
An Intellectual Rivalry: A Comprehensive
Study of Edmund Burke and Henry St. John,
Viscount Bolingbroke
Amidst the vibrant intellectual landscape of the 18th century, two towering
figures emerged as fierce rivals for dominance in the realm of political
thought: Edmund Burke and Henry St. John, Viscount Bolingbroke. Their
profound contributions to the theory and practice of statecraft have left an
enduring legacy, shaping the very foundations of modern political
discourse. This article delves into the complex relationship between these
two titans, exploring their contrasting ideologies, rhetorical brilliance, and
the lasting impact of their intellectual rivalry.

Edmund Burke: The Conservative Champion
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Edmund Burke, an Irish-born statesman and philosopher, emerged as a
staunch defender of tradition and established institutions. His conservative
philosophy emphasized the importance of organic growth, historical
continuity, and social order. Burke believed that society should evolve
gradually, preserving the inherited wisdom of the past while adapting to
changing circumstances. He argued for a cautious approach to political
reforms, warning against the dangers of radical upheavals that could
disrupt the delicate fabric of society.

Henry St. John, Viscount Bolingbroke: The Rational Innovator
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Henry St. John, Viscount Bolingbroke (1678-1751): A Rationalist and Pragmatist

Henry St. John, Viscount Bolingbroke, on the other hand, embodied the
spirit of Enlightenment rationalism. As a former Tory politician and a close
associate of Alexander Pope, Bolingbroke rejected the notion of blind
adherence to tradition. He argued that reason and individual liberty should
guide the course of society. Bolingbroke advocated for a pragmatic
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approach to statecraft, emphasizing the need for flexibility and adaptation
in response to changing circumstances. He believed that a modernizing
state, embracing scientific advancements and progressive reforms, held
the key to progress and prosperity.

Clash of Ideologies: Conservative vs. Progressive

The intellectual rivalry between Burke and Bolingbroke stemmed from their
fundamentally different perspectives on the nature of society and the role of
government. Burke's conservatism championed the preservation of social
order and traditional values, while Bolingbroke's rationalism embraced
innovation and individual freedom. This clash of ideologies manifested itself
in their contrasting views on key issues of their time, including the French
Revolution, the role of monarchy, and the extent of state power.

The French Revolution: A Watershed Moment

The outbreak of the French Revolution in 1789 marked a defining moment
in the intellectual rivalry between Burke and Bolingbroke. Burke, horrified
by the violence and chaos unleashed by the revolutionary fervor, penned
his influential treatise, "Reflections on the Revolution in France." In this
work, he eloquently articulated his belief that hasty and radical reforms
could lead to disastrous consequences. He warned against the dangers of
unchecked democracy and the erosion of traditional institutions that had
guaranteed social cohesion and stability.

In response to Burke's conservative critique, Bolingbroke defended the
French Revolution as a necessary and justified uprising against an
oppressive regime. He argued that the pursuit of liberty and equality
outweighed the temporary disruptions and uncertainties associated with
revolutionary change. Bolingbroke's rationalist perspective saw the French



Revolution as an opportunity for France to embrace modernity and
progress.

The Role of Monarchy: A Symbol of Continuity vs. An Obstacle to
Progress

Burke and Bolingbroke also held contrasting views on the role of monarchy
in society. Burke believed that the monarchy provided a vital symbol of
continuity and stability, embodying the collective wisdom and experience of
the past. He argued that a hereditary monarchy, rooted in tradition, could
serve as a stabilizing force in an ever-changing world.

Bolingbroke, on the other hand, viewed monarchy with skepticism. He saw
it as an outdated institution that hindered individual liberty and progreso.
Bolingbroke advocated for a more democratic and egalitarian society,
where power resided in the hands of the people rather than a select few.

The Extent of State Power: A Necessary Safeguard vs. A Threat to
Liberty

The debate between Burke and Bolingbroke extended to the question of
the extent of state power. Burke believed that a strong and centralized state
was essential for maintaining order, protecting individual rights, and
promoting the common good. He argued that the state should play an
active role in regulating society and safeguarding the interests of its
citizens.

Bolingbroke, however, warned against the dangers of excessive state
power. He believed that an overbearing state could stifle individual freedom
and innovation. Bolingbroke advocated for a limited and decentralized



state, where individual self-interest and free markets were the primary
drivers of social progress.

Rhetorical Brilliance and Literary Legacy

Beyond their intellectual rivalry, Burke and Bolingbroke were also renowned
for their rhetorical brilliance and literary legacy. Burke's speeches and
writings were characterized by their eloquence, passion, and profound
insights. He possessed an uncanny ability to sway audiences with his vivid
imagery, compelling logic, and deep understanding of human nature.

Bolingbroke, too, was a master of rhetoric. His writings were known for their
wit, clarity, and persuasive power. Bolingbroke's prose was elegant and
accessible, making his ideas accessible to a wider audience. Both Burke
and Bolingbroke left a lasting mark on English literature and political
thought.

Impact and Legacy: Shaping Political Discourse

The intellectual rivalry between Burke and Bolingbroke has had a profound
impact on the development of political thought. Their contrasting ideologies
have shaped the ongoing debate between conservatism and
progressivism. Burke's conservative principles continue to resonate with
those who value tradition, stability, and the wisdom of experience.
Bolingbroke's rationalist approach continues to inspire those who believe in
the power of reason, individual liberty, and social progress.

The legacy of Burke and Bolingbroke extends far beyond their own time.
Their ideas have influenced countless thinkers, politicians, and social
movements throughout history. Their rivalry has contributed to the richness



and diversity of political discourse, fostering a marketplace of ideas that
has advanced our understanding of society and the role of government.

The intellectual rivalry between Edmund Burke and Henry St. John,
Viscount Bolingbroke, was a defining moment in the history of political
thought. Their contrasting ideologies, rhetorical brilliance, and literary
legacy continue to shape our understanding of society, government, and
the human condition. The debate between conservatism and
progressivism, which they so eloquently articulated, remains a central
feature of political discourse today. Burke and Bolingbroke's enduring
impact is a testament to the power of ideas and the enduring relevance of
their intellectual rivalry.
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