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John Home’s ‘Letters Political’: 
Newly Identified Polemical Writings 
from the Author of Douglas: A Tragedy
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In 1839–40, the New Monthly Magazine published, over two issues, an 
anonymous article on the Scottish playwright John Home (1722–1808), entitled 
‘Biographical Notice of the Late John Home Esq., Author of “Douglas,” and other 
Works’.¹ The article prints a number of writings that it ascribes to the Scottish 
author John Home which were not previously attributed to him, several of which 
have not been published nor remarked upon in any other critical studies or 
editions. The New Monthly Magazine article states that its previously unpublished 
materials have been excerpted from a ‘large collection’ of Home’s private papers.² 
These papers, which appear to have included personal letters, accounts of family 
history, verses, and other personal documents, have now been lost, and the 
excerpts and fragments printed in the New Monthly Magazine article are the only 
known existing record of them. Of especial interest are several pieces that the art-
icle describes as grouped together and endorsed with the title ‘Letters Political 
Published in the Newspapers’ and which are said to constitute ‘a great mass of 
writing among his papers’.³ If these previously unattributed political writings are 
by Home, it is a significant addition to the oeuvre of a prominent figure in the 
Scottish Enlightenment.

As the author of the enormously popular play Douglas: A Tragedy (1756), 
John Home was very well known in his day.⁴ On its premiere in Edinburgh in 
1756, Douglas became a focus for the conflict between the Moderate and Popular 
factions in the Church of Scotland, giving rise to a heated and copious pamphlet 
war.⁵ The play’s opponents expressed outrage that a minister had written a play; 
its supporters celebrated with a nationalistic ‘uproar of exultation that a 
Scotchman had written a tragedy of the first rate’ and made Home a standard-
bearer for Scottish assertions of literary cultivation.⁶ Douglas rode to success on 
this wave of controversy, found further success in London when staged at Covent 
Garden in 1757, and went on to become a staple of the theatrical repertoire in 
Britain and America for over a hundred years.⁷  Home was thus a prominent 
representative of the Scottish Enlightenment, a member of the Select Society and 
the Poker Club, and his circle included Adam Smith, Adam Fergusson, William 
Robertson, and David Hume.⁸ Home also had notable political connections and 
took an active interest in contemporary issues.⁹ In addition to his role in the 
conflicts between the Scottish Kirk’s Moderate and Popular factions, he agitated 
for a Scottish militia and wrote against the Americans during the Revolutionary 
War.¹⁰ He served as Lord Bute’s private secretary from 1758 until 1763, which 
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included Bute’s term as Prime Minister, and he enjoyed the patronage of other 
prominent political figures including Lord Milton, William Pitt, and King George 
III.¹¹

Yet despite Home’s interest in politics and his involvement with leading 
political figures, he has had little reputation as a political writer.¹² In his own day, 
the printer William Strahan depicted him as a political naïf, ‘as ignorant of the 
World, & the ways of Business, as a new born Infant’.¹³ Modern critics have 
discussed Home’s writings as depoliticising and ahistorical, depicting a Scotland 
‘suspended in an imaginary and literally anachronistic void’.¹⁴ The ascription of 
these political writings to Home thus promises to provide new insights into the 
political dimensions of his literary career. The New Monthly Magazine mentions a 
‘great mass’ of these ‘Letters Political’, enough to have warranted making them 
the main focus of the article, but the author elects to print only ‘a specimen’ of 
selected excerpts.¹⁵ Two of these excerpts can be identified as being from letters 
published in the periodical press during the 1760s. One other fragment appears as 
a quotation in another writer’s published letter in 1762. Of the remaining political 
letters cited, no trace has yet been found in the periodical press. Some may never 
have seen print, despite being labelled as ‘Published in the Newspapers’. But it 
might be hoped that at least some of the fragments quoted in the New Monthly 
Magazine can be traced to other published letters in the future.

���������� �� ��� ��� ������� �������� ���� ������

The papers cited in the New Monthly Magazine do appear to be authentic 
heirlooms of John Home, having been passed down through his close relatives. 
The author of the New Monthly Magazine article writes anonymously, only 
claiming to be ‘A NEAR RELATIVE’ of John Home,¹⁶ but a number of details in 
the article make clear that he is George Home (1765–1847), John Home’s nephew, 
the son of his brother George Home, Town Clerk of Leith (d. 1774). 

The New Monthly Magazine article’s author mentions that he owns a portrait 
of Home by Henry Raeburn (1756–1823), and that he later had the sculptor Angus 
Fletcher fashion a bust of Home based on the portrait.¹⁷ A George Home who died 
in Edinburgh in 1847 left in his will a ‘fine portrait of the late John Home painted 
by Sir Henry Raeburn’ and ‘a bust of John Home’.¹⁸ Despite John Home’s past 
fame, busts and Raeburn portraits of him were hardly common household items, 
so the George Home who died in 1847 is clearly the author of the New Monthly 
Magazine article.

That this George Home is the nephew of the poet is supported by other 
biographical details in the article. The author mentions having lost his father at a 
very young age and also observes that ‘When I was twenty, or thereabouts, John 
Home (b.1722) was nearly seventy years of age’.¹⁹ John Home’s nephew, George, 
born on 24 October 1765, would have been only eight years old when his father 
died on 20 March 1774 and would have been in his early-to-mid-twenties when 
John home was in his mid-to-late-sixties.²⁰
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It seems likely, then, that the papers that George Home consulted are genuinely 
from John Home, passed down through the Home family. George Home does not 
state how he came by the papers, noting only that he has ‘by chance acquired 
possession’ of them.²¹ They may have come down to him after the death of one of 
his siblings. His sister Helen (1759–1834) had died on 21 June 1834 and it is pos-
sible that some family papers had emerged following her demise.²² His brother, 
John Home W.S., who passed away on 13 October 1831²³ had certainly held 
papers from John Home the dramatist, as he provided some to Henry Mackenzie 
for use in an 1812 lecture to the Royal Society.²⁴ The papers Mackenzie consulted 
have now been lost, so it is impossible to determine what relationship, if any, there 
may have been between them and those obtained by George Home. But John 
Home’s personal papers were clearly circulating among his family members and 
so George Home’s claim to have acquired them seems credible.

���������� �� ��� ‘������� ���������’

While the documents cited in the New Monthly Magazine seem likely to have 
come from an authentic collection of John Home’s papers, George Home is 
unclear about why he considers his uncle to have authored the ‘Letters Political’. 
The New Monthly Magazine article is vague as to whether the documents it refers 
to are manuscripts or newspaper clippings. Manuscripts in John Home’s hand 
could be said with rather more certainty to have been composed by him (though 
there would still be the possibility that they were handwritten copies of another 
writer’s work). Clippings, though, could have been kept if they were by friends, or 
John Home might have gathered them for research purposes, or even simply out 
of interest in their contents. One article at least—a diatribe against Thomas Paine 
and his works—must be in manuscript, as George Home remarks, ‘Whether such 
lucubrations met the public eye, I cannot say’.²⁵ This piece is thus almost certainly 
by Home. But for the other ‘Letters Political’ ascribed to Home, the New Monthly 
Magazine does not specify whether they are in manuscript or not.

Other details of the New Monthly Magazine article that might relate to the 
authorship of the ‘Letters Political’ are equally patchy. George Home gives 
circumstantial support for his uncle having written topical pieces for news 
publications when he mentions that he has seen ‘some memoranda’ that indicate 
that John Home wrote to the newspapers under different pseudonyms: ‘A Friend 
to the Constitution’, ‘A Retired Officer of the Army’, and ‘A Foreigner’.²⁶ At least 
one of the pseudonyms mentioned—’A Retired Officer of the Army’ — could refer 
to an existing published text: Home’s A Letter from an Officer Retired to his Son 
in Parliament, issued anonymously in 1776 (albeit not in the periodical press).²⁷ 
But none of the other pennames are clearly linked to any published materials and 
George Home does not connect the aliases to any of the papers in his possession.²⁸ 

One circumstantial point consistent with John Home’s authorship of the 
‘Letters Political’ is that their subject matter agrees with his known political views 
and allegiances. George Home sums up their content as ‘chiefly distinguished by 
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the author’s bold and strenuous vindication of the character of the young king, 
with the occasional interposition of a shield to defend Lord Bute’.²⁹ Home was an 
intimate of Lord Bute and benefitted from his patronage from the mid-1750s on.³⁰ 
Bute was close with George III, having been his tutor when he was Prince of 
Wales, and this connection meant that Home also enjoyed the king’s patronage. As 
Prince of Wales, George was delighted with Home’s play Agis and personally 
instructed Bute to gift Home £50.³¹ When George came to the throne in 1761, he 
awarded Home an annual pension of £300³² and Agis was revived ‘By His 
Majesty’s Command’ for its sole further run.³³ Home’s acquaintance with the king 
continued after Lord Bute had fallen out of favour and Josiah Walker reports 
Home being in attendance upon the king in 1788.³⁴

The observations in the ‘Letters Political’ conform to what might be expected 
of Home’s ties to Bute and King George III. George III was frequently attacked 
for seeking ‘to increase the power of the crown to such an extent that he threatened 
the independence of parliament, the liberties of the subject, and the constitutional 
balance between the executive and the legislature’.³⁵ These attacks even went as 
far as claiming that his court was under the influence of former Jacobites whose 
presence ‘indicated a growing royal disposition towards Stuart notions of 
prerogative’.³⁶ Prominent political writers such as John Wilkes, Edmund Burke, 
and Junius all criticised the king as claiming too much power for the crown.³⁷

One of the ‘Letters Political’ excerpted in the New Monthly Magazine aims to 
counter such allegations, defending against any attempts to lessen the king’s 
power and influence. The letter presents George III, at a moment of crisis in his 
reign, refusing to bow to pressure from parliamentary factions and instead 
exercising his royal prerogative in choosing a prime minister. The letter is undated 
but the reference to Junius as currently writing identifies it as being from the early 
1770s.³⁸ George Home’s excerpting of the letter leaves the crisis referred to un-
specified, but it clearly involves a change of ministry, possibly referring to the 
Duke of Grafton’s resignation in 1770:³⁹

But the king, without adviser, counsellor, or friend—for he 
on whom those titles had been bestowed was far distant,—
the king, in this cruel moment, exerted the spirit of a man, 
and showed himself worthy of his crown. He refused to 
strike, he disdained to submit himself and his kingdom to an 
imperious faction, and called for the support of every good 
subject, of every faithful servant, of every unbiassed member 
of his parliament.
Another minister was found, and from that hour, from that 
moment, the language of opposition changed, the current of 
abuse left its former channels, and the whole torrent poured 
itself on the king. 
The detestable Junius too, that spider, who, in his dark 
chamber, spins from his bowels webs of poison and torture, 
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has endeavoured to twist every thread round the soul of his 
sovereign; and the king himself is now the butt of every 
shaft, held up as an object of detestation to his people. 
What ought the people of this country to wish for in a prince, 
but a princely and independent mind? who so fit to cherish 
liberty as he who is tenacious of his own?⁴⁰

George’s refusal to submit to parliamentary pressure is here a mark of an inde-
pendent spirit, acting impartially to protect the good of the country. The attacks on 
the king in the press are presented as vindictive abuse from those whose factional 
ends are threatened by the king’s disinterested actions. This defence of the king is 
joined with the allusion to Bute as ‘far distant’, presenting him as a supportive 
friend to the king and countering the widespread vilifications of the Earl as a 
cozening manipulator who had insinuated his way into intimacy with the king for 
his own ends.⁴¹ The support shown for King George III and the Earl of Bute in this 
letter is very much in accordance with Home’s known political allegiances and is 
consistent with George Home’s claim that this excerpted letter is by the author of 
Douglas.

Another of the New Monthly Magazine’s ‘Letters Political’ ‘touches on 
Reform’, as George Home puts it.⁴² This letter discusses the benefits of Britain’s 
mixed constitution and balance of powers, cautioning against the risks of remodel-
ling the political order:

It is perhaps the rare and singular gift of Heaven to cause 
arise in this country a spirit of jealousy towards the ruling 
powers. It is now so blended with the constitution that no 
great excess can be committed, nor can the iron hand of op-
pression ever be stretched out. Happy is it for the lieges that 
each can enjoy his civil and religious liberty unmolested. 
May it continue so for ages to come! But let not the rich and 
beautiful garment which for such a length of time hath 
covered these nations be rent to pieces because perhaps some 
coarse threads have been mixed in the contexture.⁴³

While this passage pays lip service to the need to preserve mixed government as 
protection against the arbitrary exercise of power,⁴⁴ its overall tendency in 
questioning the need for reform is to preserve the power of the crown against 
further encroachment. The occasion of the letter from which this fragment is 
drawn is not evident, but there were numerous calls for political or electoral 
reform from the 1760s on, from the proposals of the Rockingham Party for eco-
nomic reforms aimed at reducing Crown patronage to more radical proposals for 
laws to secure ‘the subordination of MPs to the wishes of their constituents’ rather 
than to the interests of wealthy landowners or the Crown.⁴⁵ Any of these reforms 
would represent considerable inroads into the power of the king, which relied on 
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his being able to secure the loyalty of MPs through the granting of places, 
sinecures, and emoluments.⁴⁶ In insisting that the existing political safeguards are 
sufficient, the letter effectively argues against any reduction of the monarch’s 
political influence, a position again in keeping with Home’s affiliations. 

Home’s opposition to reform is evident in other materials that can be more 
reliably ascribed to him from his nephew’s article. A letter written by John Home 
sometime after 1778,⁴⁷ expresses bafflement at the idea that protest against 
aristocratic rule should be carried out in the name of ‘liberty’, which for Home 
clearly depends on the stability of the established polity: 

I cannot say that the present season is very convenient for 
writing truth in a country where the names, which I thought 
the true names of things, seem changed, and the love of 
rebellion is called the love of liberty.⁴⁸

Home’s anti-reformist concern that, in the words of his friend Adam Ferguson, ‘to 
extend the participation of power, is to destroy Liberty’⁴⁹ is also evident in his 
attack on the egalitarian ideals of Thomas Paine. George Home in the New 
Monthly Magazine article summarises Home’s diatribe against Paine as ‘Some-
times entering into particulars of his low origin and habits, at others in a dramatic 
form, introducing young recruits to tell of the mischief which Payne’s writings 
were working in the army, and at another devoting the author and his pages to all 
the fires and torments of another world’.⁵⁰ The anti-reform and pro-monarchist 
tendencies of the ‘Letters Political’ that George Home ascribes to his uncle are 
thus very much in keeping with John Home’s known loyalties and recorded 
opinions and are consistent with claims for his authorship.

��� ‘������� ���������’ �� ��� �����

While none of the above-quoted letters have been traced to print, three excerpts 
published in George Home’s New Monthly Magazine article were printed in the 
periodical press of the 1760s. One of these presents some anodyne remarks on 
patriotism, but their ascription to John Home is one of the most interesting details 
of George Home’s essay:

There are in every nation, whose constitution is not ruined, a 
number of persons who love their country. Their voice in the 
beginning of trouble is not heard, it is suppressed by the 
clamour of the multitude. But the voice grows louder and 
louder, and becomes uppermost at last, or the state is undone.
⁵¹

This passage appeared in print as a quotation in A Letter to a Gentleman in the 
City, a defence of Lord Bute’s negotiations to end the Seven Years War, which was 
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published as a four-page pamphlet in September 1762 and widely reprinted in the 
periodical press.⁵² John Brewer ascribes this letter—dated ‘Wandsworth, 
September 5, 1762’ and commonly known as ‘the Wandsworth Letter’—to 
Edward Richardson, one of a ‘bevy of pensioners and literary hacks … kept on the 
Favourite’s payroll simply to write pamphlets and letters to the newspapers’.⁵³ But 
the passage on those ‘who love their country’ occurs in the Wandsworth Letter as 
a quotation attributed only to ‘a political writer of the first class’, and so seems not 
to be from Richardson’s pen. The passage does not appear to have been published 
anywhere before its appearance in the Wandsworth Letter.⁵⁴ The ascription of this 
passage to John Home in The New Monthly Magazine therefore suggests that 
Home may have had a hand in devising this very widely circulated and impactful 
piece.

A further point in favour of connecting John Home with the Wandsworth 
Letter is that, when composing the letter, Edward Richardson may have been li-
aising with Home’s close associate James Oswald, MP for Dyart Burghs in Fife 
and a member of Bute’s circle when he was Prime Minister.⁵⁵ Lord Bute’s Grub 
Street writers were known to work closely with members of Bute’s administration, 
receiving from them information and instruction on what to write. For instance, Dr 
John Campbell, one of Bute’s chief propagandists, collaborated with Bute’s 
Under-Secretary of State Charles Jenkinson, who helped him ‘sketch out potential 
articles for the press’.⁵⁶ Campbell refers to Jenkinson as providing ‘Papers and 
Heads’, indicating that the minister was furnishing an outline of proposed contents 
along with written materials for Campbell to draw on.⁵⁷

Contemporary comments pointing to James Oswald as author of the 
Wandsworth Letter suggest that he may similarly have been working as Bute’s 
press liaison in devising the piece. A parody of the Wandsworth Letter entitled 
‘The Wandsworth Epistle in Metre’ was published under the pseudonym ‘Oswald 
Fitz-James’.⁵⁸ A 1763 anthology of political writings notes that the Wandsworth 
Letter was ‘supposed to be written by a gentleman belonging to the board of 
treasury’, on which Oswald served as a Commissioner from 1759–1763.⁵⁹ These 
connections suggest that, just as Charles Jenkinson aided John Campbell in 
producing pro-Bute propaganda, so James Oswald may have collaborated with 
Edward Richardson in producing the Wandsworth Letter.⁶⁰

If Oswald was indeed Bute’s liaison with Edward Richardson, the suggestion 
of John Home’s involvement becomes all the more persuasive. Home was a close 
friend of James Oswald. In the early 1750s, Oswald had taken the time to offer 
Home very detailed advice on the composition of his tragedy Agis and had even 
brought the play to William Pitt’s attention in the hope of securing his patronage 
for Home.⁶¹ With Home serving as Bute’s private secretary at the time the 
Wandsworth Letter was published, it would be unsurprising if Oswald took the 
opportunity to solicit his aid in devising ‘the Papers and the Heads’ of the piece. 
Whether the specific passage quoted in The New Monthly Magazine was in fact 
written by John Home is impossible to determine without more information. But 
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Home’s personal and professional connections lend credibility to the supposition 
that the playwright had some hand in the Wandsworth Letter.

While the passage from the Wandsworth Letter is only a brief fragment, two 
further excerpts from the New Monthly Magazine account of Home’s papers are 
from complete letters that saw print.⁶² The earlier of these was published in the
London Chronicle of May 27–29 1762 (see Appendix A).⁶³ The piece is a response 
to a thinly veiled attack on Lord Bute which was published in the Monitor of May 
22, 1762 (pp. 2151–56). The Monitor had compared Bute to Count Heinrich von 
Brühl (1700–1763), the confidant and chief minister of Frederick Augustus II, 
elector of Saxony (later Augustus III, king of Poland), condemning Brühl for 
abusing his status as a favourite to further his own ends.⁶⁴ Written only days before 
Bute’s appointment as Prime Minister (26 May 1762), the Monitor piece pointedly 
comments that its account of Count Brühl ‘should alarm both prince and people 
into a fixed resolution, never to be enticed by any allurements to advance such men 
in their favour and esteem’ (p. 2156).

In response, the London Chronicle piece attacks the Monitor for purveying 
‘audacious, and impotent abuse’. It defends Bute as ‘amiable and august’, 
dismisses the parallel between Brühl and Bute as ‘a portrait without resemblance’, 
and suggests that the idea that George III could be swayed to ‘tyranny, profusion, 
and the love of pleasure’ is an insult to the King. Lord Bute’s influence is presented 
as aimed not at promoting self-interest, but at cultivating in the king ‘a passion for 
the happiness of his People, and a desire of securing Liberty, even at the expence 
of Prerogative’. While there is nothing in these arguments to ascribe the letter 
specifically to Home—they are what one might expect to hear from any Bute loy-
alist—their vigorously pro-Bute stance is at least consistent with Home’s author-
ship.

The remaining letter from the New Monthly Magazine article was printed in the 
Public Advertiser of February 3 1766. This letter is highly topical in its reference 
to William Pitt, sardonically characterised as ‘the friend of liberty’ and ‘the patriot 
of England’, and in its characterisation of his ideals as a threat to Britain’s political 
culture and institutions. The letter is a response to Pitt’s parliamentary speech of 
14 January 1766, in which Pitt expressed his support for American opposition to 
the Stamp Act and questioned the right of the British to impose taxation on 
Americans.⁶⁵ Its author responds to Pitt in the form of a dramatic dialogue (a 
format which fits with John Home’s literary background). The narrator of the piece 
styles himself as an admirer of Pitt who respects ‘the good he certainly did’. His 
interlocutor is a friend ‘of serious Character, untainted with Faction or Passion’ 
who attacks Pitt’s position on the American colonies. The narrator presents his 
friend’s case, hoping ‘that his Arguments are not unanswerable, though I could not 
answer them’ and desiring that someone ‘more able or more instructed … would 
be so good as to make a satisfactory reply’. This faux-naïf framing of the argument 
of the letter establishes an image of the letter-writer as politically unsophisticated 
and motivated not by party or factional interests but by the genuine perplexity of 
a concerned citizen considering a difficult issue.⁶⁶
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Yet under this pretext of seeking advice for the bewildered, the Public 
Advertiser letter forcefully denounces Pitt’s views. The narrator’s opening praise 
of Pitt is closely followed by the friend accusing Pitt of ‘sacrificing his Country, 
of sacrificing Britain to rebellious America’. In the friend’s view, any compromise 
on Britain’s right to tax America ‘subverts the Authority of the British Legislature 
in Britain and America’. The consequence will be social chaos, as the letter argues 
that admitting the principle of ‘No taxation without representation’ with regard to 
America will necessarily lead to ‘universal Representation’, as the ‘Nine-tenths’ 
of the population of Britain who do not have the vote but who still pay taxes will 
rise up in protest. Universal franchise is seen as something that ‘overthrows the 
present happy Constitution of Great Britain, destroys all Order, Degree and 
Subordination in the State, and makes the Fabric of Society a Ruin and a Heap of 
Rubbish’. The letter closes with the accusation that Pitt has stirred this controversy 
solely to ‘distress, embarrass, and confound all Parties, and all men, who might 
afterwards hold the Helm’, with a view to expediting his own return to political 
power. Pitt appears as an agent of anarchy, seeking to undermine the stability of 
British society to advance his own interests. 

The tenor of the piece suggests that it is very likely to have emanated from 
Lord Bute’s circle. In early 1766, Bute was actively campaigning to halt the repeal 
of the Stamp Act, arranging dinners and meetings in January to garner opposition 
to the measure, and joining with his parliamentary allies to vote against the 
government.⁶⁷ As Paul Langford points out, Bute wholeheartedly supported the 
Stamp Act, “to the point of bigotry”, and considered that the alternative to 
enforcing it was to ‘sit tamely by and see our country this Great Empire crumble 
into pieces’,⁶⁸ an apocalyptic vision that echoes the Public Advertiser’s rhetoric 
about the overthrow of institutions and its vision of society collapsing into ‘Ruin 
and a Heap of Rubbish’. 

The harsh personal attacks of the Public Advertiser letter also support a Bute 
connection. Pitt’s parliamentary speech similarly delivered strong ad hominem 
attacks. Pitt did not blame the government’s American policy on the Grenville 
administration—he described the ministers as ‘men of fair character’ to whom he 
has ‘no objection’. Rather, he put the blame on Bute. Pitt invoked the widespread 
suspicion that the Favourite, despite his withdrawal from government, continued 
to shape policy behind the scenes: ‘I plainly discover the traces of an over-ruling 
influence’.⁶⁹ Pitt followed this with an attack on Bute’s character and principles. 
He observed that his differences with Bute were in no way owing to anti-Scottish 
prejudice but were because of Bute’s personal failings: ‘it was not the country of 
the man by which I was moved—but the man of that country wanted wisdom, and 
held principles incompatible with freedom’.⁷⁰ Pitt’s denunciation of Bute in his 
speech brings a note of personal antagonism to the political disagreement, and the 
attacks on Pitt’s character in the Public Advertiser letter look very much like a 
riposte from Bute’s circle. 

The probability of the Public Advertiser letter having been issued from the 
Bute camp increases the likelihood that Home, who remained a close friend of 
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Bute long after the nobleman’s political star had waned, was its author. Home was 
certainly in close contact with Bute in early 1766. Home wrote to Baron Mure 
from London on January 5 of that year, just ten days before Pitt addressed 
parliament on the Stamp Act, stating that ‘Today Lord Bute gave me the letter 
adrest for you, which will come by the same post as this’. In the same letter, Home 
updates Mure on developments in parliament and expresses concern over the 
Stamp Act crisis, remarking that ‘the American business is not an affair to be 
gambled’.⁷¹ Home’s services as a writer were thus readily available to Bute at this 
time and the Stamp Act controversy was certainly of interest to the dramatist. 

Furthermore, other of Home’s political comments express views similar to 
those of the Public Advertiser letter. The letter’s concern that extending the fran-
chise will lead to the destruction of all ‘Order, Degree and Subordination in the 
State’ echoes John Home’s bitter and passionate condemnation of Thomas Paine 
and his egalitarian views as described by George Home.⁷² Home’s 1776 pamphlet, 
A Letter from an Officer Retired to his Son in Parliament, also echoes the Public 
Advertiser letter in asserting Britain’s sovereign rights over America and 
maintaining that the repeal of the Stamp Act was a sign of weakness from ‘a feeble 
ministry’. The pamphlet’s tone is uncompromising, urging that Lord North’s 
administration should act severely to compel ‘the insolent Americans to own the 
superiority of English valour’.⁷³ Home’s hardline attitude and harsh language in 
the pamphlet are consistent with the Public Advertiser letter’s staunchly partisan 
defence of the Stamp Act and vehement condemnation of ‘rebellious America’.

The narrative frame of the Public Advertiser letter also establishes parallels 
with John Home’s personal background. The narrator’s pose of being an admirer 
of Pitt who is now having doubts resembles Home’s own relationship with the 
Great Commoner. Adam Ferguson recounts how Home retreated from his early 
courting of Pitt’s favour: ‘His openness, ardour, and warmth of heart, 
recommended him equally to Mr Pitt and Lord Bute; but the political difference 
which arose and increased betwixt these personages, lost him the one in the same 
degree as he acquired the other.’⁷⁴ The trajectory of Home’s relationship with Pitt 
is thus mirrored in the stance of the once admiring but now doubtful narrator in the 
Public Advertiser letter. Combined with the other circumstantial details regarding 
Home’s staunchly pro-Bute and anti-American attitudes, this parallel makes the 
attribution of the Public Advertiser letter to John Home very plausible.

Overall, then, the New Monthly Magazine ascription of these ‘Letters Political’ 
to John Home looks credible. If these texts can be added to Home’s oeuvre, they 
cast substantial new light on his career and interests. Home’s engagement with 
debates over the British constitution, the nature of Britain’s mixed government, 
British-American political relations, and issues of liberty and political rights, 
connects him to many of the social issues and ideas that animated his Scottish 
Enlightenment peers. Home’s dramatic depiction of a romanticized Scottish past 
in Douglas appears to be complemented by an engagement in propaganda and 
polemics that links him very much to the politics of his time, inviting further 
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critical attention to the intertwining of the worlds of John Home’s plays and of his 
politics.

�������� �: ������ �� ��� ������ ���������, ��� 27–29, 
1762 (�. 510).

To the Author of the MONITOR
SIR,⁷⁵

AS I am no great reader of weekly papers, or political dissertations of any sort, I 
never read a Monitor till Saturday last; and was engaged to read the Monitor of 
that day, by my curiosity to know what it was that made several gentlemen of my 
acquaintance express so much resentment and indignation at that paper. The 
perusal of it had not the same effect on me; what I felt was rather contempt, than 
indignation; and I am persuaded that the long annals of party-writing contain no 
example of such audacious, and yet impotent abuse.

It would be folly, Mr.⁷⁶ Monitor, presumption and insolence only less than 
yours, to attempt a vindication of that amiable and august character which you 
have endeavoured so grossly to defame. If Faction did not interpret, if the voice of 
Party did not give a name to a portrait without resemblance, your monstrous 
parallel would have pass’d unheeded. Without examination it shall remain, and let 
the Publick judge whether or no Tyranny, Profusion, and the love of pleasure are 
the true features of a Prince, who has hitherto been regarded as the friend of 
Liberty and the pattern of wise œconomy and Temperance.⁷⁷

As to the Noble Person whom you have been pleased to exhibit under the 
odious name of Count Bruhl, it may not be improper nor indecent to ask you, Mr. 
Monitor, where is the likeness? I am afraid your own authority, which is all we 
have for the similitude, is not much better than that of Polonius, whose cloud was 
like a whale, and very like an Ouzel: So the Earl of ——⁷⁸ is like Sejanus, and very 
like Count Bruhl: Why not like Cardinal Wolsey, like Judas Iscariot, or like Satan 
himself who was once a favourite in Heaven?

Let me ask you again, Sir, why you dwell so much upon the word Favourite? 
There is certainly another name which many people of good sense and great 
integrity think more becoming the Earl of —— and more suitable to the character 
of the Prince he serves. May not a King have the affections of a private man? May 
he not find a friend? Is it the part of a Favourite or of a Friend, to cherish in the 
mind of his Sovereign a passion for the happiness of his People, and a desire of 
securing Liberty even at the expence of Prerogative? Does a Favourite labour, or 
wish, that his Master should be thoroughly acquainted with the principles of 
Government, and with the state and condition of his own kingdom and its rev-
enues? Does a Favourite cultivate in the breast of his Prince candour and goodwill 
to his subjects without distinction of party, and with regard to nothing but the 
rectitude of their intentions?
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Will you, Mr. Monitor, answer these plain questions; and then it may be 
determined, whether the Earl of —— is the Favourite or the Friend of the Sov-
ereign? I do not pretend to draw parallels: but I cannot help giving an example of 
a King and a Favourite, who restored a mighty kingdom, and governed it glor-
iously till death divided them: for Faction and Calumny could not divide their 
love. The King was Henry the Fourth of France, the Favourite was Sully⁷⁹ the 
friend and minister of his Prince. This honest and upright statesman, in the 
beginning of his administration, encountered difficulties insuperable to a mind less 
capable, less determined, and less affectionate than his. Disgusted, and sometimes 
enraged at the treatment he met with, he often meditated a retreat to the Castle of 
Sully: but his love for the King checked these impatient thoughts, and chained him 
to the oar. The slave of Affection, not of Ambition, if he had not been the Friend 
of Harry the Great, he would have refused to be the Minister of France. In one 
period of his ministry, the financiers, no inconsiderable body, with all their 
relations and dependants, many of the great families, the courtiers, &c. entered 
into a conspiracy against Sully: they began their operations by whispering lies and 
calumnies against him without number: They insinuated to every Party in the 
State, to every order of men, that Sully had some design to their prejudice, which 
his unlimited credit with the King enabled him to execute: They even practised 
upon the Hugonots (tho’ Sully was a Hugonot) and gave these Dissenters to under-
stand that the Minister intended to ruin their sect, and compel them to submit to 
Popery in all its rigour. When they had by such arts raised a general outcry against 
the Favourite, they last of all attempted the mind of Henry himself, and conveyed 
to him a variety of libels containing a fictitious, but most circumstantial, charge 
against his Minister. An ecclaircissement ensued, in which Sully disproved every 
circumstance of the charge against him, and remained more firm than if his 
enemies had never attempted to shake his credit. The Publick was undeceived, 
several of the conspirators were disgraced, and the principal fabricator of the libels 
was hanged in effigy. I dare say that that unfortunate author possessed some degree 
of ingenuity, which enabled him to give a specious colouring to his falsehoods; 
otherwise his writings would have been less pernicious to others, and to himself. 
You, Mr. Monitor, may thank God that you are not indued with such dangerous 
talents: you may write whatever you please, secure of impunity not only in Great 
Britain, but in the most despotick State. No Dey of Algiers, or Basha of three tails, 
could ever entertain a thought of punishing the author of a libel equally destitute 
of truth and wit. I am afraid, Sir, that you begin to tire of your correspondent. I am 
tired too; and shall quickly have done. The example which I have produced of a 
Favourite who proved an excellent Minister is quite contrary to your system of 
politicks, and to that of many other zealous people your well-wishers and 
employers: they are of opinion that the best way to become a Minister is to oppose, 
embarrass, and insult the Sovereign. This hostile method has been try’d, and the 
closet taken by storm even in our time: but it unfortunately happened that the bold 
Patriot⁸⁰ who lodged himself there, was so pleased with his new situation, and so 
intent upon making his quarters good, that he thought of nothing else; and to 
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effectuate that laudable purpose freely sacrificed to the passions of his Prince 
every sentiment, principle, and popular profession, under whose banner he had 
fought his way to power. 

I am, Mr. Monitor, yours, & c.

�������� �: ������ �� ��� ������ ����������, ���. 3 1766

To the Printer of the Public Advertiser.
SIR,

I AM one of those Persons who for many Years have admired the great 
Commoner, as a Statesman of the most extraordinary Talents, and the most 
elevated Mind that this Country has ever produced. In this Opinion I have 
persevered, notwithstanding the Clamour raised against him upon different Occa-
sions; and when pressed by Arguments that I could not readily answer, have 
always compared the Good he certainly did, with the Evil he is said to have done; 
for it is a Truth universally acknowledged, that at the Beginning of the last War, he 
roused the Nation from Dejection, Despondency, and Despair, to their antient 
Courage, Hope, and Confidence of Victory. So that, take him for all in all, he 
seems to me, a Man whose like we shall not see again. In this Sentiment I am de-
sirous to continue, and feel extreme Reluctance to renounce my political Creed, 
and believe in Mr. —— no more. Where shall I fix again, if I depart from so 
confirmed and rooted a Faith?

I therefore beg Leave to submit to the Public the following Account of a 
Conversation which I lately had with a Friend of mine, whose serious Character, 
untainted with Faction or Passion, gave Weight and Authority to his Words. I 
would fain hope that his Arguments are not unanswerable, tho’ I could not answer 
them; and earnestly intreat that some more able, or more instructed Admirer of Mr. 
——, would be so good as to make a satisfactory Reply.

I was walking with my Friend in the Gallery of his house, not many Miles from 
London, and eagerly defending the Character and Conduct of the great 
Commoner, when my Friend interrupted me with some Vehemence; I differ from 
you totally, said he, and tho’ it is difficult by Force of Argument to expel inveterate 
Prepossession, I think it is possible at this Moment to convince you of your 
Mistake. I do not mean to recall to your Memory the Transactions of former 
Times, or to trace the serpentine Line of his patriot and ministerial Life: Let those 
who he says have sacrificed him, retort, as well they may, the Charge. I, whom he 
never personally wrong’d, accuse him of sacrificing his Country, of sacrificing 
Britain to rebellious America. You know that the Tax which has made so much 
Noise, was imposed last Year, to raise a small Part of the Sum requisite for the 
Maintenance of those Troops which had conquered French America, and which 
even now defend, against the Indians, the extensive Frontier of our Dominions (if 
I may presume to call them so) in that Part of the World. The Americans not only 
refuse to submit to the Tax imposed by the Parliament of Britain, but after hunting 
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down your Revenue Officers like wild Beasts, and driving them out of the 
Country, they publicly deny the Sovereignty of Great Britain, and declare, that the
King and Parliament have no Right to tax the Colonies. The new Ministers, as 
commonly happens, not very fond of their Predecessors, were not much concerned 
at Disturbances, which reflected upon the Wisdom of former Councils; and they 
certainly at first intended to get rid of a troublesome Business, and to discredit the 
old Ministry at the same Time by repealing the Stamp Act; but finding such a 
Measure not agreeable to the Members of a certain Assembly, not agreeable, I will 
say, to the Nation, they most manifestly changed their Plan, and seemed disposed 
to support the Authority of the British Legislature: That critical Moment the Great 
Commoner chose to throw his Weight into the Scale of America, which he saw 
was likely to kick the Beam, and solemnly declared, that the Legislature of Great 
Britain had no Right to tax America, because America was not represented. It is 
not easy to bring, within a narrow Compass, the various Arguments which 
overthrow (every one of them) this bold and groundless Assertion. The very Idea 
of Sovereignty includes the Right of Taxation, and supposes still higher and more 
essential Powers. Many of the American Charters expressly mention this Right, 
and the great Aim of American Policy for more than half a Century has been to 
shelter themselves under the Wing of P——t from their Vassalage to the Crown. 
The Authority of P——t⁸¹ has been exerted in enacting Laws, which affect the 
Lives and Properties of the Americans, and in imposing various Duties, which 
have been accordingly levied; but those Duties are called external Taxes, and the 
Stamp Act is said to be an internal one, altogether new and arbitrary. The Distinc-
tion is frivolous, for the Authority which establishes the one may as justly 
establish the other, and the Fact is false. The Post-Office, the quartering of 
Soldiers, and the Duties upon * enumerated Commodities, are Precedents of in-
ternal Taxes.

But the Reason given against the Legality of the Tax is the most extraordinary 
and dangerous Part of the System of the Great Commoner. Britain has no Right to 
tax America, because it is not represented: This Principle at once subverts the 
Authority of the British Legislature in America and in Britain. By the Constitution 
of our Government, no Man has a Title to vote for a Member of Parliament, unless 
he is a Freeholder of Forty Shillings a Year, or is a Member of some Corporation. 
It is not easy to estimate the exact Proportion of Voters; but I may venture to 
affirm, that the Number does not amount to One-tenth Part of the Inhabitants of 
this Island; therefore Nine-tenths are in no Sense whatever represented; but they 
are taxed, Heaven knows, heavily taxed; and he who is the Cause of no small Part 
of that Debt, which we are taxed to pay, says, let Englishmen pay for all. The P—
—t has no Right to tax the unrepresented Americans, Why then tax me? says the 
Copyholder; and me? says the monied Man; and us? say the Farmer, Labourer, 
Manufacturer,⁸² of exhausted Britain. What will be the Consequence of this new 
Claim of Rights, Heaven only knows.⁸³ Will the Friend of Liberty be partial in his 
Love? Will the Patriot of England plead only for America? No: Let the doubled-
down and Dog’s-ear’d Leaves of antient Statutes, which establish the present 
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Constitution, be consumed with⁸⁴ the flaming Breath of Patriotism, and a more 
noble Fabric (a new Temple of Freedom) be reared⁸⁵ on the broad Base⁸⁶ of 
universal Representation: For he who is taxed without being represented is a 
Slave.

Here I interrupted my Friend: Sir, you grow warm; you declaim: I did not 
expect —. I am, said he, I am warm; but the Subject has fired me, and I reasoned 
before I declaimed, as you call it; but let me express in the gravest Words my 
serious Meaning.⁸⁷

This Doctrine of universal Representation utterly overthrows the present 
happy Constitution of Great Britain, destroys all Order, Degree and Subordination 
in the State, and makes the fabric of Society a Ruin and a Heap of Rubbish; and 
why, in the Name of Heaven, did the Great Commoner, as you call him, proclaim 
to all the World at such an Hour this extravagant Doctrine? Why did not the Great 
Commoner, on so important an Occasion, desire an Audience of his gracious Sov-
ereign, and unfold in his Ear his dangerous Doubts and Speculation? Why did not 
he desire the Ministers, who kiss the Hem of his Garment, to permit him to 
expound to them this difficult Chapter of State? That was not his Intention; in the 
Hour of Doubt and Deliberation, he kept aloof from the Seat of Council. At length 
he lifted up his Voice to proclaim the Independance of America. You cannot tax 
America, for it is not represented. Was this a Truth, if he had thought it true, to be 
rashly told? Was it wise to say to the Americans in Arms, Fight on, your Cause is 
just? Is it possible to assign a good Motive for the Conduct of the Great 
Commoner on this Occasion? Might it not be thought he meant to distress, 
embarrass, and confound all Parties, and all Men, who held, or might hereafter 
hold, the Helm? And that he seized a particular Moment to raise a Storm, in which 
he imagined, that he, with his Anchor of Popularity, alone could ride? Was it not 
perhaps with this View he declared, that Britain had no Right to tax America?

Chaos umpire sits,
And by Decision more augments the Fray.⁸⁸

If I seem⁸⁹ to bear too hard on this great Man in my Conclusions, and to spare 
too little his former Dignity,⁹⁰ let me answer in the Words of Cato; 

Verum parcite dignitati Lentuli, si ipse
Pudicitæ, si famæ suæ, si Diis aut
Hominibus unquam ullis pepercit.⁹¹

Piccadilly, Jan. 30.

* Those Duties take place upon the Exportation of certain Goods from one 
Province to another; but are most certainly internal Taxes, as they are laid upon 
provincial Products, fall upon provincial⁹² Consumers, and were imposed, as 



appears by the Statute, with the precise View of making such Burthen on 
Consumption equal in England and America.
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