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(Excerpts from) 

Reflections on the Revolution in France 

Edmund Burke (1790) 
 

…When ancient opinions and rules of life are taken away, the loss cannot possibly be estimated. From 

that moment we have no compass to govern us; nor can we know distinctly to what port we steer. 

Europe, undoubtedly, taken in a mass, was in a flourishing condition the day on which your revolution 

was completed. How much of that prosperous state was owing to the spirit of our old manners and 

opinions is not easy to say; but as such causes cannot be indifferent in their operation, we must 

presume that on the whole their operation was beneficial… 

…To avoid, therefore, the evils of inconstancy and versatility, ten thousand times worse than those of 

obstinacy and the blindest prejudice, we have consecrated the state, that no man should approach to 

look into its defects or corruptions but with due caution, that he should never dream of beginning its 

reformation by its subversion, that he should approach to the faults of the state as to the wounds of a 

father, with pious awe and trembling solicitude. By this wise prejudice we are taught to look with 

horror on those children of their country who are prompt rashly to hack that aged parent in pieces and 

put him into the kettle of magicians, in hopes that by their poisonous weeds and wild incantations they 

may regenerate the paternal constitution and renovate their father's life…  

 

 



Context: 
 

Because of his thoughtful and prescient observations on the French Revolution Edmund Burke (1729-

1797) came to be identified as the first enunciator of conservative political doctrine. Burke was not a 

reactionary; in the British Parliament he supported measures that he believed would have ameliorated 

discontent and prevented rebellions in Britain’s American colonies and in Ireland. He wrote his 

Reflections on the Revolution in France, in the form of a long letter in 1790; in its time it was widely 

read throughout Europe. 

 

Questions: 
 

1. Does Edmund Burke’s assessment of the impact of the French Revolution ignore the course of 

human history as it moved on from the eighteenth century Enlightenment? 

2. Were the states that formed coalitions to attack revolutionary France justified in their concerns 

about the spread of Liberté, Egalite, and Fraternité?  

 

Assignment: 
 

Divide the class into two groups; have one half compose a letter from Queen Marie Antoinette to a 

relative in the court in Vienna, Austria, shortly before the French royal family make their attempt on 20 

June 1791 to escape Paris, reach supporters in northwestern France, and reverse the course of events in 

the capital. Antoinette reflects on the events of the previous two years - personally and politically. The 

second half of the class takes on the persona of a Parisian sans-culotte who corresponds with family in 

Normandy and recounts his exploits in the revolutionary struggle and the changes that have come with 

it. 
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