[bookmark: _GoBack]Assess the reflections made by commentators in England to events in revolutionary France, paying attention to the works of Thomas Paine, Edmund Burke, and Mary Wollstonecraft
Throughout this essay I aim to discuss the events occurring in France 1789-1799, during the French Revolution. The French Revolution was a bloody and violent affair lasting ten years. It can be argued that the origins of the event lie with the Age of Enlightenment. The Enlightenment encouraged critical thinking regarding the political and social system in the 18th century and influenced ideas such as freedom, liberty and human rights, which were the main arguments during the French Revolution. The tipping point was Louis XVI introducing taxes to the Third Estate, the majority of France but also the poorest, to pay off war debts. This caused inflation and poverty, along with unsuccessful harvest, created the need for change in France. As the revolution developed, events became increasingly violent, which was not what Enlightened thinkers truly believed in. The later years became known as the “Terror” and the political goal had been lost amongst the chaos.
News of the revolutionary events in France had received a mixed response across the channel in Britain. Some British attitudes towards events in France were optimistic and hopeful, whilst others feared the direction of the event. They looked back to the most recent revolution, the Glorious Revolution in 1688 and saw it as something to be proud of. Many hoped the same would happen in France. Britain and France had a rocky relationship for nearly 700 years, other attitudes in Britain hoped the revolution would weaken France and it was also mimicking British politics.[footnoteRef:1] [1: Ruth Mather, "The Impact Of The French Revolution In Britain", The British Library, 2014 <https://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/the-impact-of-the-french-revolution-in-britain#footnote2> [Accessed 10 October 2018]..] 

This essay will pay attention to British commentators’ feelings and opinions towards the event and how opinions changed and developed in the ten years of the revolution. I will first introduce the three main arguments presented by Edmund Burke, Thomas Paine and Mary Wollstonecraft. 
Edmund Burke was an Irish statesman, representing the Whig party. Burke strongly supported the American Revolution and was an advocate for its independence from the Crown and British Government.[footnoteRef:2] However, the French Revolution caused him concern. Burke waited a year to publish his thoughts and as events unfolded he expressed his worries for the development and future of the revolution. He published his pamphlet, originally intended to be a letter, Reflections on the Revolution in France in 1790 and it became one of his most well-known works. This was written in the early stages of the events but criticised the revolution and the direction it was headed. In Stephen Greenblatt’s The Norton Anthology of English Literature: The Romantic Period, he expresses that Burke’s reflections became the “most eloquent statement of British conservatism.”[footnoteRef:3] [2:  "Edmund Burke | Biography, Books, & Facts", Encyclopedia Britannica, 2006 <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Edmund-Burke-British-philosopher-and-statesman> [Accessed 10 October 2018].]  [3:  Greenblatt, Stephen (2012). The Norton Anthology of English Literature: The Romantic Period. New York: W.W. Norton & Company, Inc. p. 187] 

Thomas Paine was a pro-revolutionary propagandist, he emigrated to America, Philadelphia and became a journalist after his failed attempts at education and work in Britain. He served in the Continental Army during the America Revolution (1766-1783) and inspired soldiers by writing “Common Sense” and “The America Crisis” (1776-1783), which both supported American independence, similar to Burke. Paine then returned to Britain to focus on events in Europe, particularly France where he spent two years writing and published “Rights of Man”.[footnoteRef:4] Rights of Man was split in to 2 parts. The first part was written as an answer to Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France and the other Paine’s opinion on how to make the revolution successful and how to establish a constitutional republic. Rights of Man Part 1 completely opposed every argument that Edmund Burke had suggested and provided a defence fighting man’s rights to enjoy freedom, especially free universal education and healthcare, which is the welfare system used in Britain presently, which implies that Paine’s thoughts and ideas were a modern way of thinking. Paine was way ahead of his time.  [4:  "Thomas Paine", Ushistory.Org, 2018 <http://www.ushistory.org/paine/> [Accessed 2 October 2018].] 

The last figure to focus on when looking at British attitudes towards the French Revolution is Mary Wollstonecraft. Wollstonecraft led a radical life, leaving home and becoming a publisher and then a writer. She was known for having affairs with married men before settling down. She, like Paine, strongly supported the revolution and she too travelled to see the events in France. Her most famous radical publishing was A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792) which was intended for the Prime Minister of France at the time,  Charles M. Talleyrand-Perigord. It set out what she believed should come out of the revolution regarding women’s rights in France. She spends much of the essay blasting Burke’s scepticism towards the event.
Edmund Burke published Reflections on the Revolution in France in 1790. This pamphlet “began the British debate”[footnoteRef:5] regarding events in France. Burke implies his scepticism towards the revolution throughout this text, he repeatedly states that it is too early to judge the events unfolding. Having only a year to assess the event, he didn’t have enough time to reflect and thus writes mainly regarding his predictions and concerns. One of Burke’s main concern is the direction that the revolution was headed. Burke expresses his concern over the outcome of this event. [5:  Gregory Claeys, The French Revolution Debate In Britain (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), p. 3.] 

“To give freedom is still more easy. It is not necessary to guide; it only requires to let go the rein. But to form a free government; that is, to temper together these opposite elements of liberty and restraint in one work, requires much thought, deep reflection, a sagacious, powerful, and combining mind”[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Edmund Burke, Reflections On The Revolution In France, 1790.] 

Here, Burke stresses his concern over the campaign for freedom. He believes that everybody has their right to express freedom and liberty, but questions how France will create a political system that allows enough freedom, at the same time creating an established and civilised system, especially regarding law, crime and punishment. He expresses that it will be extremely hard to get the right balance of power. He is essentially bursting the bubble surrounding the revolution and presenting the brutal reality. 
Furthermore, Burke argued that if the revolutionaries win, then the army would gain too much power, in hindsight he was correct. He believed the state would become tyrannical and out of control with violence. Burke particularly showed concern over the wellbeing of King Louis XVI and the future of the French Monarchy. Thomas Paine, a propagandist and supporter or the revolution strongly opposed this. Paine implies in Rights of Man that Burke is not being reasonable. He does not care about the masses that suffer from despotic governments across the world. He doesn’t care about those who ensure slavery, hunger, taxes and inflation, he just seems concerned about the monarchy and its future in France.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Thomas Paine, Rights Of Man: Being An Answer To Mr. Burke's Attack On The French Revolution. Third Edition. By Thomas Paine, Secretary For Foreign Affairs To Congress In The American War, And Author Of The Work Intitled "Common Sense." (London: Printed for J.S. Jordan, No. 166. Fleet-Street, 1792), p.21.] 

Burke’s other main concern was that the tradition of France would be lost within the chaos. Burke states that “The age of Chivalry is gone”[footnoteRef:8], which again demonstrates how he looked back at what France would be losing rather than favouring progression for men and women suffering from the ancien regime in France. This is interesting as it seems this statement does not support Enlightened ideas. If he was truly an enlightened individual then surely he would be far more concerned over the rights the majority of the country, over the tradition of the minority.  [8:  Edmund Burke, Reflections On The Revolution In France, 1790.] 

Thomas Paine, in Rights of Man argues that Burke is protecting the dead rather than fighting for the freedom of those living. 
“Mr. Burke is contending for the authority of the dead over the rights and freedom of the living.”[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Thomas Paine, Rights Of Man: Being An Answer To Mr. Burke's Attack On The French Revolution. Third Edition. By Thomas Paine, Secretary For Foreign Affairs To Congress In The American War, And Author Of The Work Intitled "Common Sense." (London: Printed for J.S. Jordan, No. 166. Fleet-Street, 1792), p. 10.] 

This demonstrates that Burke keeps looking back to the past instead of focusing on a new enlightened future. He, as a middle-aged politician clearly doesn’t understand the importance of rights and freedom, as he is lucky enough to exercise his liberty. Thomas Paine however, had struggled with his career. Mary Wollstonecraft agrees with Paine, as a woman she feels “enslaved” by society, even more so than men. Moreover, she attacks the aristocracy and the corrupt political system. She implies that people should not be able to inherit wealth or status. Man’s social position and privilege should be determined on his talent and hard work.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Mary Wollstonecraft, Ulrich H Hardt and Mary Wollstonecraft, A Critical Edition Of Mary Wollstonecraft's A Vindication Of The Rights Of Woman, With Strictures On Political And Moral Subjects(Troy, N.Y.: Whitston Pub. Co., 1982), p. 98,99] 

Furthermore, Burke insists that the revolution is exploiting Enlightenment ideas. He believes that using the Enlightenment as a reason for revolution not only ignores the true values of it but ignores the reality of society and human nature. Rather than enlightenment, he emphasised the need for a slow change in the way society, including politicians and monarchs, think. Similarly, Immanuel Kant’s “What is Enlightenment”, written in 1784, stressed the importance of not rushing or forcing a revolution. A revolution of the way people think needs to happen gradually to avoid conflict.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Immanuel Kant, ‘Answering the Question: What is Enlightenment?’, (1784), Trans. By Ted Humphrey, Hackett Publishing (1992)] 

In Thomas Paine’s second part of Rights of Man, his main argument is that the monarchy and the people of France should work together and fight for the same goal. He insisted that they are trying to fight against the despotic laws and political system in place. Paine compares the revolution in France to the revolution in America, which he was deeply involved with. He argues that if a man, with no knowledge of the world and societies, made observations, he would assume that the majority of poor people came from new governments, and not from old, long-established governments. This implies that old governments should have resolved the issue by now, however the “numerous wars they engage in or provoke, the embarrassments they throw in the way of universal civilisation and commerce, and the oppression and usurpation they act at home”[footnoteRef:12] has, at last, worn out the Third Estate, which suffered the most.  [12:  Thomas Paine, Rights Of Man: Being An Answer To Mr. Burke's Attack On The French Revolution. Third Edition. By Thomas Paine, Secretary For Foreign Affairs To Congress In The American War, And Author Of The Work Intitled "Common Sense." (London: Printed for J.S. Jordan, No. 166. Fleet-Street, 1792), p. 3] 

Ultimately, Mary Wollstonecraft agrees with Thomas Paine’s argument in terms of the need for the government to protect and represent the rights of men. However, she does take a different view point. She focuses on the outcome of the revolution and puts emphasis on the need for women to be recognised in the new French society, once the revolution is over. 
“Many are the causes that, in the present corrupt state of society, contribute to enslave women by cramping their understandings and sharpening their senses”[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Mary Wollstonecraft, Ulrich H Hardt and Mary Wollstonecraft, A Critical Edition Of Mary Wollstonecraft's A Vindication Of The Rights Of Woman, With Strictures On Political And Moral Subjects(Troy, N.Y.: Whitston Pub. Co., 1982), p. 53.] 

This suggests that men in the present corrupt society are trying to stop women gaining an education. She compares the right of education to men and not women, like slavery. This comparison emphasises the importance for women to have the right to a basic education and for forces to stop working against them and help them escape their state of ignorance. She questions how women will be able to educate their children if they themselves are not educated. 
Wollstonecraft attacks Edmund Burke’s views in a pamphlet A Vindication of the Rights of Men, in a Letter to the Right Honourable Edmund Burke; Occasioned by His Reflections on the Revolution in France. It targets mainly the corrupt political system. She argues against the inheritance of status and privilege, which Burke himself received and supports. She describes the House of Commons like a “beer garden” rather than a “dignified legislative body”[footnoteRef:14], suggesting little talent or hard work coming from those in power, who gained their status due to the hard work of their ancestors.  [14:  Mary Wollstonecraft, Ulrich H Hardt and Mary Wollstonecraft, A Critical Edition Of Mary Wollstonecraft's A Vindication Of The Rights Of Woman, With Strictures On Political And Moral Subjects(Troy, N.Y.: Whitston Pub. Co., 1982), p. 98,99] 

To conclude, I believe that attitudes in Britain were initially enthusiastic, having just witnessed the American Revolution and their successes. Through the age of enlightenment in the 18th century society has been exposed to the same ideas that French people were fighting for. Thomas Paine and Mary Wollstonecraft were strong supporters and their publications demonstrate their ideas and potential outcomes. However, they strongly opposed Edmund Burke and his scepticism. I believe that Edmund Burke was extremely pessimistic regarding the revolution, he did not even celebrate the positive potential outcomes. He did support the idea of freedom however completely disregarded it by emphasising the difficulty in creating a government that will allow the exercise of freedom. I do however, think he was right to be slightly pessimistic. Having had a long career in politics and having just witnessed the American Revolution, I think it would be difficult for anyone in his position to show complete enthusiasm. Mary Wollstonecraft made brave and valid points, and is celebrated for her early feminist ideas, however does not completely reflect the ideas of Britain as a whole, only women who wanted to be educated. Thomas Paine represents enlightenment ideas and supports the revolution wholeheartedly, however I don’t believe he is being realistic with his points, it was clear to see, even in the beginning of the revolution, from the Storming of the Bastille, the women’s march at Versailles and the capture of King Louis XVI.
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