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Many have demonstrated that Edmund Burke and other male
writers contributed to, if not constructed, a gender binary in
which males perpetually subdue and dominate the feminine.
For instance, in A Vindication of the Rights of Men, Mary
Wollstonecraft deconstructs passages from Edmund Burke’s
Reflections on the French Revolution, demonstrating that his
ideal world is one in which sublime, masculine authority
usurps the rights of women. For Wollstonecraft, Burke’s
efforts to counter revolutionary ideas are of no benefit to
women. While these readings are certainly valid, some schol-
ars have expressed the concern that in limiting our under-
standing of masculinity to its being a fixed institution deter-
mined to maintain power over women, we are grossly over-
simplifying individual as well as collective masculine experi-
ence(s). Thus, I hope for this project to contribute to a more
complex portrait of masculinity particularly in the late 18th
century. Limiting my discussion to Burke’s Reflections and
Thomas Paine’s Common Sense, I argue that however much
these two literary works convey opposing ideologies, ele-
ments of their rhetorical strategy reveals that both writers un-
derstood that the success of their arguments largely depended
on how effectively they controlled the semantic value of man-
liness. In order to provoke revolution, Paine seeks to assure
his readers that engaging in revolution is an indisputable re-
flection of manhood. But unlike Paine, Burke wrote in order
to prevent revolution. In the Reflections, Burke argues that the
failure to sustain the pre-established order would result in the
failure to retain masculinity. Ultimately, that Paine and Burke

fought to control the meaning of manhood suggests masculin-
ity was a loosely defined social institution–one consisting of
males who lived in perpetual fear of losing, or failing to per-
form their masculinity; who were ever in need of affirmation
that they were, indeed, men.
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