in every degree, is an
infringement of British liberty, the country-party should have made some concessions to their
adversaries, and have only examined what was the proper degree of this dependence, beyond which it
became dangerous to liberty. But such a moderation is not to be expected in party-men of any kind.
After a concession of this nature, all declamation must be abandoned; and a calm enquiry into the
proper degree of court-influence and parliamentary dependence would have been expected by the
readers. And though the advantage, in such a controversy, might possibly remain to the country-party;
yet the victory would not be so compleat as they wish for, nor would a true patriot have given an entire
loose to his zeal, for fear of running matters into a contrary extreme, by diminishing too2 far the
influence [46] of the crown. It was, therefore, thought best to deny, that this extreme could ever be
dangerous to the constitution, or that the crown could ever have too little influence over members of
parliament.

All questions concerning the proper medium between extremes are difficult to be decided; both
because it is not easy to find words proper to fix this medium, and because the good and ill, in such
cases, run so gradually into each other, as even to render our sentiments doubtful and uncertain. But
there is a peculiar difficulty in the present case, which would embarrass the most knowing and most
impartial examiner. The power of the crown is always lodged in a single person, either king or minister;
and as this person may have either a greater or less degree of ambition, capacity, courage, popularity,
or fortune, the power, which is too great in one hand, may become too little in another. In pure
republics, where the authority is distributed among several assemblies or senates, the checks and
controuls are more regular in their operation; because the members of such numerous assemblies may
be presumed to be always nearly equal in capacity and virtue; and it is only their number, riches, or
authority, which enter into consideration. But a limited monarchy admits not of any such stability; nor is
it possible to assign to the crown such a determinate degree of power, as will, in every hand, form a
proper counterbalance to the other parts of the constitution. This is an unavoidable disadvantage,
among the many advantages, attending that species of government.

[47]

ESSAY VII: WHETHER THE BRITISH GOVERNMENT INCLINES
MORE TO ABSOLUTE MONARCHY, OR TO A REPUBLIC?

It affords a violent° prejudice against almost every science, that no prudent man, however sure of his
principles, dares prophesy concerning any event, or foretel the remote consequences of things. A
physician will not venture to pronounce concerning the condition of his patient a fortnight or month
after: And still less dares a politician foretel the situation of public affairs a few years hence. Harrington
 thought himself so sure of his general principle, that the balance of power depends on that of property,
 that he ventured to pronounce it impossible ever to re-establish monarchy in England: But his book
was scarcely published when the king was restored; and we see, that monarchy has ever since
subsisted upon the [48] same footing as before.1 Notwithstanding this unlucky example, I will venture
to examine an important question, to wit, Whether the British government inclines more to absolute 
monarchy, or to a republic; and in which of these two species of government it will most probably 
terminate?
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 As there seems not to be any great danger of a sudden revolution either way, I shall at least escape
the shame attending my temerity,° if I should be found to have been mistaken.

Those who assert, that the balance of our government inclines towards absolute monarchy, may
support their opinion by the following reasons. That property has a great influence on power cannot
possibly be denied; but yet the general maxim, that the balance of one depends on the balance of the 
other, must be received with several limitations. It is evident, that much less property in a single hand
will be able to counterbalance a greater property in several; not only because it is difficult to make
many persons combine in the same views and measures; but because property, when united, causes
much greater dependence, than the same property, when dispersed. A hundred persons, of 1000l. a
year a-piece, can consume all their income, and no body shall ever be the better for them, except their
servants and tradesmen, who justly regard their profits as the product of their own labour. But a man
possessed of 100,000l. a year, if he has either any generosity or any cunning, may create a great
dependence by obligations, and still a greater by expectations. Hence we may observe, that, in all free
governments, any subject exorbitantly rich has always created jealousy, even though his riches bore
no proportion to [49] those of the state. Crassus’s fortune,2 if I remember well, amounted only to about
two millions and a half of our money;a,b yet we find, that, though his genius was nothing extraordinary,
he was able, by means of his riches alone, to counterbalance, during his lifetime, the power of Pompey
 as well as that of Cæsar, who afterwards became master of the world. The wealth of the Medici made
them masters of Florence;3 though, it is probable, it was not considerable, compared to the united
property of that opulent republic.

These considerations are apt to make one entertain a magnificent idea of the British spirit and love of
liberty; since we could maintain our free government, during so many centuries, against our
sovereigns, who, besides the power and dignity and majesty of the crown, have always been
possessed of much more property than any subject has ever enjoyed in any commonwealth. But it may
be said, that this spirit, however great, will never be able to support itself against that immense
property, which is now lodged in the king, and which is still encreasing. Upon a moderate computation,
there are near three millions a year at the disposal of the crown. The civil list amounts to near a million;
the collection of all taxes to another; and the employments in the army and navy, together with 
ecclesiastical preferments,° to above a third million: An enormous sum, and what may fairly be
computed to be more than a thirtieth part of the whole income and labour of the kingdom. When we
add to this great property, the encreasing luxury of the nation, our proneness to corruption, together
with the great power and prerogatives of the crown, and the [50] command of military force, there is no
one but must despair of being able, without extraordinary efforts, to support our free government much
longer under these disadvantages.

On the other hand, those who maintain, that the byass° of the British government leans towards a
republic, may support their opinion by specious° arguments. It may be said, that, though this immense
property in the crown, be joined to the dignity of first magistrate, and to many other legal powers and
prerogatives, which should naturally give it greater influence; yet it really becomes less dangerous to
liberty upon that very account. Were England a republic, and were any private man possessed of a
revenue, a third, or even a tenth part as large as that of the crown, he would very justly excite jealousy;
because he would infallibly have great authority, in the government: And such an irregular authority,
not avowed by the laws, is always more dangerous than a much greater authority, derived from them.
A man, possessed of usurped power, can set no bounds to his pretensions:c His partizans have liberty
to hope for every thing in his favour: His enemies provoke his ambition, with his fears, by the violence
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of their opposition: And the government being thrown into a ferment, every corrupted humour in the
state naturally gathers to him. On the contrary, a legal authority, though great, has always some
bounds, which terminate both the hopes and pretensions of the person possessed of it: The laws must
have provided a remedy against its excesses: Such an eminent magistrate has much to fear, and little
to hope from his usurpations: And as his legal authority is quietly submitted to, he has small temptation
and small opportunity of extending it farther. Besides, it happens, with regard to ambitious aims and
projects, what may be observed with regard to sects of philosophy and religion. A new sect excites
such a ferment, and is both opposed and defended with such vehemence, that it always spreads
faster, and multiplies its partizans with greater rapidity, than any old established opinion, recommended
by the sanction of the laws and of antiquity. Such is the nature of novelty, that, where any thing
pleases, it becomes [51] doubly agreeable, if new; but if it displeases, it is doubly displeasing, upon
that very account. And, in most cases, the violence of enemies is favourable to ambitious projects, as
well as the zeal of partizans.

It may farther be said, that, though men be much governed by interest; yet even interest itself, and all
human affairs, are entirely governed by opinion. Now, there has been a sudden and sensible change in
the opinions of men within these last fifty years, by the progress of learning and of liberty. Most people,
in this island, have divested themselves of all superstitious reverence to names and authority: The
clergy have much lostd their credit: Their pretensions and doctrines have been ridiculed; and even
religion can scarcely support itself in the world. The mere name of king commands little respect; and to
talk of a king as GOD’s vicegerent° on earth, or to give him any of those magnificent titles, which
formerly dazzled mankind, would but excite laughter in every one. Though the crown, by means of its
large revenue, may maintain its authority in times of tranquillity, upon private interest and influence;
yet, as the least shock or convulsion must break all these interests to pieces, the royal power, being no
longer supported by the settled principles and opinions of men, will immediately dissolve. Had men
been in the same disposition at the revolution, as they are at present, monarchy would have run a
great risque° of being entirely lost in this island.

Durst I° venture to deliver my own sentiments amidst these opposite arguments, I would assert, that,
unless there happen some extraordinary convulsion, the power of the crown, by means of its large
revenue, is rather upon the encrease; though, at the same time I own, that its progress seems very
slow, and almost insensible. The tide has run long, and with some rapidity, to the side of popular
government, and is just beginning to turn towards monarchy.

It is well known, that every government must come to a period,° and that death is unavoidable to the
political as well as to the animal body. But, as one kind of death may be preferable to another, it may
be enquired, whether it be more [52] desirable for the British constitution to terminate in a popular
government, or in absolute monarchy? Here I would frankly declare, that, though liberty be preferable
to slavery, in almost every case; yet I should rather wish to see an absolute monarch than a republic in
this island. For, let us consider, what kind of republic we have reason to expect. The question is not
concerning any fine imaginary republic, of which a man may form a plan in his closet.° There is no
doubt, but a popular government may be imagined more perfect than absolute monarchy, or even than
our present constitution. But what reason have we to expect that any such government will ever be
established in Great Britain, upon the dissolution of our monarchy? If any single person acquire power
enough to take our constitution to pieces, and put it up a-new, he is really an absolute monarch; and
we have already had an instance of this kind, sufficient to convince us, that such a person will never
resign his power, or establish any free government.4 Matters, therefore, must be trusted to their natural
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progress and operation; and the house of commons, according to its present constitution, must be the
only legislature in such a popular government. The inconveniencies attending such a situation of
affairs, present themselves by thousands. If the house of commons, in such a case, ever dissolve
itself, which is not to be expected, we may look for a civil war every election. If it continue itself, we
shall suffer all the tyranny of a faction, subdivided into new factions. And, as such a violent government
cannot long subsist, [53] we shall, at last, after many convulsions, and civil wars, find repose in
absolute monarchy, which it would have been happier for us to have established peaceably from the
beginning. Absolute monarchy, therefore, is the easiest death, the true Euthanasia° of the British
 constitution.

Thus, if we have reason to be more jealous of monarchy, because the danger is more imminent from
that quarter; we have also reason to be more jealous of popular government, because that danger is
more terrible. This may teach us a lesson of moderation in all our political controversies.

[54]

ESSAY VIII: OF PARTIES IN GENERAL?

Of all men, that distinguish themselves by memorable achievements, the first place of honour seems
due to Legislators and founders of states, who transmit a system of laws and institutions to secure the
peace, happiness, and liberty of future generations. The influence of useful inventions in the arts and
sciences may, perhaps, extend farther than that of wise laws, whose effects are limited both in time
and place; but the benefit arising from the former, is not so sensible as that which results from the
latter. Speculative sciences do, indeed, improve the mind; but this advantage reaches only to a few
persons, who have leisure to apply themselves to them. And as to practical arts, which encrease the
commodities and enjoyments of life, it is well known, that [55] men’s happiness consists not so much in
an abundance of these, as in the peace and security with which they possess them; and those
blessings can only be derived from good government. Not to mention, that general virtue and good
morals in a state, which are so requisite to happiness, can never arise from the most refined precepts
of philosophy, or even the severest injunctions of religion; but must proceed entirely from the virtuous
education of youth, the effect of wise laws and institutions. I must, therefore, presume to differ from
Lord Bacon in this particular, and must regard antiquity as somewhat unjust in its distribution of
honours, when it made gods of all the inventors of useful arts, such as Ceres, Bacchus, Æsculapius;
and dignify legislators, such as Romulus and Theseus, only with the appellation of demigods and
heroes.1

As much as legislators and founders of states ought to be honoured and respected among men, as
much ought the founders of sects and factions to be detested and hated; because the influence of
faction is directly contrary to that of laws. Factions subvert government, render laws impotent, and
beget the fiercest animosities among men of the same nation, who ought to give mutual assistance
and protection to each other. And what should render the founders of parties more odious is, the
difficulty of extirpating°these weeds, when once they have taken root in any state. They naturally
propagate themselves for many centuries, and seldom end but by the total dissolution of that
government, in which they are sown. They are, besides, plants which grow most plentifully in the
richest soil; and though absolute governments be not wholly free from them, it must be confessed, that
they rise more easily, and propagate themselves faster in free governments, [56] where they always
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infect the legislature itself, which alone could be able, by the steady application of rewards and
punishments, to eradicate them.

Factions may be divided into Personal and Real; that is, into factions, founded on personal friendship
or animosity among such as compose the contending parties, and into those founded on some real
difference of sentiment or interest. The reason of this distinction is obvious; though I must
acknowledge, that parties are seldom found pure and unmixed, either of the one kind or the other. It is
not often seen, that a government divides into factions, where there is no difference in the views of the
constituent members, either real or apparent, trivial or material: And in those factions, which are
founded on the most real and most material difference, there is always observed a great deal of
personal animosity or affection. But notwithstanding this mixture, a party may be denominated either
personal or real, according to that principle which is predominant, and is found to have the greatest
influence.

Personal factions arise most easily in small republics. Every domestic quarrel, there, becomes an affair
of state. Love, vanity, emulation, any passion, as well as ambition and resentment, begets public
division. The Neri and Bianchi of Florence, the Fregosi and Adorni of Genoa, the Colonesi and Orsini
 of modern Rome, were parties of this kind.2

Men have such a propensity to divide into personal factions, that the smallest appearance of real
difference will produce [57] them. What can be imagined more trivial than the difference between one
colour of livery and another in horse races? Yet this difference begat two most inveterate factions in
the Greek empire, the Prasini and Veneti, who never suspended their animosities, till they ruined that
unhappy government.3

We find in the Roman history a remarkable dissension between two tribes, the Pollia and Papiria,
which continued for the space of near three hundred years, and discovered itself in their suffrages at
every election of magistrates.4 [58] This faction was the more remarkable, as it could continue for so
long a tract of time; even though it did not spread itself, nor draw any of the other tribes into a share of
the quarrel. If mankind had not a strong propensity to such divisions, the indifference of the rest of the
community must have suppressed this foolish animosity, that had not any aliment° of new benefits and
injuries, of general sympathy and antipathy, which never fail to take place, when the whole state is rent
into two equal factions.a

Nothing is more usual than to see parties, which have begun upon a real difference, continue even
after that difference is lost. When men are once inlisted on opposite sides, they contract an affection to
the persons with whom they are united, and an animosity against their antagonists: And these
passions they often transmit to their posterity. The real difference between Guelf and Ghibbelline was
long lost in Italy, before these factions were extinguished. The Guelfs adhered to the pope, the 
Ghibbellines to the emperor; yet the family of Sforza, who were in alliance with the emperor, though
they were Guelfs, being expelled Milan by the king5 of France, assisted by Jacomo Trivulzio and the 
Ghibbellines, the pope concurred with the latter, and they formed leagues with the pope against the
emperor.6

[59]

The civil wars which arose some few years ago in Morocco, between the blacks and whites, merely on
account of their complexion, are founded on a pleasant difference.7 We laugh at them; but I believe,
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were things rightly examined, we afford much more occasion of ridicule to the Moors. For, what are all
the wars of religion, which have prevailed in this polite and knowing part of the world? They are
certainly more absurd than the Moorish civil wars. The difference of complexion is a sensible and a real
difference: But the controversy about an article of faith, which is utterly absurd and unintelligible, is not
a difference in sentiment, but in a few phrases and expressions, which one party accepts of, without
understanding them; and the other refuses in the same manner.c

Real factions may be divided into those from interest, from principle, and from affection. Of all factions,
the first are the most reasonable, and the most excusable. Where two orders of men, such as the
nobles and people, have a distinct authority in a government, not very accurately balanced and
modelled, they naturally follow a distinct interest; nor can we reasonably expect a different conduct,
considering that degree of selfishness implanted in human nature. It requires great skill in a legislator
to prevent such parties; and many philosophers are of opinion, that this secret, like the grand elixir, or 
perpetual motion, may amuse men in theory, but can never possibly be reduced to practice.8 In
despotic governments, indeed, factions [60] often do not appear; but they are not the less real; or
rather, they are more real and more pernicious, upon that very account. The distinct orders of men,
nobles and people, soldiers and merchants, have all a distinct interest; but the more powerful
oppresses the weaker with impunity, and without resistance; which begets a seeming tranquillity in
such governments.d

There has been an attempt in England to divide the landed and trading part of the nation; but without
success. The interests of these two bodies are not really distinct, and never will be so, till our public
debts encrease to such a degree, as to become altogether oppressive and intolerable.

Parties from principle, especially abstract speculative principle, are known only to modern times, and
are, perhaps, the most extraordinary and unaccountable phænomenon, that has yet appeared in
human affairs. Where different principles beget a contrariety° of conduct, which is the case with all
different political principles, the matter may be more easily explained. A man, who esteems the true
right of government to lie in one man, or one family, cannot easily agree with his fellow-citizen, who
thinks that another man or family is possessed of this right. Each naturally wishes that right may take
place, according to his own notions of it. But where the difference of principle is attended with no
contrariety of action, but every one may follow his own way, without interfering with his neighbour, as
happens in all religious controversies; what madness, what fury can beget such unhappy and such
fatal divisions?

Two men travelling on the highway, the one east, the other west, can easily pass each other, if the way
be broad enough: But two men, reasoning upon opposite principles of religion, cannot so easily pass,
without shocking; though one should think, that the way were also, in that case, sufficiently broad, and
that each might proceed, without interruption, in his own course. But such is the nature of the human
mind, that it always lays hold on every mind that approaches it; and as it is wonderfully fortified by an
unanimity of sentiments, so is [61] it shocked and disturbed by any contrariety. Hence the eagerness,
which most people discover° in a dispute; and hence their impatience of opposition, even in the most
speculative and indifferent opinions.

This principle, however frivolous it may appear, seems to have been the origin of all religious wars and
divisions. But as this principle is universal in human nature, its effects would not have been confined to
one age, and to one sect of religion, did it not there concur with other more accidental causes, which
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raise it to such a height, as to produce the greatest misery and devastation. Most religions of the
ancient world arose in the unknown ages of government, when men were as yet barbarous and
uninstructed, and the prince, as well as peasant, was disposed to receive, with implicit faith, every
pious tale or fiction, which was offered him. The magistrate embraced the religion of the people, and
entering cordially into the care of sacred matters, naturally acquired an authority in them, and united
the ecclesiastical with the civil power. But the Christian religion arising, while principles directly
opposite to it were firmly established in the polite part of the world, who despised the nation that first
broached this novelty; no wonder, that, in such circumstances, it was but little countenanced by the
civil magistrate, and that the priesthood was allowed to engross all the authority in the new sect. So
bad a use did they make of this power, even in those early times, that the primitive persecutions may,
perhaps, in part,9 be [62] ascribed to the violence instilled by them into their followers. And the same
principles of priestly government continuing, after Christianity became the established religion, they
have engendered a spirit of persecution, which has ever since been the poison of human society, and
the source of the most inveterate factions in every government. Such divisions, therefore, on the part of
the people, may justly be esteemed factions of principle; but, on the part of the priests, who are the
prime movers, they are really factions of interest.

There is another cause (beside the authority of the priests, and the separation of the ecclesiastical and
civil powers) which has contributed to render Christendom° the scene of religious wars and divisions.
Religions, that arise in ages totally ignorant and barbarous, consist mostly of traditional tales and
fictions, which may be different in every sect, without being contrary to each other; and even when they
are contrary, every one adheres to the tradition of his own sect, without much reasoning or disputation.
But as philosophy was widely spread over the world, at the time when Christianity arose, the teachers
of the new sect were obliged to form a system of speculative opinions; to divide, with some accuracy,
their articles of faith; and to explain, comment, confute, and defend with all the subtilty of argument and
science. Hence naturally arose keenness in dispute, when the Christian religion came to be [63] split
into new divisions and heresies: And this keenness assisted the priests in their policy, of begetting a
mutual hatred and antipathy among their deluded followers. Sects of philosophy, in the ancient world,
were more zealous than parties of religion; but in modern times, parties of religion are more furious and
enraged than the most cruel factions that ever arose from interest and ambition.

I have mentioned parties from affection as a kind of real parties, beside those from interest and 
principle. By parties from affection, I understand those which are founded on the different attachments
of men towards particular families and persons, whom they desire to rule over them. These factions
are often very violent; though, I must own, it may seem unaccountable, that men should attach
themselves so strongly to persons, with whom they are no wise acquainted, whom perhaps they never
saw, and from whom they never received, nor can ever hope for any favour. Yet this we often find to be
the case, and even with men, who, on other occasions, discover no great generosity of spirit, nor are
found to be easily transported by friendship beyond their own interest. We are apt to think the relation
between us and our sovereign very close and intimate. The splendour of majesty and power bestows
an importance on the fortunes even of a single person. And when a man’s good-nature does not give
him this imaginary interest, his ill-nature will, from spite and opposition to persons whose sentiments
are different from his own.

[64]
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ESSAY IX: OF THE PARTIES OF GREAT BRITAIN?

Were the British government proposed as a subject of speculation, one would immediately perceive in
it a source of division and party, which it would be almost impossible for it, under any administration, to
avoid. The just balance between the republican and monarchical part of our constitution is really, in
itself, so extremely delicate and uncertain, that, when joined to men’s passions and prejudices, it is
impossible but different opinions must arise concerning it, even among persons of the best
understanding. Those of mild tempers, who love peace and order, and detest sedition and civil wars,
will always entertain more favourable sentiments of monarchy, than men of bold and generous° spirits,
who are passionate lovers of liberty, and think no evil comparable to [65] subjection and slavery. And
though all reasonable men agree in general to preserve our mixed government; yet, when they come
to particulars, some will incline to trust greater powers to the crown, to bestow on it more influence, and
to guard against its encroachments with less caution, than others who are terrified at the most distant
approaches of tyranny and despotic power. Thus are there parties of Principle involved in the very
nature of our constitution, which may properly enough be denominated those of Court and Country.a
The strength and violence of each of these parties will much depend upon the particular administration.
An administration may be so bad, as to throw a great majority into the opposition; as a good
administration will reconcile to the court many of the most passionate lovers of liberty. But however the
nation may fluctuate between them, the parties themselves will always subsist, so long as we are
governed by a limited monarchy.

But, besides this difference of Principle, those parties are very much fomented by a difference of 
Interest, without which they could scarcely ever be dangerous or violent. The crown will naturally
bestow all trust and power upon those, whose principles, real or pretended, are most favourable to
monarchical government; and this temptation will naturally engage them to go greater lengths than
their principles would otherwise carry them. Their antagonists, who are disappointed in their ambitious
aims, throw themselves into the party whose sentiments incline them to be most jealous of royal
power, and naturally carry those sentiments to a greater height than sound politics will justify. Thus 
Court and Country, which are the genuine offspring of the British government, are a kind of mixed
parties, and are influenced both by principle and by interest. The heads of the factions are commonly
most governed by the latter motive; the inferior members of them by the former.b

As to ecclesiastical parties; we may observe, that, in all ages of the world, priests have been enemies
to liberty;c and it is certain, that this steady conduct of theirs must have been founded on fixed reasons
of interest and ambition. Liberty of [66] thinking, and of expressing our thoughts, is always fatal to
priestly power, and to those pious frauds, on which it is commonly founded; and, by an infallible
connexion, which prevails among all kinds of liberty, this privilege can never be enjoyed, at least has
never yet been enjoyed, but in a free government. Hence it must happen, in such a constitution as that
of Great Britain, that the established clergy, while things are in their natural situation, will always be of
the Court-party; as, on the contrary, dissenters of all kinds will be of the Country-party; since they can
never hope for that toleration, which they stand in need of, but by means of our free government. All
princes, that have aimed at despotic power, have known of what importance it was to gain the
established clergy: As the clergy, on their part, have shewn a great facility in entering into the views of
such princes.1 Gustavus Vaza was, perhaps, the only ambitious monarch, that ever depressed the
church, at the same time that he discouraged liberty. But the exorbitant power of the bishops in Sweden
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, who, at that time, overtopped the crown itself, together with their attachment to a foreign family, was
the reason of his embracing such an unusual system of politics.2

[67]

This observation, concerning the propensity of priests to the government of a single person, is not true
with regard to one sect only. The Presbyterian and Calvinistic clergy in Holland were professed friends
to the family of Orange; as the Arminians, who were esteemed heretics, were of the Louvestein faction,
and zealous for liberty.3 But if a prince have the choice of both, it is easy to see, that he will prefer the
episcopal to the presbyterian form of government, both because of the greater affinity between
monarchy and episcopacy, and because of the facility, which he will find, in such a government, of
ruling the clergy, by means of their ecclesiastical superiors.4

If we consider the first rise of parties in England, during the great rebellion,5 we shall observe, that it
was conformable to this general theory, and that the species of government gave birth to them, by a
regular and infallible operation. The English constitution, before that period, had lain in a kind of
confusion; yet so, as that the subjects possessed many noble privileges, which, though not exactly
bounded and secured by [68] law, were universally deemed, from long possession, to belong to them
as their birth-right. An ambitious, or rather a misguided, prince arose, who deemed all these privileges
to be concessions of his predecessors, revokeable at pleasure; and, in prosecution of this principle, he
openly acted in violation of liberty, during the course of several years. Necessity, at last, constrained
him to call a parliament: The spirit of liberty arose and spread itself: The prince, being without any
support, was obliged to grant every thing required of him: And his enemies, jealous and implacable, set
no bounds to their pretensions.6 Here then began those contests, in which it was no wonder, that men
of that age were divided into different parties; since, even at this day, the impartial are at a loss to
decide concerning the justice of the quarrel. The pretensions of the parliament, if yielded to, broke the
balance of the constitution, by rendering the government almost entirely republican. If not yielded to,
the nation was, perhaps, still in danger of absolute power, from the settled principles and inveterate
habits of the king, which had plainly appeared in every concession that he had been constrained to
make to his people. In this question, so delicate and uncertain, men naturally fell to the side which was
most conformable to their usual principles; and the more passionate favourers of monarchy declared
for the king, as the zealous friends of liberty sided with the parliament. The hopes of success being
nearly equal on both sides, interest had no general influence in this contest: So that Round-head and 
Cavalier were merely parties of principle;7 neither of [69] which disowned either monarchy or liberty;
but the former party inclined most to the republican part of our government, the latter to the
monarchical. In this respect, they may be considered as court and country-party, enflamed into a civil
war, by an unhappy concurrence of circumstances, and by the turbulent spirit of the age. The
commonwealth’s men, and the partizans of absolute power, lay concealed in both parties, and formed
but an inconsiderable part of them.

The clergy had concurred with the king’s arbitrary designs; and, in return, were allowed to persecute
their adversaries, whom they called heretics and schismatics. The established clergy were episcopal;
the non-conformists presbyterian: So that all things concurred to throw the former, without reserve, into
the king’s party; and the latter into that of the parliament.f

Every one knows the event of this quarrel; fatal to the king first, to the parliament afterwards. After
many confusions and revolutions, the royal family was at last restored, and the ancient government re-
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established.8 Charles II. was not made wiser by the example of his father; but prosecuted the same
measures, though at first, with more secrecy and caution. New parties arose, under the appellation of 
Whig and Tory, which have continued ever since to confound and distract our government.9 To
determine the nature of these parties is, perhaps, one of the most difficult problems, that can be met
with, and is a proof that history may contain questions, as uncertain as any to be found in the most
abstract sciences. We have seen the conduct of the two parties, during the course of seventy [70]
 years, in a vast variety of circumstances, possessed of power, and deprived of it, during peace, and
during war: Persons, who profess themselves of one side or other, we meet with every hour, in
company, in our pleasures, in our serious occupations: We ourselves are constrained, in a manner, to
take party; and living in a country of the highest liberty, every one may openly declare all his
sentiments and opinions: Yet are we at a loss to tell the nature, pretensions, and principles of the
different factions.g

When we compare the parties of Whig and Tory with those of Round-head and Cavalier, the most
obvious difference, that appears between them, consists in the principles of passive obedience, and 
indefeasible right, which were but little heard of among the Cavaliers, but became the universal
doctrine, and were esteemed the true characteristic of a Tory. Were these principles pushed into their
most obvious consequences, they imply a formal renunciation of all our liberties, and an avowal of
absolute monarchy; since nothing can be a greater absurdity than a limited power, which must not be
resisted, even when it exceeds its limitations. But as the most rational principles are often but a weak 
counterpoise° to passion; it is no wonder that these absurd principlesh were found too weak for that
effect. The Tories, as men, were enemies to oppression; and also as Englishmen, they were enemies
to arbitrary power. Their zeal for liberty, was, perhaps, less fervent than that of their antagonists; but
was sufficient to make them forget all their general principles, when they saw themselves openly
threatened with a subversion of the ancient government. From these sentiments arose the revolution;10
 an event of mighty consequence, and the firmest foundation of British liberty. The conduct of the Tories
, during that event, and after it, will afford us a true insight into the nature of that party.

In the first place, they appear to have had the genuine sentiments of Britons in their affection for liberty,
and in [71] their determined resolution not to sacrifice it to any abstract principle whatsoever, or to any
imaginary rights of princes. This part of their character might justly have been doubted of before the 
revolution, from the obvious tendency of their avowed principles, and from theiri compliances with a
court, which seemed to make little secret of its arbitrary designs. The revolution shewed them to have
been, in this respect, nothing, but a genuine court-party, such as might be expected in a British
government: That is, Lovers of liberty, but greater lovers of monarchy. It must, however, be confessed,
that they carried their monarchical principles farther, even in practice, but more so in theory, than was,
in any degree, consistent with a limited government.
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Secondly, Neither their principles nor affections concurred, entirely or heartily, with the settlementmade
at the revolution, or with that which has since taken place. This part of their character may seem
opposite to the former; since any other settlement, in those circumstances of the nation, must probably
have been dangerous, if not fatal to liberty. But the heart of man is made to reconcile contradictions;
and this contradiction is not greater than that between passive obedience, and the resistance
 employed at the revolution. A Tory, therefore, since the revolution, may be defined in a few words, to
be a lover of monarchy, though without abandoning liberty; and a partizan of the family of Stuart. As a 
Whigmay be defined to be a lover of liberty though without renouncing monarchy; and a friend to the 
settlement in the Protestant line.j

These different views, with regard to the settlement of the crown, were accidental, but natural additions
to the principles of the court and country parties, which are the genuine divisions in the British
government. A passionate lover of monarchy is apt to be displeased at any change of the succession;
as savouring too much of a commonwealth: A passionate lover of liberty is apt to think that every part
of the government ought to be subordinate to the interests of liberty.

Some, who will not venture to assert, that the real difference between Whig and Tory was lost at the 
revolution, [72] seem inclined to think, that the difference is now abolished, and that affairs are so far
returned to their natural state, that there are at present no other parties among us but court and 
country; that is, men, who, by interest or principle, are attached either to monarchy or liberty. The Tories
 have been so long obliged to talk in the republican stile, that they seem to have made converts of
themselves by their hypocrisy, and to have embraced the sentiments, as well as language of their
adversaries. There are, however, very considerable remains of that party in England, with all their old
prejudices; and a proof that court and country are not our only parties, is, that almost all the dissenters
side with the court, and the lower clergy, at least, of the church of England, with the opposition. This
may convince us, that some biass still hangs upon our constitution, some extrinsic weight, which turns
it from its natural course, and causes a confusion in our parties.11,k
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