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Reading revolution: towards a history
of the Volney vogue in England

ALEXANDER COOK

This-chapter traces the reception of a French book in England. More
broadly, it examines a process in which aspects of French revolutionary
political thought and language were appropriated for use in English
reform campaigns during the first half of the nineteenth century. The
book is entitled Les Ruines, ou Méditation sur les révolutions des empires.
First published in 1791, it was dedicated to the revolutionary National
Assembly of France, of which its author was a member. The author,
Constantin Volney (1757-1820), was a political theorist, historian and
travel writer. Now a largely forgotten figure, in his day Volney was one of
the most notorious writers in Europe. He was unquestionably the most
popular revolutionary author in the Anglophone world, and he remained
one of the most widely read French writers in Britain through the first
half of the nineteenth century. :
For fifty years following the revolution, Les Ruines served as a key
text in British campaigns for political and religious reform. Eleven
books were published specifically to refute Volney during this period in
England. Numerous pamphlets and articles were written on the subject
of his supposedly destructive influence. The consequence, for historians,
is an unusually detailed record of the process by which a French philoso-
pher was received and used across the Channel. In this chapter I want to
discuss why Les Ruines was so successful in England in comparison with
other literature of the French Revolution and to examine how the book
functioned within the field of English radical politics. As a case study it
offers a fascinating perspective on the complex history of intellectual
opposftion and exchange between the two countries. It also highlights
the importance of understanding changing contexts of consumption and
utilisation if we wish to study what reception theorists like to call the
‘effective history’ of literature — its productive potential in the social
world.
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Les Ruines: form and content

Les Ruines seems a curious book to modern readers. It blends large
passages of straight political and moral philosophy with a poetic style,
a first person narrator and a fictional structure that includes dream
sequences, genies and revelations. The narrative is set in 1784. The
narrator is a traveller in the Orient, as Volney had been at the time. While
wandering in the desert, he stumbles across the ruins of the ancient city
of Palmyra. This spectacle of decay inspires a prolonged meditation on
the rise and decline of civilisations, the art of government, the ethics of
social life and the prospects of progress. The narrator falls asleep before
the city. In his dreams he receives a revelation from a spirit guide, a
‘genie’ who emerges from the ruins to explain the dynamics of human
history and to offer a vision of a better future. The mood of the text
varies radically from an initial sense of tragic pathos at the cycles of
empires and the frustration of human ambition, through a phase of anger
at human folly and corruption, to a final vision of hope that the errors
and failures of the past might finally be overcome through the gradual
enlightenment of the species.

Within this structural framework, we can trace several philosophical
propositions that seem to have been important for early readers. First,
Volney set out a theory of history in which the rise and decline of states
was related to the justice of their internal organisation. The ruin of ancient
civilisations was related not to divine decree or to the corrosive hand of
time, but to the failure of legislators and peoples to understand their true
interests and the means to pursue them within the logic of social life. The
claim was that, in the long term, a society is only as strong as the number
of individuals with a personal interest in maintaining it. The lesson for
legislators was that injustice is an act of imprudence.

For Volney, it was an immutable fact of human psychology that
individuals are ultimately driven by the desire to procure personal advan-
tage. At the most basic level, this was the desire to procure pleasure and
avoid pain. Morally speaking, this was a neutral fact. The pursuit of
self-interest was not inherently positive or negative, because it was not
a question of choice. It could be socially useful or destructive depending
upon how it was managed. The key, for legislators, was to align public
and private interest through a combination of social reorganisation and
education. Only then could the fatal conflicts that had undermined the
vitality and strength of all civilisations be overcome.

Les Ruines depicts the history of social conflict as the perpetual battle
of two classes — the ‘classes oisives’, parasites who wish to live off the
labour of others, and the ‘peuple’, consisting of those who contribute
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by their labour to the national prosperity.! Volney claimed that ‘tous
les vices, tous les désordres politiques se réduisent la: des hommes qui
ne font rien, et qui dévorent la substance des autres’.> The origin of
this conflict was unenlightened amour-propre — an imprudent desire to
accumulate luxuries and leisure at the expense of others, stimulated in
the ignorant by the first hints of material prosperity. Thus ‘Cupidité, fille
et compagne de I’Ignorance, est devenue la cause de tous les maux qui ont
désolé la terre’.? The short-term consequence was that the strong united
to dominate the weak, who were kept in subjection by their disunity
and naivety. The long-term consequence had been an endless series of
societies degenerating towards instability and ruin.

Only in the modern age did the opportunity arise to break the cycle
of history. The prerequisite for this achievement was the enlighten-
ment of thg People concerning its true strength and interests, and the
enlightenmént of legislators concerning the principles of good govern-
ment. With the progress of science and, crucially, the invention of the
printing press, this development was finally conceivable. By providing
a means of communicating ‘en un méme instant une méme ideée a des
millions d’hommes’, printing rendered obsolete all attempts to suppress
the Republic of Letters or to halt the global march of mind. There had
developed a ‘masse progressive d’instruction’. Enlightenment of the
species would lead by an ineluctable logic to its moral elevation: ‘a force
d’expérience, il s’éclairera; a force d’erreurs, il se redressera; il deviendra
sage et bon, parce qu’il est de son intérét de I’étre’. In the end, all would
recognise that ‘le bonheur individuel est lié au bonheur de la société’.*

The main obstacle to the perfectibility of society was the division of
humanity into mutually hostile religious camps — each committed to its
own prejudices and unwilling to tolerate free debate. This hindered both
the international development of philosophy and the security of any free
state.® For this reason, almost half the book is devoted to an analysis of
the genesis and history of religion, designed to reveal the common origins
of religious belief while undermining the truth claims of all organised
cults. Volney suggested that all religions had their genesis in the worship
of the ‘physical forces of nature’. The proof of this could be seen half-
buried in their mythological systems. These were allegories of natural
processes filtered through a symbolic language derived, in large part,
from the astrological astronomy of ancient Egypt. The numerous stories
of death and resurrection related to the natural cycles of the seasons
and, in particular, to the passage of the sun through the heavens. In
Christianity, for example, the story of Jesus was merely one variant of
an ancient myth that referred originally to the ‘birth’ of the sun at the
winter solstice, and to its death and resurrection at the spring equinox.
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The secret of this natural code had been lost in the mists of time — the
allegorical had been taken for the literal, and modern religion had degen-
erated into a cynical exercise in social control.6

The key to creating a stable and prosperous society, in Volney’s
view, was to develop a political and moral science that would provide
a renovated system of ethics as a substitute for conventional religious
morality. This system would overcome the social divisions engendered by
religious prejudice. It would also provide a more solid basis for morality
than any system based on vain appeals to self-sacrifice in the interests
of the higher good ~ whether religious or secular. To be successful, the
new system would need to overcome the historical opposition between
private and public interest. For Volney (this is the most ambitious and
controversial part of his philosophy) reason could teach people that the
path to virtue was also the path to happiness.

The text culminates in a vision of the French Revolution, presented as
a future event, in which it serves as a sign for the peoples of the world
to rise up against their oppressors and declare themselves free. A general
assembly of peoples is summoned to determine the path to the future. It
is here that religious hostility manifests itself most forcefully, and it is in
this forum that the demonstration of the history and failures of positive
religion is given. Les Ruines concludes with an appeal from the peoples
of the world to the legislators of the regenerated French nation: ‘ensei-
gnez-nous, apres tant de religions d’illusions et d’erreurs, la religion de
I’évidence et de la vérité!’ This code, was to be based on ‘Pexamen des
attributs physiques et constitutifs de ’homme, des mouvemens et des
affections, qui le régissent dans ’état individuel et social’. The result, for
man, would be a knowledge of ‘les lois sur lesquelles la Nature elle-méme
a fondé son bonheur’.”

In 1793, Volney published a small additional tract entitled the Loi
Naturelle: ou catéchisme du citoyen frangais. This tract was an attempt
to set out systematically the ethical system derived from ‘natural laws’
described above. It claimed to show how all the virtues, both private
and social, could be rationally justified to individuals as the behaviour
recommended by an enlightened knowledge of private interest. Modera-
tion of physical appetite was dictated by the desire to preserve the body.
Sociable behaviour was dictated by the psychological and physical
benefits derived from communal life. The text culminated in the motto

Conserve-toi;

Instruis-toj;

Modére-toi;

Vis pour tes semblables, afin qu’ils vivent pour toi.?
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By the end of the 1790s, the Loi naturelle had been appended to Les
Ruines, in both France and England — appearing as the fulfilment of
the promise of the final chapter of the main work. Its title was altered
to read Loi naturelle, ou principes physiques de la morale déduits de
Porganisation de ’homme et de l'univers.”

The most distinctive feature of the text, perhaps, was not the contents
of its philosophy but the form in which it was presented. Volney’s
approach to psychology and ethics could be traced to a long French
tradition, associated particularly with Helvétius, but also with the Baron
d’Holbach and many of his associates.'® Volney’s anti-clerical polemic
was hardly novel, and a great number of his mythographic theories
were derived from prior scholarship.!! Yet Les Ruines offered its readers
a series of political, ethical and religious doctrines presented with the
artfulness of an Oriental tale or a Gothic novel. As the literary critic
Sainte-Beuve presented it in 1853, Volney had written, ‘dans le genre sec,
un livre fastueux, quelque chose comme du Raynal plus jeune, en turban
et au clair de lune’."?

Another striking feature of Les Ruines is that, despite Volney’s hostility
to revealed religion, much of the book develops along para-religious
lines. The text is saturated in biblical language, and it seems clear that
Volney deliberately adapted religious metaphors to his story as part of
a rhetorical strategy. The vision at its centre is presented as a secular
revelation, and it is possible to read the entire text as a meditation on
the theological problem of the origin of evil — an attempt to explain the
sources of human misery. For Volney, however, the fall came not with
the growth of a desire for knowledge, but with the growth of desire
unchecked by knowledge.*

In their attempts to describe the book, a number of historians have
suggested it can be seen as a fusion between Enlightenment and Romantic
cultural modes.™ It is easy to see the appeal of that description. While
much of the content can be considered an adaptation of elements of
philosophe thought to a revolutionary problematic, the fictional frame-
work has many features that we posthumously tend to associate with
Romanticism. With its solitary wanderer, Gothic ruin motif and Orien-
talist chic, Les Ruines anticipated a wide body of subsequent literature
- from Byron’s early narrative poems to the travel accounts of Chateau-
briand.” With its Manichaean depiction of social division and its dream
of an international golden age, Les Ruines also captured something of
the melodramatic sensibility and millenarian energy stimulated by the
Revolution — both of which are often claimed to be significant elements
in the early matrix of Romanticism."®
Yet the attempt to position Volney relative to a binary system divided
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between ‘Enlightenment’ and ‘Romanticism’ may be to miss the point.
It certainly runs the risk of presenting Les Ruines as a more eccentric
book than it was. The very notion of an opposition between reason
and sentiment, or philosophy and poetry, is in many ways a nineteenth-
century development, and one interesting feature of Volney’s work is
the way it refuses those dichotomies. We should not forget, either, that
Oriental settings and ‘Orientalist’ styles were far from new in the late
eighteenth century. The rise of the Oriental tale in eighteenth-century
Europe has been well documented, as has the fact that it could serve the
purpose of philosophical parable as easily as that of salacious fantasy.!”
The systematic use of ruins as a stimulus to meditation also had a strong
pedigree — from the architectural fashion for follies, to the art of Piranesi
and Hubert Robert — and the theme of decline and fall was one of the
staples of eighteenth-century political thought.!* Moreover, the fictional
structure in which a naive but worthy young man receives his political
education from a semi-divine guide, had an obvious predecessor in the
relationship between Mentor and his pupil in Fénelon’s Télémague ~ the
most popular book in eighteenth-century France after the bible.! In all
these ways, Volney’s book tapped into a pre-existing literary vogue as
much as it foreshadowed a new one.

However its character is defined, contemporary debates attest that
the religious and literary resonance of Les Ruines were crucial to its
popularity. For this reason, the poetics of the work are as important as its
politics if we wish to understand the nature of its original appeal and its
perceived political utility. If that is our goal, we also need to think about
the way the text made the transition from French to English culture, and
the creative re-reading and misreadings to which it was subjected in the
process.

A French text in an English context

Les Ruines was translated and published in London within a year of its
first appearance.” Within ten years, it had run through multiple editions
in Britain and America and there were three competing translations.?!
Excerpts and summaries were reproduced in numerous pamphlets and
penny-subscription journals for distribution to a mass public. By the
end of the 1790s the book had become a canonical text in an emer-
gent corpus of literature combining political and religious criticism
with appeals for mass action in pursuit of social reform. Its influence
on English radical culture during this period was second only to the
writings of Tom Paine.? This popularity continued well into the 1830s.
Waves of publication and promotion rose and fell with the general level
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of political agitation. There was a burst of initial enthusiasm during the
mid-1790s, when Les Ruines was widely reviewed and quoted in the
radical press. During these years it was distributed through interlinked
networks of ‘corresponding societies’ and ‘infidel societies’ that sprang
up in London and the provinces. After the suppression of the radical
movement during the later 1790s, publication rates declined significantly
until the end of the Napoleonic Wars. Thereafter, they rose again. By
1820, a single bookseller was claimed to have sold 10,000 copies of The
Ruins.2> The publication rate did not substantially decline until the end
of the 1830s, and it continued at a more measured pace until towards
the end of the century.*

A catalogue of figures and groups who made use of Volney’s work during
this period would list a substantial proportion of English ultra-radical
activists. To name only the most prominent, we can find regular favour-
able reference to Volney amongst the London Corresponding Society, the
Johnson circle and the followers of the agrarian socialist Thomas Spence
during the 1790s. In the postwar era, Volney was embraced by Richard
Carlile and his Zetetic movement, T. J. Wooler, John Wade, Thomas
Davison, James Watson and Robert Taylor. We could take this influence
right through to Chartist groups associated with both Feargus O’Connor
and George Julian Harney during the 1830s and 1840s. Indeed, by the
middle of the century Les Ruines was as much a part of the cultural
heritage of English radicalism as any domestic production.

There has been growing awareness of Volney’s importance in British
cultural history for some years now. Amongst historians of English
‘radical’ politics, the sheer density of references to Volney in the sources
has slowly begun to make an impact.” Students of English literature
have also shown increasing awareness of Volney’s significance in their
field. From William Blake, to the Shelleys, Lord Byron, Thomas Moore
and Thomas Love Peacock, scholars have found numerous connections
between English writers and the themes and philosophy of the French
‘infidel’ author.?® Although the seriousness of these authors’ engagement
with Volney varied from Shelley, who could almost be termed a disciple
in his youth, to the more ephemeral stylistic and thematic borrowings
of Byron and Moore, the cumulative picture increasingly suggests an
extraordinarily rich and diverse cultural legacy. Indeed, so extensive is the
Volney vogue in Britain now considered to be that the literary historian
Marilyn Butler has gone so far as to dub Volney ‘the Foucault of his
day’.”

Despite this growing awareness of Volney’s importance in Britain there
has never been a study focused on the reception of his writing. There has
been no attempt to trace the real extent of his readership, or to explain
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the diverse ideological and cultural milieus in which he seems to have
been embraced. Moreover, the extensive pro- and anti-Volneyan litera-
ture has never been examined.

A major factor discouraging focused study of Volney’s role in English
history has been the disciplinary division between intellectual historians,
historians of political culture and literary scholars. While members of
each group have found Volney important within their area of specialisa-
tion, few have felt comfortable enough straying beyond their territory to
examine the whole field. Literary historians usually discuss Volney as a
source for a particular brand of poetics in which the ruin motif stands
as a warning against the decline and fall of corrupt civilisations, or the
Orient is appropriated as a symbol of a decadent West.® Scholars of
religion and irreligion in the early nineteenth century list Volney, together
with Charles Dupuis, Richard Paine Knight and William Drummond, as
the source for allegorical readings of religion based upon astral and solar
worship.”” Scholars of radical political culture cite Volney as a conduit
tor an ill-defined ‘Jacobin’ influence on various groups of English activ-
ists. Yet no British scholars have seriously attempted to explain how
contemporaries read Volney, or what the possible links between these
various themes might be.

To explain the extensive dissemination of Volney’s writings in Britain,
we need to consider the role of his texts, his ideas and his literary strate-
gies both as tools in domestic British political struggles and as resources
for domestic literary production.* To do this seriously, it is important
to know what aspects of Volney’s work contemporary readers regarded
as important, and how they adapted his themes to their own situations.
There are many occasions when these questions are unanswerable for
historians. Yet the richness of the historical record regarding Volney
permits at least a partial understanding of this process.

The proliferating references to Volney as a major conduit for the influ-
ence of French revolutionary thought in England have thrown up some
interesting questions. In particular, when we compare the interpretation
of Volney in the two countries, it is striking that the political characterisa-
tion of the author was markedly different. In post-revolutionary France
Volney was, and indeed remains, usually associated with a moderate,
‘bourgeois’ and proto-liberal strand of revolutionary thought.’! In
England, in contrast, Volney was frequently identified by contemporaries
with an extreme, populist, quasi-Jacobin position.*2 In part this distinction
no doubt derives from a difference in the spectrum of available political
positions in the two countries. In France, the experience of revolution
quickly fractured many allegiances within the Third Estate. Issues that
were of minor concern in 1789 (with regard to the practical application
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of popular sovereignty or the property question, for example) quickly
became the source of major divisions in revolutionary ranks and led to
a corresponding reclassification of political theorists. In England, in the
absence of a revolution, the ‘popular front’ of late eighteenth-century
radicalism survived for longer. Its emphasis on the issue of representa-
tion and its tendency to direct grievances at the abuse of political power
continued as primary characteristics of plebeian politics into the 1840s
at least. Another factor is that in England, at a distance from the revolu-
tion, the personal biography of an author - his social connections, his
political alliances, his positions on critical issues such as the royal veto,
the constitution of 1793 or the Brumaire coup — were less immediately
present to the minds of readers. In this context (or this relative absence
of context), Volney’s generalised parable of liberation through enlighten-
ment, a depiction that is more concerned with the process of liberation
than with the shape of post-revolutionary society, may have been open
to more free-ranging interpretations.

There is some evidence to suggest there were sociological differences in
Volney’s audience in the two countries. I do not have space in this chapter
to explore Volney’s French readership in detail, but the journals that most
frequently made favourable reference to Volney in France during the
revolutionary decade tended to be moderate republican instruments such
as the Journal de Paris, the Moniteur and La Décade.” In later years, this
discussion was most frequently conducted in liberal organs such as the
Minerve Francaise.>* In England, in contrast, we find comparatively little
sustained attention to Volney within the ‘respectable’ reformist press —in
the Edinburgh Review, for example, or the Westminster Review.” Where
we do find repeated references is at the ‘popular’ end of the political
market — or, to be more precise (since ‘popular’ does not necessarily mean
more widely read in this context), amongst journals aimed largely at those
excluded from the political nation: artisans, labourers and dissenters in
religion.*

Many critics in England felt that the book’s destructiveness was
intimately related to the character of its readership. Critics frequently
lamented the circulation of his writings amongst the ‘ignorant’, the
‘young’, the ‘impressionable’, or the ‘lower orders’. By the turn of the
century, Volney was being listed as a key influence in the free-thinking
‘infidel societies’ which had supposedly reached plague proportions in
London during the preceding decade — societies that, according to an-
exposé published in 1800, signalled ‘the first period in which the doctrines
of Infidelity have been extensively circulated amongst the lower orders’.”’
The fusion of political and religious criticism within these societies
was deemed particularly dangerous, and the author lamented that ‘the
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idea of a Deist and a good democrat seemed to have been universally
compounded’.” Twenty years later, a satire against Volney’s followers
sneered at a faith that ‘anticipated, under British journeymen and
mechanicks, the triumphs of a project, which lamentably failed under
French statesmen and philosophers’.*°

Xenophobia is another recurrent feature of this literature. The same
author declared Volney to be ‘one of the most shallow and impudent of
empiricks, that ever figured in a nation, as little famed for their depth
as their diffidence’.** The Reverend Thomas Broughton emphasised the
alien nature of the whole ‘school of political naturalists’, declaring Tom
Paine and his followers to have been ‘mere illiterate pupils of the French’,
while the latter had been infiltrating English culture with their tracts
‘published and sold in twopenny numbers, to undermine Christianity
and the British constitution’. Volney, he declared, was “the champion of
the class’.*!

We can find hostility to Volney within the radical community as well.
A significant number of reformers, perhaps even a majority, developed
a real ambivalence about the French Revolution and about the appli-
cability of French philosophy to the British situation. Associated with
figures like Cobbett, Cartwright and Burdett in the early nineteenth
century, or with Henry Hunt after the wars, this group retained an
ongoing hostility to foreign influence on the culture of British politics,
and it remained relatively suspicious of the ‘French’ discourse of natural
law. Its adherents preferred to place their faith in notions of the “free
Englishman’, of protestant particularity, and of an inheritance of consti-
tutional liberty that must be reclaimed.** Cobbett, for example, launched
an open attack on Volney while the two men were in America in the late
1790s. His attack was based in large part on appealing to an instinctive
antipathy towards the French, ‘a merciless horde of infidels and canni-
bals’ who had ‘done more toward the destruction of Europe by their
political emissaries, preaching their vile doctrine of infidelity ... than by
the combined strength of their armies’.®?

While the very Frenchness of the text was clearly an obstacle for some
readers, there were others for whom it may have added a certain frisson.
Particularly after the patriotic frenzy of the war years had passed, there
are signs of an increasing relish in parading knowledge of French texts
in English radical circles. Activists grown impatient with the appeal to
patriotism as a strategy to silence political dissent revelled in the oppor-
tunity to demonstrate their cosmopolitan sympathies and education.
In addition to Volney, we find much use of D’Holbach’s Systéme de
la nature during this period, as well as texts by other French philoso-
phers such as Helvétius, Diderot and Raynal.** The prominence of these
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figures, in the iconography of cosmopolitan radicalism is testified in the
qumerous records of radical toasts from this era.* An increasing number
of radical journals used the word ‘republican’ in their title, and the cap
of liberty also gathered strength as a symbol of radical commitment.*¢
Throughout this period, the middle-class wing of the English reform
movement revealed a distinct ambivalence about mass political action.
In many cases, the more philosophically ambitious reformers, such as
the Benthamites and the Owenites, felt the same and revealed a palpable
distaste for more plebeian organisations. The sense of disaffection this
provoked amongst the latter no doubt contributed to the seemingly
widespread preference for French literature, or for the Paineite texts of
the previous generation.”” As both Blaise Wilfert and Pascale Casanova
highlight in their contributions to this volume (see chapters 9 and 11),
using literary importation to provide an alternative fund of intellectual
capital has often been a favoured strategy amongst groups wishing to
express dissent from the established terms of national debate.

Beyond the generalised allure of forbidden foreign literature, however,
Volney’s book offered a perspective on French politics that gave it a
genuine international significance. The vast bulk of political writing
produced in France during the revolutionary period was very obviously
addressed to a French audience, and dealt with the pressing issues of the
day in Paris. Amongst French literary productions of the era, perhaps
only Condorcet’s Esquisse d’un tableau historique des progres de Pesprit
bumain and the writings of Anarcharsis Cloots on a république universelle
showed the same degree of ecumenical concern in presenting the revolu-
tionary juncture as an opportunity for a general liberation of humanity.
Yet both lacked the literary resources of Volney’s text, its rhetorical force,
and its heady blend of religious and political critique. Although both
these men were known in England, and selectively admired for their
revolutionary commitments, neither reached a genuine popular audience
in the Anglophone world.** :

Acommonaccusationamongstcriticswasthat Les Ruineswasadeliberate
attempt to dupe the young, ignorant and vulnerable through a sinister
abuse of literary artifice. The Reverend William Hails complained:

It is calculated to seduce the young and inexperienced. To them it is particu-
larly dangerous, because it is written in the manner best adapted to their
habits of thinking - it is a work of the imagination: a romance rather than
a sober and patient investigation ... decked out in all the flowery magnifi-
cence of oriental poetic imagery.*

Another anxious cleric suggested that ‘a visionary being does not offer a

fair and simple view of the subject’ and accused Volney of ‘catching the

imagination by a fabulous imagery’.*®
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The claim that Volney’s writing had insinuated itself into public
consciousness through its poetic resonance was largely endorsed by Volney
enthusiasts. In an article devoted to the strategies of infidel propaganda,
Richard Carlile claimed that ‘Volney’s Ruins, as a metaphorical work, is
certainly useful; it made the first impressions on my mind; and I believe
it has led thousands beside myself to search after truth.”! He would later
declare it was a work that had ‘made more deists and atheists than all the
other anti-Christian writings that have been circulated in this country’, %
With its sonorous language and biblical imagery, Les Ruines was perfect
for reading in public meetings. In the 1830s, Carlile’s business partner
RobertTaylor (known popularly as‘the devil’s chaplain®) used it frequently
to open proceedings at his infidel sermons at Blackfriar’s rotunda —sermons
which, at their peak, attracted thousands of people every night.”

There can be no doubt that the combined assault on the spiritual and
temporal powers was a major aspect of Volney’s appeal across Europe in
an era when the dissociation of the two powers was much less explicit
than today. It may have had an added appeal in England due to the promi-
nent role that religious dissent, and particularly rationalist Socinianism,
had played in the formation of demands for political reform in England
during the eighteenth century. By rejecting the historical account of
Jesus contained in the New Testament, and seemingly undermining the
prospect of an afterlife, Volney’s depiction of natural religion moved well
past the bounds of the Socinian brand of Christianity, yet there was
widespread contemporary belief that the two were competing for the
same market. Volney’s first publisher in Britain, Joseph Johnson, was
the official bookseller for the Unitarian Society. The Unitarian Minister

Joseph Priestley was one of Volney’s most committed opponents during
the 1790s, yet he openly admitted that there were many instances of
the transition to ‘French principles’ from the Socinian community.** It is
certainly clear that the social groups in which Volney made the greatest
impact (skilled artisans, small businessmen and proprietors, workers in
the printing trades) were those that had traditionally been the stronghold
of ‘rational dissent’.** This community was used to reading unconven-

-tional theological literature, and to encountering a fusion of theology with
politics - the commitment to freedom of religious opinion was also deeply
entrenched. As dissenting communities that had originally welcomed the
French Revolution tended gradually to distance themselves from its more
extreme manifestations, it is not surprising that there should have been
some leakage into more radical forms of religious free thought from
dissatisfied members.¢

Volney’s book also circulated beyond the limits of infidel circles to
a wide variety of subgroups within the radical community.”” Indeed,
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if contemporary evidence is anything to go by, the most moving and
effective passage of The Ruins for English audiences had nothing to do
with its critique of religion. Rather, it was the prophecy that once “The
People’, enlightened as to its true strength and interests, stood up against
its oppressors and declared itself independent, the forces of a despotic
regime would collapse before it. From the first publication of The Ruins
in English in 1792, it was this segment (the fifteenth chapter, called “The
New Age’) more than any other that was reproduced in radical journals
and circulated in pamphlet form. It even appeared under the independent
heading ‘A Revolution in England’.*® It was still being read at radicals’
ceremonial dinners as late as 1838.%

The reason for the particular appeal of this chapter has been a subject
of some curiosity to historians. Edward P. Thompson, anxious to explain
the seeming incongruity of the popularity of a French bourgeois philoso-
pher amongst English plebeian radicals, attributed it to ‘a curious effect
of translation’ that made Volney’s views appear ‘more radical in English
than in French’. His claim was that in English ‘the notion of the parasitic
aristocratic estate or order comes through as the more generalized
“class” of the wealthy and idle* and that this matched ‘the sociology of
post-war radicalism’.®® A comparative analysis of the two texts provides
little evidence to support any direct endorsement of Thompson’s claim
in the sense of a modification of the literal meaning of the words in the
two languages — Volney himself never reduced his analysis to the terms
of the French estate system.®! If we extend the notion of translation to
a more metaphorical level, however, Thompson may have had a point.
Bracketing out the question of Volney’s intentions, his formulation of
“The People’ versus the ‘classes privilégiées’ or the ‘classes oisives’ was
certainly capable of an easy adaptation to the language of nineteenth
century popular reform. Both in Britain and France, a language that
distinguished virtuous ‘industriels’ from parasitic ‘oisifs’ (or the ‘produc-
tive’ from the ‘parasitic’ classes) was embraced across a broad political
spectrum. The difference between groups, in many cases, lay not in the
choice of words but in the nuances of definition.® In this situation, the
Volneyan parable clearly offered a vision of the future that was capacious
enough to support a wide variety of political typologies.

An important aspect of Volney’s depiction of liberation for English
audiences was his emphasis on the process of enlightenment as a means

_to procure reform. The culture of ‘improvement’ that saturated radical
politics during this period, and the related movement for moral ‘self-
government’, chimed perfectly with the Volneyan theory that education
was the key to moral renovation. As the editorial introduction to an early

edition of The Ruins put it:
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n men should be taught, by the conviction of their
" source of their melioration and moral improve-
.eir organization, in the direction and interest

.«dacts who cherished their hard-won education as the
rocuring social advancement and politigal reform ~ the
~eople that learns to effectively resist oppression through self-

_.ament offered hope.**

-nen we attempt to explain the particular reasons for Volney’s success
.a England, some consideration must no doubt be given to fortuitous
factors. Volney was translated and put into circulation in England at
a time when enthusiasm for the French Revolution was comparatively
strong in reformist and dissenting circles and before the mechanisms
of state suppression had been activated. Once that situation changed,
the opportunities for translation and publication of new revolutionary
literature declined. By that time, however, The Ruins was already an
available text in the vernacular. Selling illicit literature has always been
an opportunistic activity and republishing a pre-existing English text is
easier than translating a new one. By the time radical publishing properly
recommenced after the wars, Volney’s book was already considered a
classic text in the English radical canon. Just as with Paine, to refer to it
conjured a whole series of heroic associations.

It is also clear from any examination of early English responses to
The Ruins that different aspects of the book could appeal to different
groups. If its infidel content was attractive to free-thinkers, others found
inspiration in its powerful rhetoric of class struggle. Some readers
admired its ambition to ground politics and morality in the study of
human nature. Others embraced its utopian parable linking enlighten-
ment, moral renovation and political reform. In painting this picture,
Les Ruines offered a reading of revolution in the modern world that
implied that reading itself was a key means of effecting social change. It
enticed readers of all social backgrounds to join in the collective quest
for knowledge and it implicitly presented itself as a key text for those
commencing the journey.

The political diversity among Volney’s admirers, between countries
and even within them, suggests that Les Ruines exemplified a crucial
characteristic of the French Revolution as a whole: its capacity to
generate a terminology powerful enough to colonise the discursive field
of reformist politics. The historical ambiguities inherent in concepts
like ‘Justice’, ‘Liberty’, ‘Progress’ or ‘the People’ were key factors in that
process. Yet Les Ruines was also particular within the field of revolu-
tionary literature, both in its insistence on the global implications of
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events in France and in its systematic appropriation of the devices of
melodrama and mythology to make its case. As a tool for propaganda,
this made it extraordinarily effective and ideal for further adaptation
~ whether by journalists, who dismembered and relabelled the text for
pamphlet consumption; by poets, who stole its metaphors and reworked
its themes; or by infidel preachers, who popularised the work for mass
audiences with the aid of props and other theatrical devices.

There is a resilient tendency amongst English historians, particularly
those sympathetic to English radical culture, to emphasise the indigenous
elements of the ‘radical tradition’ in their country. To some extent, this
tendency has been an extended polemical response to an accusation that
can be traced back to Burke and to the period examined in this essay — a
claim that the radical ideology of the 1790s was a fragile import from
foreign soil.®* While the local roots of English radicalism were indubi-
tably strong, with origins stretching back to the commonwealth debates
of the 1640s and beyond, the tendency to highlight these strands at the
expense of more cosmopolitan influences runs the risk of making the
movement seem more insular and provincial than it really was. It also
obscures the intellectual diversity and eclecticism that were key features
of this culture. The Volney vogue in England is just one example of the
important intellectual links between France and Britain in the nineteenth
century. If the anxiety it raised highlights the ambivalence that has often
accompanied those connections, the fertility of the exchange shows their
creative potential.
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quently with the circle associated with Helvétius’s widow at Auteuil. It is
clear that both authors were key influences in his philosophical development,
although politically Volney moved beyond them during the revolutionary
period.
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p.12.
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Miroirs de Textes: récits de voyage et intertextualité (Nice: Publications de la
faculté des lettres, arts et sciences humaines, 1998), p. 251; or A. Viatte, Les
Sources occultes du romantisme: illuminisme, théosophie, 1770~1820 (Paris:
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Galland’s translation of a collection of Arabian folk stories as the Mille et
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well-known figures. :

18 Through his drawings, Giovanni Battista Piranesi was perhaps the key figure
in a process that would eventually make a personal witness of the ruins of
Rome an essential part of the philosophical education of any young man of
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also in the work of Mably, Raynal or Adam Ferguson, to name but a few.
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England during the 1790s - including Paine’s Rights of Man and Age of
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editions by 1801, together with two by Seale and another one in Dublin by
Stockdale. There had also been at least two American editions by 1802. The
three translations were: the first by Marshal (published by Johnson); the
second done anonymously and published in Philadelphia; a third done by
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22 This was certainly the view of many contemporaries, e.g. William Reid’s
Rise and Dissolution of the Infidel Societies of the Metropolis (London:
Hatchard, 1800), p. 6
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literature in London. See Republican, 15 December 1820, p..562.
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don Press, 1992}, pp. 4-5, 13, 120-1, and S. Deane, The French Revolution
and Enlightenment in England (Massachusetts: Harvard University Press,
1988), pp. 98-9.
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from Sainte-Beuve, who regarded Volney as a ‘homme de 1789’ to be distin-
guished from the ‘homme de 1793’, through more modern interpretations
such as that of J. Gaulmier, L’Idéologue Volney: Contribution a I’bistoire
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well as contributions by him. The Moniteur was a moderate paper owned
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Carlile’s Zetetic movement (the term itself was derived from the Greek verb
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