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The aim of the article is to explore the origin of sovereignty and the limits of obedience in the way on which these 
ones reflected in the British public polemics of the second half of the XVIII century. For its comprehensive 
understanding the author raises a range of questions, usually kept in silence within the context or swept beyond it. 
The particular attention is given to the materials of public sermons, which has been taught by the Tory and the 
Whigs bishops. As a result, the article depicts that these sermons should be treated as an important and still just 
slightly discovered part of the public polemics and political discourse of the second half of the XVIII century. 
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Целью данной статьи является исследование природы суверенитета и границ лояльности в том виде, в 
котором они нашли свое отражение в британской публичной полемике второй половины XVIII в. Для 
всестороннего рассмотрения указанных вопросов в статье поднимается ряд проблем, обычно не 
затрагиваемых при рассмотрении указанной проблематики. В частности, исследуются материалы 
церковных проповедей, прочитанных священниками – сторонниками политических группировок тори и 
вигов. По результатам исследования сделан вывод о том, что данные проповеди стали важной и 
недостаточно исследованной частью британской публичной полемики и политического дискурса второй 
половины XVIII в. 
 
Ключевые слова: суверенитет; политическая лояльность; публичная полемика; политический дискурс; тори и 
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Questions regarding the origin of political authority, and subjects’ duty in relation to it in British 

political discourse, were infused with vitality in the early years of George III’s reign. Throughout the 
reign of the first two Hanoverian monarchs there had been few publications dealing with the origin 
of government and thus Lockean notions of an historic social contract and divisions over the meaning 
of the Glorious Revolution had slipped from the forefront of political discussion. The culmination of 
the American rebellion in the 1770s, premised upon assumptions of a state of nature and a violated 
social contract, reinvigorated arguments which stressed the popular basis of political sovereignty; so 
too did the domestic political controversy ignited by John Wilkes’ exclusion from parliament which 
evolved contemporaneously. In the theories of liberty derived from notions of popular sovereignty 
lay an inherent legitimisation of insubordination and, as developments in America demonstrated, 
resistance. 

For churchmen preaching at the Assizes, a context where the law intersected with religion and in 
which obedience was a frequent topic of sermons, a rather different perspective regarding the roots 
of the «Present Discontents» was projected from that of the Rockinghamite opposition in the early  
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decades of George III’s reign. The Tory Thomas Barnard, preaching to the Assizes at Londonderry, 
in 1772, declared that the «spirit of faction in every part of the British empire is risen to such a pitch, 
as no nation in a state of professed domestic peace ever yet exhibited an example of» [1, p. 7-9]. 

Particularly problematic was that complaints were not confined to measures of government, or 
simply directed towards the specific men in office. Instead the invectives of faction, in Barnard’s 
perception, were directed «against all government whatsoever…legal liberty is their cry, but absolute 
independence is the mark at which they aim». Barnard’s complaints of dissension were accompanied 
by the fear that definitions of liberty were being deployed as a rhetorical weapon by the ill-designing 
and ambitious to rouse a dissatisfied populace into opposition of authority [1, p. 10]. 

Barnard was not alone in his anxiety. In his Thoughts Concerning the Origin of Power (1772), the 
Methodist leader John Wesley, lamented that notions of popular sovereignty were now «in vogue» 
and were «usually espoused with the fullest and strongest persuasion, as a truth little less than self-
evident». Wesley acknowledged that varied forms of government existed in the world, including 
monarchy, aristocracy and democracy, but he was primarily concerned with the question of origins: 
«the grand question is, not in whom this power is lodged, but from whom it is ultimately derived?» 
His answer was simple: «Now I cannot but acknowledge, I believe an old book, commonly called the 
Bible, to be true. Therefore, I believe, there is no power but from God; Rom, xiii. 1. The powers that 
be, are ordained of God. There is no subordinate power in any nation, but what is derived from the 
supreme power therein. And there is no supreme power, no power of the sword, of life and death, but 
what is derived from God, the Sovereign of All» [2, p. 4-9]. 

The theological origins of power formed the cornerstone of conceptualisations of the political state 
which emphasised the duty of the subject. In an age of revolutions, it was in articulations of the 
relationship between God, governor and governed that the controversial ideas and idioms associated 
with old Toryism remained most conspicuous. In his Assize sermon on The Origin of Civil 
Government, preached in 1769 and republished repeatedly in The Scholar Armed, George Horne 
contended that notions of an egalitarian state of nature were absurd: «the state of nature was a state 
of subordination, not one of equality and independence, in which mankind never did, nor ever can 
exist». Rather, human existence, from the beginning, was characterised by patriarchal subordination: 
«some were born subject to others; and the power of the father, by whatever name it be called, must 
have been supreme at the first, when there was none superior to it» [3, p. 328]. 

 Horne did not deny that aristocracies and democracies had, subsequently, been derived in some 
states from the basis of a social compact, but he argued that such forms of government were 
«illegitimate» and were usually derived from a breaking of «allegiance to…natural rulers»: the 
inference, of course, was that if patriarchal relationships constituted the legitimate origins of the 
political state, monarchy constituted the only legitimate form of government [3, p. 317]. 

 Although the Assizes provided a context for frequent reminders of the connection between 
religion and government, particularly the divine nature of the law, most preachers did not delve deeply 
into a discussion of government’s foundations. Government and the laws were presented as divinely 
sanctioned and instituted for the benefit of mankind; the necessity of submission to them was 
therefore axiomatic. Horne’s reversion to patriarchalism reflected the deployment of a specifically 
Tory idea in order to attack contractual understandings of government at their source. 

Horne’s interpretation of the origin of sovereignty was not isolated. Rather, his sermon joined a 
wave of preachers who deployed the old Tory notion that the origins of political authority were 
patriarchal to preach obedience to monarchical government, specifically. In 1776, just after the 
outbreak of the American War, John Coleridge dismissed the idea of a social contract and used 
scriptural arguments to defend an Adamist theory of monarchy’s origin and the «sacred character of 
Kings». Through the old Tory idea of patriarchalism, Coleridge preserved the idioms of sacral 
royalism and subjects’ interlocking duty of obedience. «If royalty is a Divine institution, men … 
should obey all lawful commands for conscience-sake» Christians learnt from Christ that all power 
was from God and that they should therefore submit to it: «This is at least the doctrine which we learn 
from his [Christ’s] submissive conduct before Pilate» [4, p. 6]. 
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A powerful renunciation of popular sovereignty was also delivered by Horne’s cousin, William 

Stevens. Stevens responded to Richard Watson, Professor of Divinity at Cambridge, who, in The 
Principles of the Revolution Vindicated (1776), had preached a lengthy discourse espousing a 
Lockean theory of social contract [5, p. 209]. 

Though a layman, Stevens possessed a deep scriptural knowledge and a High Church zeal; his 
replies attacked Watson’s contention that governors derived their authority from the people and 
operated on the basis of consent. In propagating such notions Watson had attacked «the strong holds 
of Toryism, Reason, and Revelation. To establish his favourite principle, that rulers are the ministers 
of the people». Stevens continued to project a patriarchal understanding of the political state: citing 
Hooker, he projected an Adamist interpretation of government’s origins. When Eve submitted to 
Adam as her husband, «From that time, at least, the natural equality and independence of individuals 
was at an end, and Adam became (Oh dreadful sound to republican ears!) universal monarch by divine 
right» [6, p. 3]. 

Churchmen of a conservative Whig disposition, despite preaching obedience to government, were 
often explicit that scripture offered no countenance to the old Tory doctrines of non-resistance and 
passive obedience. George Campbell, preaching on obedience in 1778, found it «necessary to 
premise» his discourse with the statement that he did not «mean to argue on the slavish, unnatural, 
and justly exploded, principles of passive obedience and non-resistance» [7, p. 17]. Similarly, 
William Markham, Bishop of Chester and, from 1776, Archbishop of York, preaching a martyrdom 
sermon to the House of Lords in 1774, declared that the Gospel must be «strangely perverted to give 
Support» to the principle of «unlimited obedience» by which it appears that he, like Watson, meant 
passive obedience. [8, p. 11] Therefore, while old Tories and conservative Whigs converged in 
opposition to the claims of the American colonies, the doctrines they deployed varied. 

Conservative Whigs would generally agree with Josiah Tucker, Dean of Gloucester, that subjects 
retained a «Right of resisting in certain cases of extreme Necessity», though what «necessity» entailed 
was often left unclear. For Tucker, St Paul’s argument for obedience rested on the condition that a 
Magistrate was «the Minister of God for Good». Therefore, «supposing that these Vicegerents should 
act contrary to their Commission… it is very apparent from the Terms of their Commission, That 
they are no longer entitled to the Obedience of the Subject, as a Point of Duty and Conscience» [9, p. 
409]. Nonetheless, importantly, this right was still admitted. Thus while Campbell, Tucker and 
Stevens all opposed the specific case of American resistance, differences persisted between their 
arguments. 

However, both old Tories and conservative Whigs concurred in an essentially anti-populist 
interpretation of the Glorious Revolution: that constitutional preservation, not deposition and 
alteration had been the defining characteristic of 1688. The Glorious Revolution had initially rendered 
Tory rejection of both popular sovereignty and a right to resistance problematic. Yet, Keith Feiling 
suggests, in the years following the Glorious Revolution, Tories accepted the theory that James II had 
deserted his throne by «voluntary, unforced, criminal» flight as opposed to being deposed [10, p. 
248]. This theory continued to be appropriated by Stevens. The Act of Settlement, instituted by the 
Convention Parliament in the wake of the Glorious Revolution, stipulated that James II had 
voluntarily abdicated the throne, leaving it vacant. Therefore, this event set no precedent that subjects 
could legitimately depose monarchs. Rather, the conductors of the Glorious Revolution had been 
cautious to preserve our excellent constitution in its pristine state of health and vigour.  

Consensus between conservative Whigs and Tories regarding an anti-populist, pro-monarchical 
interpretation of 1688 was consolidated in the context of the French Revolution. In 1790, Edmund 
Burke published his famous Reflections on the Revolution in France. The text addressed Richard 
Price’s A Discourse on the Love of Our Country, preached before the Revolution Society in 1789 to 
celebrate the centenary of the Glorious Revolution. Subsequently, in 1791, Burke published Appeal 
from the New to the Old Whigs. Both works addressed what he considered to be inaccurate 
understandings of 1688 and its constitutional implications. Burke’s disagreement with those he 
designated «new Whigs», and radicals like Price, did not hinge on the origins of sovereignty. 
Although sometimes accused of converting to Toryism, Burke never adopted the patriarchalism of 



 

 
 
 
 

36 

 
Klochkov V. V. 

 

The origin of sovereignty and the limits of obedience in British public polemics of the second half of the XVIII century 

 
old Tories. The misunderstanding that the people retained political sovereignty, in Burke’s opinion, 
was derived from an inaccurate interpretation of 1688 and promoted the notion that «the people may 
lawfully depose kings, not only for misconduct, but without any misconduct at all; that they may set 
up any new fashion of government for themselves» [11, p. 44]. In Reflections, Burke addressed this 
claim at length. James II had undertaken a «design, confirmed by a multitude of illegal and overt acts, 
to subvert the Protestant church and state».  

Nonetheless, Burke also urged that the declaration of abdication had been inserted into the Act of 
Settlement deliberately to avoid misunderstandings regarding the right to depose kings. Stevens’ 
companion, the self-avowed Tory, William Jones, concurred with the latter point in his Letter to the 
Church (1798). This work urged that notions of popular power had been deliberately «avoided by the 
politicians of that day [at the Glorious Revolution]; who well knew, that no Government could be 
secure if that were once admitted». Thus both old Tories and conservative Whigs concurred that the 
Revolution did not set a precedent for legitimate, sporadic popular resistance [12, p. 11].   

Tories and conservative Whigs also agreed that 1688 had protected the principle of hereditary 
monarchy rather than create an elective monarchy, vulnerable to change at the whim of the people. 
Although Burke acknowledged the day, king by a fixed rule of succession. The Revolution had 
admitted «a small and a temporary deviation from the strict order of a regular hereditary succession» 
in the person of William III. Yet «parliament did not thank God that they had found a fair opportunity 
to assert a right to choose their own governors, much less to make an election the only lawful title to 
the crown» [12, p. 13]. Rather than establish a new principle, the Act of Settlement had been careful 
to enshrine the principle of hereditary succession in statute law, operating on the principles of the 
common law, not changing the substance, but regulating the mode, and describing the persons.  

The break in the line of succession, however minimal or necessary, had undermined the old Tory 
doctrine of indefeasible hereditary succession. This had the potential to render Tory emphasis on the 
divine nature of kingship problematic. Gerald Straka has identified the emergence of a modified 
theory of providential divine right amongst the Anglican clergy in the immediate aftermath of 1688 
which aimed to resolve this tension [13, p. 641]. G. Straka suggests this theory passed through its 
«final phase» in 1702, finally being extinguished in the wake of the Act of Settlement (1701). In the 
context of the late eighteenth century, this theory still retained currency as a means of countering 
notions of popular sovereignty and resistance. John Coleridge, while defending the patriarchal nature 
of kingship in 1776, argued that «if God made the world, it was disagreeable to his high wisdom to 
leave the management of it to the disposal of the rude multitude». Rather, Coleridge argued that God 
managed «the kingdoms of the earth and that princes, rise, and decline, regulated by the providence 
of God» for, as Daniel. ii. 21 explained, it was God who «removeth kings, and setteth up kings» [4, 
p. 9]. 

The French Revolution introduced the combined threat of republicanism and atheism encouraging 
emphasis on the divine nature of monarchical power, often in terms which obscured the concept that 
this power existed within legal bounds. Gayle Pendleton, in her systematic examination of 
conservative propaganda published between 1789 and 1802 has suggested that, «perhaps over a 
hundred titles are advocating an element of Filmerism» [14, p. 13].  Directing praise towards the most 
definitively Tory of ideologues rendered it necessary to be explicit regarding the doctrines which 
were supported and those which had been abandoned. Therefore, the late eighteenth century 
witnessed not only the rehabilitation but renegotiation of old Tory ideas. By embracing the notion of 
providential divine right, as opposed to indefeasible divine right, elements of old Tory argument, 
including the divine, patriarchal origin of government, passive obedience and non-resistance, were 
preserved; they were also deployed in defence of the Hanoverian George III by individuals who 
openly identified as Tories. Moreover, there was consensus between old Tories and conservative 
Whigs regarding the inherent dangers of abstract notions of popular sovereignty and a right to 
sporadic, popular resistance. In the process, both ideological traditions emphasised a conservative 
interpretation of the Glorious Revolution as an event which, rather than establishing elective 
monarchy, had specifically defended the principle of hereditary succession. These ideological 
developments served as part of a conscious attempt to separate Tory identity from its historical 
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associations with Jacobite disloyalty and reconcile it both with the Glorious Revolution and loyalty 
to the Hanoverian dynasty. 

Finally, there was a convergence of old Toryism and conservative Wiggery in the late eighteenth 
century which laid the foundations for the re-emergence of a broad Tory identity in the early 
nineteenth century. This identity was characterised by authoritarian anti-populism, commitment to 
upholding the establishment of the Church of England, and preserving the Christian, orthodox 
character of the state. The outbreak of revolutions in America and France, alongside the emergence 
of domestic radicalism, reinvigorated debates regarding the nature and location of sovereignty, the 
limits of subjects’ obedience, the relationship between crown and parliament, as well as parliament 
and people. These debates encouraged the Whig tradition to fracture and an authoritarian, 
conservative Whig disposition to emerge. Simultaneously, old Tory ideas regarding the divine, 
paternal origin of political sovereignty, passive obedience and non-resistance, were reinvigorated and 
redirected in support of George III. Both ideological traditions concurred that it was popular power, 
not the crown, which posed the primary danger to the constitution in the state. This facilitated 
distinction from cohering opposition Whig identity which consistently highlighted the dangers of 
executive encroachment. Rather, conservative Whigs and old Tories stressed the importance of 
defending the existing powers of the crown with concurrence on this point, and determination to 
achieve it, consolidated during the French Revolution, particularly after the execution of Louis XVI. 

Moreover, importantly, ideological convergence was facilitated by the renegotiation of old Tory 
ideology. Notions of absolute monarchical power and indefeasible hereditary right, which had 
hindered Tory accommodation of 1688 and the Hanoverian succession, were abandoned. Instead, old 
Tories adopted notions of providential divine right and regal limitation, although their arguments 
continued to stress the supremacy of the crown in Britain’s constitutional arrangement. These 
ideological renegotiations enabled old Tories to conspicuously redirect their loyalties to George III; 
they also enabled them to concur with conservative Whigs in defence of an interpretation of the 
Glorious Revolution which emphasised constitutional preservation, rather than alteration. Both 
ideological traditions emphasised that this event had specifically defended the principle of hereditary 
monarchy and certainly did not set a precedent for legitimate, sporadic popular resistance. However, 
conservative Whigs, unlike old Tories, tended to refute passive obedience and non-resistance, 
maintaining instead that subjects could resist in circumstances of extreme necessity. They also 
continued to adhere to notions of mixed government and a balanced constitution, though also stressed 
the importance of the crown within this arrangement. Nonetheless, despite these differences, the two 
traditions aligned to form an ideological consensus which was authoritarian, anti- populist, and pro-
monarchical. This ensured distinction from cohering opposition Wiggery and laid the foundations for 
the re-emergence of a broad, loose, Tory identity in the early nineteenth century. 
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