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the sheer force of political modernity, says White, was 
evident to Burke as early as 1780 in the form of the Gordon 
Riots. More backward than forward looking-a violent pop- 
ular response to parliamentary moves for increased tolera- 
tion of Catholics in England-the riots were nevertheless an 
example of something new in politics: a volatile mixture of 
increased popular agitation and a diminished sense of human 
limits. Attending to Burke's less well-known writings and the 
political events that provoked them, such as the Gordon 
Riots, White enables us to see the complexity of Burke's 
thought, which tends to get lost in interpretations that focus 
exclusively on his response to the French Revolution. 

Central to White's thoughtful rereading of Burke is a 
fascinating account of Burke's 1757 essay on aesthetics, 
Enquiry into the Origins of Our Ideas of the Sublime and the 
Beautifil. This text, says White, offers an interpretive angle 
from which to consider the range of Burke's political reflec- 
tions, allowing us to "separate the wisdom in Burke's work 
from its reactionary excesses and blindnesses" (p. 83). What 
White finds and applauds in the Enquiry is the articulation of 
an "aesthetic-affective dynamic," which emphasizes the im- 
portance of feeling or sentiment in political judgment. Cru- 
cial to this dynamic is Burke's account of the sublime. 
According to White, the Burkean sublime's "deepest signif- 
icance as a category of human experience resides in the way 
that it confronts us with human finitude" (p. 30). White 
argues that it is this sense of limits which unravels in the 
French Revolution. But he is equally concerned to show-in 
stark contrast to those critics who would demonstrate a direct 
link between the Enquiry and the Reflections-that the "in- 
terplay between [Burke's] aesthetic and political ideas" (p. 
41) has a less direct and more complex genealogy. By 
attending to the development of Burke's aesthetic-affective 
dynamic in his "middle period," White enriches our under- 
standing of how aesthetics came to structure the whole of 
Burke's critique of political modernity. 

Through careful readings of Burke's writings both before 
1780 and between 1780 and 1790, \White develops an acute 
analysis of the place of the social affections in Burke's 
thought. As Burke came increasingly to see the importance of 
the sentiments in nourishing human sociability, he altered his 
1757 account both of the sublime, as that which inspires awe 
and dread in subjects, as well as the beautiful, as that which 
is of significantly less momentous concern for political soci- 
ety. On the altered account, the authentic sublime comes to 
figure, not the exercise of limitless power, but the power of 
limits; the beautiful comes to figure, not the window-dressing 
of sociability, but the glue of social affection. Although White 
is not the first critic to notice this shift in Burke's political 
aesthetics, his reading is especially valuable for its attentive- 
ness to Burke's gradual reformulation of the aesthetic-
affective dynamic as he responded to a variety of historical 
and political events (such as the American Revolution, the 
Gordon Riots, and the crisis of British India under Warren 
Hastings). What becomes visible in White's account, in other 
words, is the extent to which abstract theoretical categories, 
like the beautiful and the sublime, take on different meanings 
for Burke in the context of shifting political practices. 

Tracing this change in Burke's thinking over the course of 
three decades, White better prepares us for understanding 
the place of aesthetics in Burke's Reflections on the Revolution 
in France, that is, for making political sense of the aesthetic 
concepts of the sublime and the beautiful that organize 
Burke's attack on Jacobinism. This is a valuable and impor- 
tant contribution that both builds on and departs from the 
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existing literature in its insistence that a series of political 
events, and not just the French Revolution, shaped Burke's 
aesthetic-affective dynamic. 

Where White is somewhat less successful is in helping us to 
think politically about the excesses of Burke's prose, espe- 
cially those places in the Reflections where language both 
exceeds its ostensible empirical referent and threatens to 
collapse under the weight of authorial affect. In some sense, 
this less satisfying aspect of White's reading is the other face 
of the real strengths of his interpretive strategy. Every reader 
of Burke inevitably comes up against his almost hysterical 
flights of rhetoric, most notably the dramatic account of the 
Jacobin assault on Marie Antoinette. Because White wants to 
elaborate a Burke who is both more consistent in his critique 
of political modernity and more relevant for late-twentieth- 
century readers, he understandably chooses to emphasize 
those aspects of Burke's thought that lend themselves to a 
more prudent assessment of his legacy. 

One example of how this choice may limit our understand- 
ing of the politics of Burkean rhetoric is White's interesting 
account of Burke's response to a 1789 letter written by 
Madame Parisot, a prominent Frenchwoman with whose 
family the Burkes were well acquainted. The letter, which 
describes in vivid detail the family's "plight during the 'Great 
Fear' " (p. 64), says White, "was not, for Burke, just one more 
piece of political news, but rather an aesthetic-affective jolt, 
on the basis of which he could thenceforth speak definitively 
about France" (p. 65). White cleverly uses this letter to 
establish a context in which to make sense of what Paine 
called Burke's "horrid pictures," suggesting that it was this 
earlier (and for Burke more personal) scene of the humilia- 
tion of women that elicited the author's fury and inspired his 
chivalric defense of the queen. "When one focuses instead, as 
is usually the case, on the more famous scene of Marie 
Antoinette's distress," White remarks, "this continuity be- 
comes overshadowed by the hyperbole and histrionics of 
Burke's description of that event" (p. 66). Stated somewhat 
differently, as White acknowledges, Burke's critique of polit- 
ical modernity is compromised by the reader's sense that the 
author has simply lost his mind. 

Perhaps there are other means for thinking politically 
about Burke's rhetoric, and especially his figuration of 
women as the helpless victims (and active agents) of what 
White calls the "false sublime," the transgression of human 
limits and the sense of "human infinitude" (p. 84). White 
himself provides us with these means when he argues that 
Burke's central and enduring contribution to political 
thought lies in his trenchant critique of politics without limits. 
Following White's lead, we might push farther to ask: How 
do certain conceptions of the feminine work to sustain our 
sense of the authentic sublime or a sense of limits? What 
happens when those conceptions are put into question? If we 
reject, as White says we must, both Burke's oppressive 
understanding of gender and his notion of a natural hierarchy 
to provide such limits, can we refigure the sense of human 
finitude that White persuasively argues is crucial to the future 
of democratic cultures? Suggesting that a micropolitics of the 
self, rooted in an aesthetic sensibility, may frustrate the 
"modern imperatives of rationalization, especially the unlim- 
ited drive for mastery" (p. 84), White modifies Burke in order 
to recover from him an important lesson. What we make of 
this lesson may depend on hearing the (sexual) difference in 
the question that White puts to us in his concluding chapter: 
"How does any individual cultivate for herself an authentic 
sense of the sublime (p. 85)?" 


