






























































ROBERT BURNS AND THE SOCIAL REVOLUTION 
by Blair McGregor 

Certain eras in history have become indistinguishable from the major events which occurred during 
their run. This holds especially true for each century from the beginning of the early modem era, around 
1500, right through to the twentieth century. The sixteenth century could be characterized by 
reformation, counter-reformation, and incessant warfare. The seventeenth century bore witness to 
national crises in England, Scotland, the German States, the Netherlands, and most of the remainder of 
Western Europe. In the eighteenth century similar problems became more global in nature as the 
independent nations of the future began to flex their muscles and Western Europe began to industrialise. 
Both the nineteenth and twentieth centuries witnessed now age-old problems becoming increasingly 
complex and thoroughly international in scope. 

Although the global picture in 1992 bears little 
oroo resemblance to that of1500, it is true that the 
connecting centuries have experienced one major 
and continuing theme: that of revolution. In each 
century since 1500 there have been two or more 
examples of active and organised resistance or 
opposition to a higher and usually more powerful 
authority. Anned or unarmed, successful or un­
successful, justifiable or not, religious or secular, 
the age of revolution which began in the sixteenth 
century has continued down to the present day. 
The era for which the age of revolution has be­
come most synonymous, however, is the eight­
eenth century. Not only did revolutions during 
that period become, by and large, a global phe­
nomenon, but they also transgressed boundaries 
other than physical. As revolutions became in­
creasingly interdisciplinary and intense, so did 
their commentators. Supporters and critics, both 
engaging in forms of political protest, revelled in 
wide circulation of their materials due to increased 
popular literacy and owed much to an even greater 
degree of political consciousness. 

The eighteenth century bore witness to at 
leastfour types of revolution: physical, technologi­
cal, intellectual and cultural. In order to comment 
on either one or all of the phenomena, individuals 
did not have to be acutely aware of the precise 
occurrences in every nation - and indeed one 
might suggest that would have been impossible 
even for the most learned members of any given 
society. What was necessary, however, was for 
individual commentators to be able to observe and 
analyse the effects of the various revolutions on 
their particular societies. For example, if tales of a 
successful American revolt against British author­
ity were to create rumblings of discontent among 
the various classes in other nations, political and 
social commentators could grasp such an opportu­
nity to espouse their particular prejudices only if 
they were aware of the method and means of 
manipulating the dissatisfied crowd. In other 
words, the commentators had to be aware of meth­
ods by which they might appeal to possible dis-
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gruntled hordes lest political and/or social trea­
tisesfall on deaf ears. This, of course, assumes that 
the average individual in the eighteenth century 
showed some interest in either domestic or inter­
national politics. If, indeed, the average farmer or 
labourer of the period showed little concern for 
matters which did not affect his own personal 
livelihood, then the task of the commentator was 
made that much more difficult 

We will assume, therefore, that the relative 
success or failure of political or social commenta­
tor in the eighteenth century depended on his 
ability, or lack thereof, to communicate with a 
mass of people whose response was bound to be 
largely uncertain. It is into this category that a man 
such as Robert Bums must be placed. It will 
become evident not only that his writings largely 
consisted of social and political protest but also 
that, as he was very much a man of his environ­
ment, he was able to express his feelings clearly to 
all levels of Scottish society. In order that the 
popularity of Robert Bums can be understood, 
however, it is of the utmost importance to have 
some knowledge of the nature of Scottish society 
in the second half of the eighteenth century. 

Historians have generally considered the sec­
ond half of the eighteenth century as the period in 
which Western Europe experienced a technologi­
cal and agricultural revolution. The more generic 
term often cited in the past was the 'Industrial 
Revolution'. Not wishing to be weighed down by 
semantics, it suffices to say that the term 'revolu­
tion' in the sense it is used is misleading, for it 
implies a sudden and universal phenomenon. 

The inhabitants of eighteenth century Scot­
land would have had little difficulty arguing that 
the experience was neither sudden nor universal. 
It may not even be accurate to label eighteenth 
century Scotland as a society in transition firstly 
because the nation was an agglomeration of sev­
eral quite different societies and secondly because 
as a nation she did not have complete control over 
her own destiny. This is not meant to suggest that 
Scotland never experienced an industrial revolu-



tion, but rather that there were several barriers to 
immediate and extensive industrialisation. 

Throughout the eighteenth century, Scotland 
was a nation whose economy was dominated by its 
agrarian sector. alia whose social structure was 
little changed from its past in that the landowning 
class still dominated both politically and economi­
cally.! There seems little reason to dwell on the 
eccentricities of that numerically inferior group of 
people for, although commentators such as Robert 
Bums loved to make public their contempt for that 
class (and Burns succeeded in The Twa Dogs) we 
are better off studying the numerically superior 
class in order to define Bums as a product of his 
environment. The main focus, therefore, should 
be on the 'average' eighteenth century Scotsman. 

It is probably safe to assume that the majority 
of Scots in the eighteenth century, regardless of 
their geographic location, were mainly concerned 
with their own well being. It has been suggested in 
the past that they were interested very little in the 
affairs of civil or national government. 2 Basically, 
this owed much to the fact that their monotonous 
existence did not allow them the time to be con­
cemed with affairs of state. One does not need to 
become involved with endless lamentable tracts 
regarding the meaner folk before clearly under­
standing that the average Scot did not have much 
in his favour. As the main industry was agriculture, 
it makes perfect sense that examples be drawn 
from that area. It is clear from an analysis of such 
factors as rents and wages that the average farmer 
was fighting an uphill battle as rents were high and 
wages were extremely low. To complicate matters 
even further, the majority ofland under cultivation 
was only marginally fertile at best. The system 
employed, known as the infield-outfield system, 
did not allow for regeneration of the soil because 
the infield, that area reserved for crops, was kept 
under perpetual tillage.3 Marginal land, poor re­
turns, rack-renting,lowwages, overwork and other 
uncertainties such as bad weather or crop failures 
all combined to make the lot of the average farmer 
a meagre one. 

ItwasintothissortofarrangementthatRobert 
Bums was born. The numerous biographies of 
Bums all make note of the fact that his father, 
William Burnes, died both worn out from overwork 
and bankrupt. If this had been an isolated incident, 
or if the number of instances in which someone 
suffered a similar fate were too few to mention, 
then one might be able to blame the individuals 
involved for their own downfall. However, such 
was not the case. That the social order which 
existed in eighteenth century Scotland weighed 
heavily in favour of the monied class is not a moot 

point, but not all of the blame can be places on that 
class either. It is important to remember that, 
whether in industry or agriculture, continued suc­
cess depends on innovation, the technical skills to 
utilise those innovations, a relative level of sol­
vency to afford the costs and, most importantly, 
the willingness to innovate. In one sense, then, the 
existing social order was to blame for the downfall 
of many of the tenant farming class because that 
existing order, so it appears, wished to perpetuate 
their status-quo. In another sense, however, that 
very rigidly structured society was held captive by 
the fact that, as one authority believes, Scotland 
had to import trained personnel since the availabil­
ity of domestic technical skill was negligible.4 

This should not be interpreted as an apology 
for the social arrangement which existed in eight­
eenth century Scotland because there seems little 
doubt that it was inherently inflexible. It also per­
meated all areas of Scotland. As mentioned, Scot­
land was not exactly a homogenous society. Not 
only were there Highlanders and Lowlanders, but 
there were also the inhabitants of the Isles, the 
midland areas, and of the northeast, the last group 
a seemingly curios blend of the others. Regardless 
of geography, however, the same social order 
existed, oblivious of the historic differences of the 
various peoples. For this reason the lot of the 
average Scot in the Isles was comparable to that of 
the average Lowland peasant. One authority has 
noted that what was expected of the lower orders 
was deference and obedience.S Commonsense 
would lead one to believe, however, that it would 
be very difficult continually to maintain respectful 
regard for someone with whom perpetuating the 
status-quo has come to mean forced compliance. 

The political picture, as one may expect, was a 
virtual mirror image of the social one in that it was 
both extremely restrictive, giving the average Scot 
little or no say in its operation, and did not heed the 
facts of historical geography. While it may be true 
that the Union of the Parliaments in 1707 had the 
potential for introducing Scotland to all sorts of 
new and promising horizons, it is also true that it 
was a union for better offor worse. Unfortunately 
for Scotland and the economic well being of her 
people, from 1707 onward she was at war when 
England was at war. A natural consequence of war 
is that it severely disrupts foreign trade. The best 
example from the eighteenth century to illustrate 
the fatal blow dealt to Scottish overseas trade 
regards Scottish involvement in the American 
Revolution. From 1707 to the outbreak of war with 
the United States, the importation and re-exporta­
lion oftobacco dominated Scottish overseas trade, 
and there seems little reason to doubt that the 
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Union of Parliaments benefitted Scotland im­
mensely in that respect. However, in 1776 the 
amountoftobacco imported from the United States 
was cut drastically; whereas, in 1775,46 million 
pounds had been imported, by 1777 only 294, 896 
pounds were imported.6 One does not have to be 
an economic wizard to realise the ruinous effects 
that such an action would have had on the Scottish 
economy did not go belly up with great haste owed 
much to two factors: industrial diversification in 
the fonn of an increasingly capable linen industry, 
and innovative thought represented by the loca­
tion and development of alternative markets.7 

IT one wished to be obtuse, one would suggest 
that had it not been for the onset of the American 
Revolution, Scotland would not have striven for 
diversification and innovation. Such an assertion 
is worth very little consideration. The fact was that 
following 1707 it would usually be the case that, 
like it or not, 'as went England so did Scotland'. 
Having the power base located in another country 
was not the problem, for Scots had been living with 
that ever since 1603. The problem was the intense 
restriction of the political system and its primarily 
Anglo focus. Consider the facts: Scotland was 
accorded representation in the Westminster Par­
liament of only 16 out of 206 seats in the House of 
Lords and 45 out of 568 in the House of Com­
mons.8 In Ayrshire, where Bums grew up, there 
were, according to one authority, more qualified 
freeholders (those eligible to vote) than in any 
other country, but only 205 out of a population of 
65,000 were entitled to vote as late as 1782.9 The 
conclusion is obvious: even approaching the end 
of the so-called 'age of revolution', Scotland had 
surrendered its sovereignty and was therefore the 
object of total political and social inequality. 

This was the world in which Robert Bums 
grew up. It was a quasi-Darwinian world in which 
not even the fittest were guaranteed survival. It 
was, however, a world in which much could be 
observed and even interpreted if one could main­
tain the quest for knowledge through discovery. 
Evidently Bums was able to achieve this. One 
should not be misled and assume that Bums was 
alone commenting upon the inadequacies and 
inequalities of the existing social order, for, in­
deed, there were others. In a way Bums expanded 
on the work of countless others before him. Em­
ploying similar methods, such as social commen­
tary, he utilised the talents of an educated ob­
server to suit those methods to a world quaking in 
revolution. That there existed so much social in­
equality and political corruption merely added fuel 
to a burgeoning literary fire. 

While Bums may have been consumed with 
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social and political imbalance, it may not be en­
tirely precise to label Bums as having been a poet 
of the 'common man'. This would suggest that he 
wanted to stand the members of the establishment 
order on their collective heads. That does not 
seem to have been his intention, for that would 
only have created a new order closely resembling 
the old; in other words, it would have perpetuated 
the evils of imbalance rather than alleviating them. 
It is true that Bums wrote for a local audience in 
that they shared a common interest in current 
issues and events relevant to their daily Iives,10 
but there would have been little use in writing for 
the inflexibility haughty, if he sought change. 
Social revolution from the bottom up was not his 
aim but, rather, the attainment of a social equilib­
rium through the realisation of a collective experi­
ence. One may argue that the attainment of such a 
goal still constituted social revolution in that the 
well established social order would be toppled. 
However, even the most superficial perusing of 
the various works published by Burns shows that, 
while he may have been writing in a period charac­
terised by the effects of numerous revolutions on 
their given societies and hence a period character­
ised by a social revolution, he was more concerned 
with the 'effects' and less with the actual 'revolu­
tions'. It was, therefore, his goal to minimise the 
effects on society ofan age of revolution by making 
people aware of the fact that 'we are all in this 
together.' 

The preceding is clearly the message in To A 
Louse, one of the celebrated Kilmarnock Poems. 
The story line of this poem is a relatively simple 
one in that Bums discovers a louse crawling on the 
bonnet being worn by a lady as she sits in church: 

Ha! whare ye gaun' ye crowlinferlie? 
You impudence protects you sairly; 
I canna say but ye strunt rarely 
Owre gawze and lace, 
Tho faith! I fear ye dine but sparely 
On sic a place. 
It must be understood that a louse was not 

exactly something that anyone would wish to have 
invade his privacy as it was, and is, a parasite 
usually associated with animals. The fact that it 
was crawling on a 1ady', as opposed to a 'wench', 
seemed even further cause for alarm. Burns, una­
ware of the social standing of the woman, but 
assuming much from her outward appearance, 
properly castigates the vennin: 

Ye ugly, creepin, blastit wonner, 
Detested, shunn'd by saunt an sinner, 
How daur ye set your fit upon her­
Saefine a lady! 
Gae somewhere else and seek your dinner 



On some poor body. 

Swith! in some beggar's hauffet squattle; 
There ye may creep, and sprawl, and sprattle, 
Wi ither kindred, jumping cattle 
In shoals and nations; 
Whare horn nor bane ne'er daur unsettle 
Your thick plantations. 
Bums then lets the creature know that its 

minutes are numbered, as he plans to rid the lady 
of her unwelcome guest: 

Now haud you there! ye're out a sight, 
Below the fatt'rils, snug and tight, 
Na,iaith ye yet! ye'll no be right, 
Till ye've got on it-
The vera tapmost, tow'rin height 
o Miss's bonnet. 

My sooth! right bauld ye set your nose out, 
As plump an gray as onie grozet: 
o for some rank, mercurial rozet, 
Or fell, red smeddum, 
I'd gie you sic a hearty dose o't, 
Wad dress your droddum! 
Bums still conveys a sense of surprise at the 

impudence of the insect, and while he lets the 
creature know its proper place, he ceases to el­
evate the lady to a higher social standing and lets 
her know, in no uncertain terms, what has tran­
spired: 

I wad na been surpris'd to spy 
You on an auld wife's flainen toy; 
Or aiblins some bit duddie boy, 
On's wyliecoat; 
But Miss's fine Lunardi! [ye! 
How daur ye do't? 

o Jeany, dinna toss your head, 
An set your beauties a' abread! 
Ye little ken what cursed speed 
The blastie's makin! 
Thae winks an finger-ends, I dread, 
Are notice takin! 
The final stanza packs the popular Bums 

punch: 
o wad some Power the gijlie gie us 
To see oursels as ithers see us! 
It wad frae monie a blunder free us, 
An foolish notion: 
What airs in dress an gait wad lea'e us, 
An ev'n devotion! 
In other words, one may imbue oneself with 

all forms of social airs and graces, but the same 
misfortune might befall anyone of us. It is clearly 
the 'we are all in this together' theme. Bums hopes 
that the lady has realised thatitis essential we help 

each other along in this life because, if we gain a 
better understanding of each other, it will mini­
mise the artificial gap between the various classes. 

A similar vein courses through The Cotter's 
Saturday Night there is, however, one major 
difference in this poem, and that is the absence of 
any form of satirical wit. It seems evident that the 
poemwasmeanttoshowotherswhatthelifeofthe 
average Scottish peasant was like. Therefore it 
must have been aimed at the higher orders in 
Scottish society, because the lower orders knew 
perfectly well what their life was like. It is an 
unusual poem in that, while a sombre mood per­
vades a great deal of it, there is also an undercur­
rent of hope and sentiment and, of course, social 
commentary. The final trait, however, sneaks up 
on the reader as Bums begins with the potatoes 
instead of the meat: 
II November chill blaws loud wi angry sugh; 

The short'ning winter-day is near a close; 
The miry beasts retreating frae the pleugh; 

The black'ning trains a craws to their repose: 
The toil-worn Cotter frae his labor goes,­

This night his weekly moil is at an end, 
Collects his spades, his mattocks and his hoes, 

Hoping the morn in ease and rest to spend, 
And weary, o'er the moor, his course does 

hameward bend. 
III At length his lonely cot appears in view, 

Beneath the shelter of an aged tree; 
Th' expectant wee-things, toddlin, stracher 

through 
To meet their dad, wi flichterin noise and 

glee. 
His wee bit ingle, blinkin bonilie, 

His clean hearth-stane, his thrifty wijie's smile, 
The lisping infant, prattling at his knee, 

Does a' his weary kiaugh and care beguile, 
An makes him quiteforget his labor and his toil. 

IV Belyve, the elder bairns come drapping in, 
At service out, amang the farmers roun; 

Some ca' the pleugh, some herd, some tentie rin 
A cannie errand to a neebor town: 

Their eldest hope, their Jenny, woman grown, 
In youthful bloom, love sparkling in her e'e, 

Comes hame; perhaps, to show a braw new 
gown, 

Or deposits her sair-won penn~fee, 
To help her parents dear, if they in hardship be. 
It is clear that the family is not so lucky as to be 

among the ranks of the financial well-to-do, but it 
is also clear that the family is a tightly knit one in 
spite of the obvious sense of tormenting monotony. 

Robert Bums is very careful in The Cotter's 
Saturday Night not to unveil a sense of hopeless 
resignation within the family but, rather, he soon 
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reveals to us the manner in which the family 
enlivens with potential hope and promise: 
VII But hark! a rap comes gently to the door; 

Jenny, wha kens the meaning 0 the same, 
Tells how a neebor lad came o'er the moor, 

To do sone errands, and coonvoy her hame. 
The wily mother sees the conscious flame 

SParkle in Jenny's e'e, andflush her cheek; 
With heart-struck anxious care, inquires his 
name, 

While Jenny hafflins is afraid to speak; 
Weel-pleas'd the mother hears, it's nae wild, 
worthless rake. 

VIII Wi kindly welcome, Jenny brings him ben; 
A strappin youth, he takes the mother's eye; 

Blythe Jenny sees the visit's no ill taen; 
the father cracks of horses, pleugh, and kye. 
the youngster's artless heart o'er/lows wi joy, 

But blate an laithfu, scarce can weel behave; 
The mother, wi a woman's wiles, can spy 

What makes the youth sae bashfu and sae 
grave; 
Weel-pleas'd to think her bairn's respected like 
the lave. 

IX 0 happy love! where love like this isfound: 
o heartfelt raptures! bliss beyond compare! 

I've paced much this weary, mortal round, 
And sage experience bids me this declare,­

'If Heaven a draught of heavenly pleasure spare, 
One cordial in this melancholy vale, 

Tis when a youthful, loving. modest pair, 
In other's arms, breathe out the tender tale, 
Beneath the milk-white thorn that scents the 

ev'ning gale. ' 
In these lines we glean the style of social 

commentary utilised by Burns in that he is letting 
the higher orders know that no station in life is so 
low as not to experience certain meaningful hu­
man interactions which portend a better future. 

The meat of the poem is saved for the final 
course when Burns blends social and political 
commentary: 
XIX From scenes like these, old Scotia's grandeur 

sPrings, 
That makes her lov'd at home, rever'd 

abroad: 
Princes and lords are but the breath of kings, 
~n honest man's the noblest work of God'; 
And certes, in fair Virtue's heavenly road, 

The cottage leaves the palace far behind; 
What is a lordling's pomp? a cumbrous 

load, 
Disguising oft the wretch of human kind, 
Studied in arts of Hell, in wickedness re/in'd! 

XX 0 Scotia! my dear, my native soil! 
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For whom my warmest wish to Heaven is 
sent! 
Long may thy hardy sons of rustic toil 

Be blest with health, and peace, and sweet 
content! 
And O! may Heaven their simple lives 

prevent 
From Luxury's contagion, weak and vile! 

Then, howe'er crowns and coronets be rent, 
A virtuous populace may rise the while, 
And stand a wall of fire around their much 
lov'd Isle. 

XXI 0 Thou! who pour'd the patriotic tide, 
That stream'd thro Wallace's undaunted 

heart, 
Who dar'd to, nobly, stem tyrannic pride, 

Or nobly die, the second glon'ous part: 
(The patriot's God, peculiarly Thou art, 

Hisfriend, inspirer, guardian and reward!) 
o never, never Scotia's realm desert; 

But still the patriot, and the patriot-bard 
In bright succession raise, her ornament and 
guard! 

Burns has informed the higher orders in Scot­
tish society, those wielding economic and political 
power, that the real locus of Scottish nationalism 
and hence the power base of those higher orders 
are the so-called lower orders. That class of people 
represented in The Cotter's Saturday Night are 
promoted to us as the backbone of Scotland; the 
reference to William Wallace makes that senti­
mentclear. 

While The Cotter's Saturday Night may 
have blended social and political commentary quite 
well, the most effective combination of those two 
forms is to be found in The Twa Dogs. It was 
mentioned earlier that Burns displays a notable 
contempt for the numerically inferior class in that 
tale, but closer examination reveals that that work 
drips with a sarcasm not seen in too many of his 
other works. The human race is seen through the 
eyes of two dogs, one of whom is supposedly 
aristocratic while the other might be a "cotter's' 
dog. Luath, the poor dog, tells Caesar, the rich 
dog, how the poorer folk seem strangely con­
tented: 

An' when they meet wi'sair disasters, 
Like loss o'health or want o'masters, 
Ye maist wad think, a wee touch langer, 
An' they maun starve 0' cauld and hunger. 
But how it comes, I never kent yet. 
They're maistly w01lderfu' contented; 
An' buirdly chiels, and clever hizzies, 
Are bred in sic a way as this is. 
The reply by Caesar is almost one of amaze­

ment, and he reasserts the lowly position of Luath: 



I've notic'd, on our laird's court-day, 
(An monie a time my heart's been wae), 
Poor tenant bodies, scant 0 cash, 
How they maun thole a factor's snash: 
He7l stamp an threaten, curse an swear 
He'll apprehend them, poind their gear; 
While they maun stan, wi aspect humble, 
An hear it a', an fear an tremble! 

I see how folk live that hae riches; 
But surely poorfolk maun be wretches! 
The sarcasm really begins to flow in the form 

of a role reversal when Luath intimates that mem­
bers of Parliament are concerned about the poor 
and Caesar replies that Luath is grievously mis­
led: 

Haith, lad, ye little ken about it: 
for Britain's guid! guidfaith! I doubt it. 
Say rather, gaun as Premiers lead him: 
An saying aye of no's they bid him: 
At operas an plays parading, 
Mortgaging gambling, masquerading: 
Or maybe, in a frolic daft, 
To Hague or Calais taks a waft, 
To mak a tour an tak a whirl, 
To learn ~ an see the worl. 
For Britain's guid! for her destruction 
Wi dissipation, feud and faction. 
One would expect the aristocratic dog to up­

hold the position or standing of the government, 
but Caesar does exactly the opposite just as he 
later in the poem seems to condemn the actions of 
the idle rich while simultaneously crediting the 
poor for their hard work: 

A countra fellow at the pleugh, 
His acre's till'd, he's right eneugh; 
A countra girl at her wheel, 
Her dizzen's dune, she's no unco weel; 
But gentlemen, an ladies warst, 
Wi ev'n down want 0 wark are curst. 
They loiter, lounging, lank an lazy; 
Tho deil-haet ails them, yet uneasy: 
Their days insipid, dull an tasteless; 
Their nights unquiet, lang an restless. 

An ev'n their sports, their balls an races, 
Their galloping through public places, 
There's sic parade, sic pomp an art, 
The joy can scarcely reach the heart. 

The men cast out in party-matches, 
Then sowther a' in deep debauches; 
Ae night they're mad wi drink an whoring, 
Niest day their life is past enduring. 
The conclusion reached by the two is that they 

are happy that they are not men, but dogs. This 
must have been a slap in the face for the higher 
orders, not only in that they were labelled as lazy 
and tasteless and thoughtless by a dog, but also 

because Caesar placed the meaner sort on a higher 
plateau - a rude awakening indeed! 

It is often difficult to analyse the works of 
Bums that focus more on politics than on society. 
This owes much to the fact that, as one authority 
has suggested, his works do not make clear his 
political leanings. 11 One might be led to consider 
the possibility that Burns actually supported physi­
cal revolutions like the American Revolution, if 
one reads his wording of a letter in the year 1788: 

... but I daresay theAmerican Congress in 1776 
will be allowed to be as able and as enlightened as the 
English Convention was in 1688; and that their 
deliverance from us, as duly and sincerely as we do 
ours from the oppressive measures of the wrong­
headed House of Stuart. 12 

The reference to the 'Glorious Revolution' of 
1688 is an important one, for that revolution res­
cued England and Scotland from Stuart despot­
ism. Therefore, Burns is not in love with the idea 
of actual revolution but, rather, with the promises 
that such revolutions extol for future generations. 
In other words, if societies in the future will be 
freed from tyranny only through the process of 
revolution, if that is the only method by which 
people can obtain their just liberties, so be it. 

What should be clear, then, from the majority 
of the works of Robert Burns is that he was not 
obsessed with the idea of 'revolution' but with the 
idea of liberty. He was not really able to comment 
to any great extent on the French Revolution, but 
he was an admirer of it nonetheless. Burns was, 
however, a captive of his job as an Excise Officer in 
Dumfries. I3 It would be both unlikely and unfair 
for someone to accuse Burns of selling out to the 
established order in Dumfries because, regard­
less of sentiment, the man still had to provide for 
himself and his family, and why should someone 
not utilise all of his talents in order to do so? 

There is evidence to suggest, however, that 
Burns had not changed his views regarding both 
liberty and revolution, for in 1795 he wrote a piece 
about the Solemn League and Covenant 

The Solemn League and Convenant cost 
Scotland blood - cost Scotland tears; 
But it sealed Freedom's sacred cause­
/fthou'rt a slave, indulge thy sneers.l4 

Whether or not the reference to the Covenant 
was accurate seems of little consequence. Bums 
would have had a great deal of difficulty agreeing 
with the moral duplicity and confused thinking 
possessed by the majority of Covenanters. It is 
obvious from what he wrote, however, that Bums 
admired what he believed to be the thematic air 
around their struggle: the attainment of political 
and religious liberty. 
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The foregoing material has attempted to make 
several facts clear. Firstly, there seems little doubt 
that Bums was writing in an age of social revolu­
tion. Regardless of which heading the various 
form of revolution mentioned earlier pretended 
to come under, they should all be seen as primarily 
social revolutions since the society at large would 
have been the factor most influenced. Secondly, 
Bums was very much a product of his environ­
ment since he wrote about tile major aim of social 
revolution: the attainment of specific liberties. 
Whether or not the various forms of social revolu­
tion achieved their goals is not important.; rather, 
the fact that they seemed to portend social im­
provementwa of importance. Thirdly, Bums saw 
the world as being a chaotic mixture of inequality 
and imbalance, and wrote the way he did in order 
that all would become aware of that fact and at­
tempt to alleviate the ills of a society held captive 
by an antiquated social and political structure. In 
other words, Bums believed thattheworld did not 
have to be such a cold and unforgiving place, and 
would not be so, if only all people realised that we 
are all in this together. 
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