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It is a question with
several, whether there be any essential difference between one form
of government and another? and, whether every form may not become
good or bad, according as it is well or ill
administered?1 Were it once admitted,
that all governments are alike, and that the only difference
consists in the character and conduct of the governors, most
political disputes would be at an end, and all Zeal for one constitution above
another must be esteemed mere bigotry and folly. But, though a
friend to moderation, I cannot forbear condemning this sentiment,
and should be sorry to think, that human affairs admit of no
greater stability, than what they receive from the casual humours
and characters of particular men.

It is true, those who
maintain that the goodness of all government consists in the
goodness of the administration, may cite many particular instances
in history, where the very same government, in different hands, has
varied suddenly into the two opposite extremes of good and bad.
Compare the French government under Henry III and under Henry IV.
Oppression, levity, artifice, on the part of the rulers; faction,
sedition, treachery, rebellion, disloyalty on the part of the
subjects: these compose the character of the former miserable era.
But when the patriot and heroic prince, who succeeded, was once
firmly seated on the throne, the government, the people, every
thing, seemed to be totally changed; and all from the difference of
the temper and conduct of these two sovereigns.2 Instances of this kind may be multiplied, almost without
number, from ancient as well as modern history, foreign as well as
domestic.

But here it may be proper
to make a distinction. All absolute governments must very much
depend on the administration; and this is one of the great
inconveniences attending that form of government. But a republican
and free government would be an obvious absurdity, if the
particular checks and controls, provided by the constitution had
really no influence, and made it not the interest, even of bad men,
to act for the public good. Such is the intention of these forms of
government, and such is their real effect, where they are wisely
constituted: as, on the other hand, they are the source of all
disorder, and of the blackest crimes, where either skill or honesty
has been wanting in their original frame and
institution.

So great is the force of
laws, and of particular forms of government, and so little
dependence have they on the humours and tempers o [...]
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