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qualified praise. His political tenacity and suc­
cess, whatever the motivation, augmented legal ■ 
safeguards against arbitrary search, seizure, and 
arrest, promoted a substantive concept of libel, 
and reinforced the privileges of elected officials. 
He consistently supported the colonies in their 
constitutional struggle with the Crown and spoke 
out forcefully against military coercion. What­
ever ironies lay behind appearances, John Wilkes 
was, for the Anglo-American world in the Revo­
lutionary era, a vital symbol of English liberty.

base of power in London which’ mocked the 
entire system of political deference.

He appealed to the lowest impulses and preju­
dices of the voters. He flattered the vanities of 
the populace; he amused them, he'manipulated 
them. But in a direct sense, Wilkes did represent 
the inhabitants of his district. He brought, for 
the first time, modern urban democracy into the 
arena of Parliamentary politics.

John Wilkes was more than an innovative 
politician with very human attributes. As a 
fighter for constitutional liberty, he deserves un-

into a dedicated radical. Wilkes was able in his 
own mind to equate completely his personal 
ambitions and controversies with liberal reform 
itself. The political style of personal anecdotes 
of pictures, of slogans that he developed with 
a professional polish worthy of Madison Avenue 
had immense popular appeal. Even his trips to 
London's bawdy houses and his perpetual in­
debtedness, which Wilkes made no attempt to 
conceal, were shrewd and effective methods of 
creating an image with which lower class voters 
could identify.

The private correspondence conclusively dem­
onstrates that from the time of his return from 
France in 1767 until his seating in Parliament in 
1774, Wilkes consciously and masterfully played 
off Lords against Commons, Parliament against 
the City. Outlawed, jailed, denied his seat in 

■ Commons, he turned each catastrophe to popu­
lar political advantage. He baited trap after legal 
trap, forcing constitutional support from Gren­
ville, Temple, Pitt, Grafton, his onetime allies, 
and then publicly scorned them for it.

Wilkes’ approach to public office was 
matic, opportunistic, and selfish. His enuncia­
tions of high political principles, -when viewed 
alongside his privately expressed cynicism, sub­
stantiate the charges of insincerity leveled by 
contemporaries and historians alike. And yet, 
neither his private immorality nor his public 
irresponsibility were in any way exceptional in 
this era. His loudest critics were equally as fond 
of mistresses and low life, as willing to buy votes, 
and far more contemptuous of their political 
constituents.

John Wilkes’ real “crimes” were not his per­
sonal failings, but his refusal, after 1764, to play 
the game of eighteenth-century politics by the 
accepted rules. To men who had grown up in 
the shadow of Walpole’s and Newcastle’s patron­
age, who saw family influence, “connexions,” and 
mutual favors as the lifeblood of the British 
constitutional system, a politically active “loner” 
was invariably suspect. Wilkes, after 1767, not 
only spurned all political alliances, but he did 
so consciously, vocally, and, worst of all, with 
eminent success. He created a popular financial
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John Wilkes is one of those historical figures 
whose career and personality have always pro­
voked strong feeling. To the British political 
establishment of the 1760’s and 1770’s, he was 
immoral, self-seeking, hypocritical, dangerous; 
to the laborers and “sturdy beggars" of London, 
he was a friend of the common man; to the rising 
middle class and to the American colonists, he 
was a champion of constitutional liberty. In a 
very real sense, all three portraits were correct.

Son of a wealthy London brewer, student at 
the University of Leyden, Wilkes was intellectu­
ally precocious, socially engaging, and a master 
of witty sarcasm. He ingratiated himself with the 
rising political stars of the 1750’s and entered 
Parliament in 1757 as a staunch supporter of 
William Pitt.

Wilkes’ talents with the acid-dipped pen, 
which exceeded his powers of discretion, made 
him a useful but somewhat dangerous and ex­
pendable political weapon in the assault on the 
Earl of Bute’s ministry. For describing a speech 
from the throne as “tire most abandoned in­
stance of ministerial effrontery' ever attempted 
to be imposed on mankind" in The North 
Briton, No. 45, Wilkes was temporarily arrested, 
his papers seized, and his commission in the 
Buckinghamshire militia summarily revoked. 
Among personal effects illegally taken from him 
was a privately printed and pornographic Essay 
on Woman which became the basis of further 
libel charges. In November 1763, in spite of the 
General Warrant by which he was arrested, he 
was censured by the House of Commons. In 
January 1764, he was expelled.

Wilkes’ stormy career can be explained at 
least partially in terms of his own personality. 
Brilliant, sensitive, completely self-centered, he 
was immoderately conscious of childish jests 
about being cross-eyed, and, throughout his ca­
reer, wounded deeply by real or imagined slights. 
His strident literary style made him a foe as 
dangerous as he was unforgiving.

It was the apparent neglect, during his Paris 
exile, 1764-1767, of the political allies for whom 
he felt he had taken risks which, more than 
ministerial opposition, turned an opportunist

The materials displayed here represent a small portion of the more than four hundred letters 
and numerous contemporary printed items by and about John Wilkes in the collections of the 
Clements Library. The portrait, final item in the exhibition, was graciously loaned to us by Alvan 
Macauley of Grosse Pointe Farms, Michigan.
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