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Nothing is farther from my intention than to speak irreverently of kings...
Discourses p. 160

... and I presume no wise man will think I do so, if I profess ... what history,
and daily experience teach us concerning the virtues and religions, that .. . have
been from the beginning of the world supported by monarchs. .. their moral as
well as their theological graces, together with what the Scriptures tell us of
those, who in the last days will principally support the throne of antichrist . ..
[and] conclude ... that monarchy can be said to be natural in no other sense,
than that our depraved nature is most inclined to that which is worst.
Discourses p. 160
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PREFACE

This is the first of two books on the life and political thought of the English
republican Algernon Sidney (1623-83). In one sense — chronologically — the
two works may be regarded as volumes of a single intellectual biography
separated by the dates of their titles: Algernon Sidney and the English
Republic 1623-1677; Algernon Sidney and the Restoration Crisis 1677—
1683. Since Sidney himself proved a good deal more popular in two pieces
than he had been in one this would not be inappropriate.

Biographical chronology, however, and the resulting narrative, provides
only part of the content and purpose of each book. In another sense each is a
separate work in its own right and neither is bounded by the date limits of its
title. For each addresses a wider question about Sidney’s thought and
experience in its historical context and in each case it is the nature of this
question rather than that narrative which gives the book its final shape.

Thus the question asked by the present work (following its preliminary:
‘What did Sidney believe?’) is ‘How did Sidney come to hold the beliefs he
expressed?” — beliefs which were to prove so influential in the eighteenth
century and which remain influential today. The answer to this question, in so
far as it can be provided, calls for a combination of analysis and narrative
which takes us well beyond the date limits of the book’s title. Chapters 1—4
and 11-13 in particular involve substantial examination of aspects of the
period 167783 as well. Similarly, in its turn, Algernon Sidney and the
Restoration Crisis 1677—1683 will use its central focus on Sidney’s activities
within those years to argue a wider case about Restoration (and indeed
seventeenth-century) political structures as a whole.

In addition to this central question and its subsidiary object of locating
Sidney’s thought in some sort of intellectual context, this present work has a
secondary historiographical purpose as well. One of the ironies of the whig
historiography of Sidney was that his biographers were writing the life of
someone whose life in the public eye began with his death. Accordingly the
spectacle of that death and its immediate political context traditionally
occupied a greatly disproportionate share of their attention. The result was

ix
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X Preface

not only a relative neglect of the first fifty-four years of Sidney’s life — the
subject of this book — but a misrepresentation in the process of that life’s
political fulcrum. This was not the so-called ‘Exclusion Crisis’’ though this
and its aftermath made his name. It was the age of the English Republic
(1649-53, and 1659) and the period from 1635 to 1677 generally. It was
through the disorder, hard choices, struggle, and eventually loss of this period
that Sidney developed all the attitudes that were to motivate the rest of his life
and writing.

In short it is one purpose of my work on Sidney in general to show that he
was a republican — an historical product of the first of England’s seventeenth-
century ‘revolutions’ (1649), not an ‘exclusionist Whig’ who may be ahistori-
cally appropriated for the second {1688). The construction of this revised
picture will be the object of this book; we will see in the next what happened
when such a creature was transplanted back to the political world of the later
Restoration. It will be time at that stage, from the standpoint of the crisis of
1678-83, to make some more general remarks about the relationship
between those two ‘revolutions’ themselves, and between the first and second
halves of the seventeenth-century English political experience in general.

! The grounds for my objections to this term will be fully explained in the book to follow.
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