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Foreword


Politician, propagandist, philosopher, man of letters—Burke was one of the outstanding figures of the eighteenth century, and the first statesman to recognize that there is no coherent response to the Enlightenment apart from social and political conservatism. It is unlikely that such a man should ascend to political office today. The democratic process prefers the glib, the half-educated and the plausible over the literate and the wise. How different things were when Burke entered the House of Commons readers of Dr. Kirk’s biography will discover. The American colonist, the Indian peasant, the French aristocrat—all found an advocate in Parliament who was as cool, eloquent, and profound a philosopher as could be found in any Parisian attic or Oxford common room. Burke could command the floor of the Commons; he could also dominate the opinion of the educated classes. His writings changed the course of politics, and laid the foundation for a political philosophy which has lasted to our day, finding its most powerful modern American representative in Russell Kirk.


It is especially welcome that Kirk’s biography should be reissued in this bicentennial year of Burke’s death. Intelligence, cunning, know-how, stratagems, policies—all these we have in abundance. But wisdom—that sedate and circumspect awareness of the complexity of human things which we find in both Burke and his biographer—is rare among us. We do not listen to ancestral voices, or strive to hear, beneath the din of politics, the rumors sent down to us from former times, which tell us of our imperfection. And until we listen, our future is in jeopardy.


The life that Kirk describes in these pages was a life of action; but it was an action which both sprang from thought and engendered thought. Perhaps no politician has ever speculated so deeply about the nature and limits of the human psyche as Burke. And his speculations are at every point put to practical use, in order to warn against the crazy desire to overthrow the laws and institutions on which our civilization has been erected. Dr. Kirk took up the mantle of Burke, and wrote passionately and wisely of “permanent things,” showing his fellow Americans that they could drift away from the vision of the Founding Fathers only at their peril. He was the conscience of modern America just as Burke was the conscience of Enlightenment Britain. Both understood that politics is possible only if some things remain unquestioned, and only if the desire to improve the world rests from time to time in a consciousness that the future cannot be known.


Kirk was not a politician, but he earned the respect of politicians, and strove to elevate the language and the thought of American conservatism to the level of his great predecessor. He learned from Burke that style is not a decorative adjunct to thought, but belongs to its essence. Because he found the words and the images with which to convey his vision to the youth of America, real conservative politicians continue to emerge in the United States, and to direct the future of their country along the path laid down for it by the contemporaries of Burke.


Kirk’s biography tells the story of a remarkable statesman, of a remarkable society, and of a remarkable period of human history. English readers will be gratified by the author’s sympathy for our eccentricities, while American readers will learn much about the British Empire and its meaning. The book provides a clear and succinct guide to one of the great conservative thinkers of modern times. Kirk sees his subject as he was, and in terms of hopes and fears which he shares. Burke was engaged, he argues, in a continuous pursuit of justice, and valued order, tradition, and the conservative instinct largely because they prevent the massive injustices which ensue when men take it on themselves to manage their own destiny.


The lessons for us are many, and delicately suggested. Like Burke, Russell Kirk is no tub-thumping moralist, but a quiet, ironical and compassionate observer, who writes with a delightful ease and spontaneity. There is no finer monument to Burke than this book by his most original American disciple.


—Roger Scruton










Prefatory Note


During the past forty years, immensely more has been learnt about Edmund Burke than the nineteenth-century biographers and critics knew. This short critical study, taking advantage of the opening to the public of a mass of Burke’s papers, the publication of his correspondence in a scholarly edition, and the appearance of several important specialized accounts of Burke, is an attempt to assess Burke afresh.


Readers wishing to know more about the great statesman and man of letters will do well to turn to Carl B. Cone’s thorough and impartial political biography, Burke and the Nature of Politics (two volumes, 1957 and 1964); it is five times as long as the present essay in biography. The early life (1824) by James Prior remains worth reading; but most of the other biographies have been superseded by the discovery of new information, are superficial, or are long out of print and rarely encountered.


I heartily commend the scholarly studies about one or another aspect of Burke’s mind or career by Ross J. S. Hoffman, Thomas W. Copeland, Peter Stanlis, Francis Canavan, James T. Boulton, Donald Cross Bryant, Gaetano Vincitorio, Thomas H. D. Mahoney, H. V. F. Somerset, Charles Parkin, Jeffrey Hart, Harvey C. Mansfield, Jr., R. R. Fennessey, Lucy S. Sutherland, John A. Woods, and other writers of recent years. Reference is made to these in the chapter-notes or in the bibliographical note at the end of this volume.


Some small portions of this brief life have been published in The Kenyon Review, The Sewanee Review, and Queen’s Quarterly.


—Russell Kirk


Piety Hill


Mecosta, Michigan
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Selected Events in the Life of Edmund Burke




	1729 Born in Dublin, January 12.


	1741 Educated in Ballitore.


	1743-48 Educated at Trinity College, Dublin.


	1747 Commences The Sublime and Beautiful.



	1748 Enters the Middle Temple, London.


	1750 Arrives in London to study law.


	1756 A Vindication of Natural Society.



	1757 Marries Jane Nugent. The Sublime and Beautiful is published. Commences an Abridgement of English History (not published until 1811). Newcastle Ministry.


	1758 Birth of Burke’s son, Richard.


	1759 First Annual Register published (Burke continues as editor until 1765-66).


	1761 Bute Ministry. Spends winters, 1761-62 and 1762-63 in Dublin as Hamilton’s assistant. Fragment on Irish Penal Laws.



	1763 Grenville Ministry.


	1763-64 Founds Literary Club with Dr. Johnson and Joshua Reynolds.


	1765 First Rockingham Ministry. Secretary to Lord Rockingham. Elected to the House of Commons for Wendover.


	1766 Burke enters House of Commons. Chatham Ministry.


	1768 Grafton Ministry. Burke purchases Gregories, estate at Beaconsfield.


	1769 Observations on Present State of Nation.



	1770 Thoughts on Present Discontents. North Ministry.


	1771-74 Burke retained as agent for New York.


	1772 Opposes clergy petition against subscription. Speech on Protestant dissenters.


	1774 Speech on American Taxation. Elected to House of Commons for Bristol.


	1775 Speech on Conciliation with America.



	1776 Address to the King.



	1777 Letters to Sheriffs of Bristol.



	1780 Speech on Economical Reform. Elected to House of Commons for Malton.


	1782 Second Rockingham Ministry. Burke becomes Paymaster-General. Death of Lord Rockingham. Shelburne Ministry.


	1783 Fox-North coalition Ministry. Speech on Fox’s East India Bill.



	1784 Pitt Ministry.


	1785 Speech on Nabob of Arcot’s Debts.



	1786 Proceedings against Hastings.


	1787 Impeachment of Hastings.


	1789 French Revolution.


	1790 Reflections on the Revolution in France. Burke-Fox quarrel splits Whig Party.


	1791 Letter to a Member of the National Assembly. Appeal from the New to the Old Whigs. Thoughts on French Affairs.



	1792 Remarks on the Policy of the Allies.



	1794 Deaths of Burke’s brother and son. Burke retires from Parliament.


	1795 Hastings acquitted by House of Lords. Thoughts and Details on Scarcity.



	1796 Letter to a Noble Lord. Letters on a Regicide Peace.



	1797 Burke dies, July 9, at Beaconsfield.













1 How Dead Is Burke?



In College Green, at the gate of Trinity College, near the heart of Dublin, stand the handsome statues of Edmund Burke and Oliver Goldsmith. Though these contemporaries were graduates of Trinity, and very Irish after their fashion, their lives were spent principally in London. “The noblest prospect a Scotchman ever sees is the high road which leads him to England,” said Samuel Johnson, a friend to both these Irishmen. This was as true, in the eighteenth century, of the Irish.


In a house—thoughtfully demolished some years ago—on Arran Quay, only a few minutes’ walk from Trinity College, Edmund Burke was born on January 12, 1729. He may have been baptized in the medieval church of St. Michan, nearby. Dublin then was rising toward the height of its prosperity and fame, although in Burke’s childhood those great Georgian buildings the Four Courts and the Custom House had not yet been erected beside the River Liffey. Charming Georgian Dublin, built mostly in Burke’s own lifetime, stood virtually intact until recent years, but now is decayed into a howling slum or is being pulled down by Philistine public authorities and tasteless “improvers.” Much else that the reforming conservative loved has gone by the board.


Even though he was the son of a successful lawyer, connected with Irish county families, no one could have expected, in 1729, the eminence which this boy would attain. It was an age of aristocracy, which the Tory statesman and philosopher Bolingbroke hoped would be dominated by men of “aristocratic virtue” influenced by humane learning. Relatively obscure, the Burkes were provincial, and not rich. This boy, it turned out, was a being of genius; yet, as he wrote near the end of his course:




At every step of my progress in life (for in every step was I traversed and opposed), and at every turnpike I met, I was obliged to shew my passport, and again and again to prove my sole title to the honor of being useful to my country, by a proof that I was not wholly unacquainted with its laws, and the whole system of its interests both abroad and at home. Otherwise no rank, no toleration even, for me.1





Like many Irish couples of that time, the elder Burkes had entered into a “mixed marriage,” Edmund’s father being a member of the Church of Ireland—an Anglican, that is—and his mother a Catholic. With his two brothers, Edmund was reared as an Anglican; while his sister, Juliana, brought up in the “old profession,” remained all her life an ardent Catholic. One of Burke’s chief endeavors in Parliament, half a century later, was to effect the amendment of the “Penal Laws” that weighed down Irish Catholics. Burke’s early career was hampered somewhat by the suspicion of the Whig Duke of Newcastle, and others, that the rising young man was a secret Papist, or even a Jesuit in disguise—and political caricaturists later sometimes draped him in a Jesuit habit.


Despite these impediments, Edmund Burke was to become the most interesting of British political philosophers, one of the greatest of modern rhetoricians, the principal intellectual leader of the Whig party, and the most formidable opponent of the French Revolution and of “armed doctrine” generally. He drew up, in the phrase of Harold Laski, “the permanent manual of political wisdom without which statesmen are as sailors on an uncharted sea.”





Burke became a public man. Little mentioned in the many volumes of his letters, his private life is sufficiently obscure, for he labored incessantly as a practical politician, with slight leisure for epistolary pleasantries; also, while very young, he remarked that it is well to tell the world no more of one’s self than the world must know. The biographer, therefore, patches together as best he may the fragments which distinguish Burke the man from Burke the leader of party and Burke the philosopher. And it is, after all, the public Burke who matters. This short biography is chiefly an account, then, of a “new man” who by power of intellect and remarkable diligence rose to distinction in his time and to influence long thereafter. Burke’s private life—aside from the frustrated schemes of his kinsmen—was exemplary but unexciting; Burke’s public life shows us the process by which, through experience of the world and through the life of the mind, an Irish writer and political partisan made of himself one of the wisest men ever to meditate upon the civil social order.


As a practical politician, Burke did not succeed conspicuously. During the larger part of his career, he stood among the opposition—stood grandly, but out of office. In the hour of his death, 1797—“a terrible moment in the history of England and of Europe,” as John Morley wrote—he beheld the triumph of his denunciations of the Revolution in France, but only a triumph of dubious battle. The passing of a mere half-century was to bring the Communist Manifesto. And from the day of his death onward, historians have recorded the effacing, in much of the world, of that order governed by what Burke described as the spirit of religion, and the spirit of a gentleman.


But Burke was more than a party leader and a man of his time. As the champion of what T. S. Eliot called “the permanent things,” Burke did not fail, nor is he archaic. He speaks to our age.


Before the middle of this century, however, Burke was little more than recorded, respected, ignored. John Morley had predicted, in 1888, “It seems probable that he will be more frequently and more seriously referred to within the next twenty years than he has been within the whole of the last eighty.”2 This did not come to pass—not then. Twenty-five years later, Paul Elmer More stated that Morley had been in error;3 and not until 1949 was a revival of strong interest in Burke discernible.


In that year, a scholar of German upbringing remarked to this writer that among educated men in the United States existed a curious ignorance of Burke—who, with his power of style, the varied aspects of his genius, and the breadth of his intellect, might be supposed to attract the attention of those circles that pride themselves upon their grasp of modern thought; and my German friend attributed this condition to a vague popular impression that Burke “had been wrong about France” and somehow was not quite the reading for a liberal. Just then, “liberal” was the word for conjurers in the American groves of Academe.


Yet by 1950, Mr. Lionel Trilling expressed doubts of the efficacy of liberal concepts, and Mr. Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., confessed, “We find Burke more satisfying today than Paine, Hamilton or Adams than Jefferson, Calhoun than Clay or Webster.” Since then, Burke has been re-discovered. A score of scholarly studies, some of them specialized, have dealt with him. Popularly, and by politicians, he is mentioned and quoted more frequently than he had been in all the interval since 1832. We are even told of an eccentric in the Bowery passing out cards with the legend “Burke saves.”


The rising generation, to which Burke appealed at the conclusion of his prosecution of Warren Hastings, has found him anew. Prejudice, interest, and conscience have informed much of the American public that Burke should be read; his name is known again in Europe, too, and even in Africa. The young people who browse in bookshops look for Burke now; and even American and English professors admit that he is of an interest more than antiquarian.


Paradoxically, the resurrection of Burke is a product of modern discontents. Uncertain of the dogmas of liberalism (which Santayana knew for a mere transitory phase), disillusioned with Giant Ideology, the modern serious public is willing to give Burke a hearing. Burke’s ideas interest nearly anyone nowadays, including men bitterly dissenting from his conclusions. If conservatives would know what they defend, Burke is their touchstone; and if radicals wish to test the temper of their opposition, they should turn to Burke. Having done this, some conservatives may find that their previous footing was insecure; while some radicals may acknowledge that the position of traditionalists is tenable, or that Burke, too, was a liberal—if liberalism be in any degree associated with ordered freedom.


At a New York club, about 1913, Paul Elmer More happened to mention Burke’s name; and a companion inquired, “Burke? He’s dead, is he not?” In spirit, Burke is stirring once more. Some there are who wish Burke were immured forever in his tomb. Some years ago, a British scholar professed his sorrow that, in America today, “Burke is being used for political purposes.” This gentleman would prefer to keep Burke as a kind of cadaver, out of which doctoral dissertations might be carved. (Burke himself, one may remark, would have been amused and vexed at the notion that a dead master of politics never should influence the living: as statesman and as rhetorician, he intended his speeches and writings for immediate use—and for use by the rising generation and by posterity, if useful they might be found. The closet theoretician, the abstract metaphysician, the “drydocked” scholar, Burke cordially detested.)


Burke expected to be disinterred—though not, perhaps, after the fashion in which he has been raised up in the latter half of the twentieth century. Fearing that triumphant Jacobins would treat his corpse as Cromwell’s had been dishonored at the Restoration—that his head and limbs might be impaled on some Temple Bar—he left instruction for his body to be buried secretly, somewhere in Beaconsfield church or churchyard, and to this day no man knows the precise spot where Burke lies.


Yet Burke has been invoked in all honor, because he is one of those giants who (in the phrase of the medieval Schoolmen) support us upon their shoulders, one of those dead who walk. Burke endures as part of a great continuity and essence. He offers an alternative to the dreary doctrines of ideology in the mass age.


During the era from Burke’s last years to our rough hour, the kaleidoscope of history has suffered a catastrophic spin. A decade before Reflections on the Revolution in France came from the press, American troops at Yorktown had greeted Cornwallis with the tune of “The World Turned Upside Down”; and that air, mingling now and then with the “Carmagnole,” has been blaring ever since. The stern vaticinations of Burke, which seemed to most nineteenth-century liberals the follies of a deranged old genius, have come to pass: the gods of the copybook headings with terror and slaughter return. Nations dissolving into mere aggregations of individuals, under squalid oligarchs; property reapportion by arbitrary political power; great states ground into powder; the rise of a leveling frenzy—Communism—fierce enough to affright Jacobins; wars far more ruinous than those of the eighteenth century, so that often civilization seems on the brink of dissolution: where has been the divine guidance Burke discerned in history? Perhaps it could have been understood as the punishment of disobedience: “The Lord made all things for Himself—yea, even the wicked for the day of evil.”


Our age has experienced the disintegration of the notion of irresistible social progress—vanished in a vortex of atomic waste. “It’s not a question of whether you believe Communism is right,” an acquaintance of mine used to say, “it’s simply that you have to go along with the stream.” But after this quasi-Hegelian dictum he would hesitate oddly, as if some doubt had crept in—perhaps the reflection that “even the weariest river winds”—why, to the great deep. If the “Progress” of the Enlighteners has led to a precipice above a silent sea—and such quavers as my friend’s have become more frequent—it may be time to conserve, rather than to covet. Against the overweening self-confidence of modern man, Burke contended. If ever we are to learn from the past, today we must descend, Ulysses-like, to interrogate the shades; otherwise we may be numbered among them. Burke may be our Tiresias.


Burke was essentially a modern man, and his concern was with our modern perplexities. “The gift of prophecy,” a reviewer for the Times Literary Supplement remarked some time ago, “Burke possessed in abundance.”


Yet no one speaks of an Age of Burke. In literature, we call Burke’s period the Age of Johnson; in philosophy and politics, we might call it the Age of Rousseau.


The Age of Rousseau: the era of abstraction, feeling, emancipation, expansion, equality, the people absolute, the kiss bestowed upon the universe, the deity impotent. The system of Burke: prescription, experience, duty, old ties, social gradation, the reign of law, the love engendered by association, the Author of our being omnipotent. Rousseau and Burke stand at the antipodes, despite the curious theory of some writers that they are two peas in a libertarian pod. Though Rousseau cannot be credited, like Burke, with the foundation almost single-handed of a body of political belief, still the movement of which he was the most influential representative can claim the fealty of several devotees for every one of Burke’s, perhaps: the romantic gaze of Jean Jacques darts out, at intervals, from behind a variety of masks—the flushed face of Paine, the grim brow of Marx, the pedantic countenance of John Dewey. Indeed, the disciples of Burke himself, in the generation after his death, were the heirs of Rousseau as well—Coleridge, Southey, Wordsworth. Let us concede that a knowledge of the mind of Rousseau is as important as an apprehension of Burke’s, for any man who would understand our present discontents. Admit this, and ask what other thinker, in Burke’s lifetime, equaled him in importance.


Foreseeing a sack of the world by the forces of Chaos and old Night, Burke endeavored to save the best of the traditional order within the barricades of institution and philosophy. He was the first conservative of our time of troubles. He labored to safeguard the permanent things, which have converted the brute into the civil social man. In modern politics, the task of saving begins with Burke. An intelligent critic honestly may believe Burke to be mistaken; but to deny him the gift of remarkable perception is unjust.


In the citadel of tradition and prescription, Burke keeps vigil. Alive or dead? That depends upon the spirit of the age. For one partisan, the warder of the keep may be Giant Despair; for another, Barbarossa awaiting the trump. Young truth lies just under the wrinkled skin of myth; and a trumpet blast still can tumble our modern Jericho. The tocsin in the Faubourg St. Antoine, in 1789, was such a trump. We may hear another.


Burke the reformer was also Burke the conservator. In this era of total revolution, thinking men turn almost by instinct to a man of intellect and political practicality who was at once a sagacious improver and an unyielding opponent of revolution.





Ireland, in Burke’s day, supported a population greater than it does now; despite the frequent extreme poverty which Burke lamented and endeavored to ameliorate (even in his college days, when he proposed a special tax upon the incomes of absentee landlords), this was not the Ireland of the Potato Famines. Until the middle of Burke’s career, revolution was not in the Irish air. Dublin was a true capital, the home of Dean Swift and other famous men whose influence extended far beyond their native land; Trinity College, Dublin’s university founded by Queen Elizabeth, maintained stricter standards than did Oxford or Cambridge. Burke and Goldsmith were only two of many men of talent who grew up in Dublin in the first half of the eighteenth century. It was a period of sanguine hopes, rather than of Celtic twilight.


Yet Burke learnt early to love the older rural Ireland. Bookish and sickly as a child, for five years he was sent for his health to live with his mother’s kinsmen the Nagles, Roman Catholics, who possessed an estate at Ballyduff, near Castletown Roche, in County Cork, where the romance of old Ireland entered into his soul. Spenser had written the first part of his Faerie Queene close by, at Kilcolman Castle, ruined by Burke’s time. The whole region was called “the Nagle country.” Young Edmund went to school in a crumbling fortalice of the old Nagles, Monanimy Castle, where his teacher, O’Halloran, was one of the ancient breed of “philomaths,” hedge school-masters, familiar to modern readers through William Butler Yeats’ creation Red Hanrahan, “his little inkpot hanging from his neck by a chain, and his big Virgil and his primer in the skirt of his coat.”4 That devotion to classical and medieval literature which Burke felt all his life commenced here among the ruins. Medieval romances began to haunt the boy like a passion.


Immersed in high and practical concerns of state though he became while still young, it is no wonder that Burke, having grown up in such a land, was loyal lifelong to the immemorial ways, to the life of custom, habit, and faith, the traditions of Goldsmith’s “Deserted Village”; seeing Castletown Roche, on the Blackwater, even today, one apprehends at a glance Burke’s late denunciation of the “sophisters, calculators, and economists” who, he cried, had extinguished the glory of Europe.


After a brief return to Dublin—where his father’s house, now and again flooded by the Liffey, was unhealthy for the boy—Burke was sent to a Quaker school at Ballitore, in County Kildare, kept by a remarkable master, Abraham Shackleton, with whose young son, Richard, Burke formed an enduring friendship. (It is an interesting coincidence that another conservative of genius, Benjamin Disraeli, also was taught by Quakers in his boyhood.) Burke’s liking for the members of the Society of Friends also endured, probably influencing his later political activity on behalf of Dissenters.


In his two years at this school, Burke received a good humane discipline, acquiring that admiration for Virgil which runs subtly through his whole view of the social order. It is sufficiently symbolic of the anarchic “antagonist world” against which Burke contended that in 1798, a year after Burke’s death, Ballitore became a battleground of the Irish insurrection; the village was plundered and burnt, with atrocities committed by both parties.


One anecdote of the boy’s residence at Ballitore, recorded by Richard Shackleton’s daughter, suggests that Burke’s hatred of arbitrary power, his principle that the same justice shelters duke and cotter, appeared very early:




A poor man having been compelled to pull down his cabin, because the surveyor of roads declared it stood too near the highway, Burke, who saw the reluctant owner perform his melancholy task, observed with great indignation, that if he were in authority such tyranny should never be exercised with impunity over the defenseless; and he urged his schoolfellows to join in rebuilding the cottage.5





At the age of fifteen, in 1744, Burke was enrolled at Trinity College, Dublin. There he obtained a classical scholarship, took part in founding the debating society that still exists, and found time to publish a magazine, the Reformer. We know his university years chiefly through his letters to the younger Shackleton.6 His education was the humanistic discipline described by Sir Thomas Elyot in The Boke named the Governour, meant to teach young men to govern themselves and the commonwealth, through close examination of humane letters, in great part; this was reinforced by an early interest in theology. His favorite English authors were Shakespeare, Spenser, Milton, Waller, and Young; among the ancients, he commended Virgil, Cicero, Sallust, Homer, Juvenal, Lucian, Xenophon, and Epictetus. But Burke may be said to have read, as did Samuel Johnson, everything; and, while at Trinity College, he poked into discipline after discipline, confessing to a series of scholarly infatuations—successively, his furor mathematicus, furor logicus, furor historicus, and furor poeticus.


Sanguine and convivial, the young Burke nevertheless expressed as early as 1746 a foreboding that the complacent, enlightened society of the eighteenth century was not long for this world; that the time was decadent, for all its deceptive flush. Thus he wrote to Shackleton:




Believe me Dear Dick we are just on the verge of Darkness and one push drives us in—we shall all live, if we live long, to see the prophecy of the Dunciad fulfilled and the age of ignorance come round once more…. [I}s there no one to relieve the world from the curse of obscurity? No not one—I would therefore advise more to your reading the writings of those who have gone before us than our Contemporaries….





And he quoted, in Latin, Virgil’s fourth Eclogue: “The Saturnian reign returns, and the great order of the centuries is born anew.”7


Forty-three years later, that came to pass; and in Carlyle’s phrase, “On a sudden, the Earth yawns asunder, and amid Tartarean smoke, and glare of fierce brightness, rises Sansculottism, many-headed, fire-breathing, and asks: What think ye of me?” Even Burke the undergraduate possessed those curious powers of vaticination which confounded his antagonists after 1789.


At the age of nineteen, while studying at Trinity, Burke wrote the first draft of his Philosophical Enquiry into the Origins of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (not published until 1757), a highly important contribution to aesthetic theory, which is taken more seriously today than it has been since the end of the eighteenth century.8 Most young men with literary ambitions turn first to lyric poetry; but Burke, despite his aversion to abstraction and despite his passion for the poets, began with theoretical analysis.


After obtaining the degree of bachelor of arts in 1748, Burke lived on at Trinity College for some months; he may have thought of becoming a don. However this maybe, he decided upon the life of a man of letters and public affairs. The character of many professors seems to have repelled him,9 and a dozen years later he wrote in the Annual Register: “He that lives in a college, after his mind is sufficiently stocked with learning, is like a man, who having built and rigged and victualled a ship, should lock her up in a dry dock.”10


Even before his graduation, the vortex of London was drawing him. In December, 1747, he wrote to Shackleton, referring to their friend William Dennis:




Don’t you think he had money to bear his charges but ‘twere his best course to go to London? I am told that a man who writes, can’t miss there getting some bread, and possibly good. I heard the other day of a gentleman who maintained himself in the study of the law by writing pamphlets in favour of the ministry.11





Although Burke often was at odds with his severe father, the two agreed on one matter: that the young man should take up residence in London. Desiring that his son should become a barrister, the elder Burke sent Edmund to the Middle Temple in the spring of 1750. From that season forward, London and the home counties of England were the center of Burke’s life.


Despite his remarkable literary achievements during his early residence in London, the next nine years remain a period of obscurity in Burke’s life. (From 1750 through 1758, only nine of his letters survive.) He found the Inns of Court unsatisfying, for they conveyed merely “narrow and contracted notions,” with little reference to jurisprudence.12 Though he read much law, and the idea of justice dominates his whole thought, gradually he drifted away from the Middle Temple to the profession of letters.


By the middle of the eighteenth century, London already had become what William Cobbett called it with loathing, “The Wen.” To it drained the energies of Britain. Despite the obvious superficial differences, in its actual or potential lawlessness, its cosmopolitanism, its riches and poverty cheek by jowl, its consuming of the rural folk who poured by hundreds of thousands into its slums, its coldness and its teeming variety, London was very like the swollen capitals of the twentieth century. “When a man is tired of London, he is tired of life,” said Samuel Johnson, “for in London is all that life can afford.” Yet it was Johnson himself who had written in 1738 of the great city to which he had made his way from Lichfield:




Here malice, rapine, accident conspire


And now a rabble rages, now a fire;


Their ambush here relentless ruffians lay,


And here the fell attorney prowls for prey;


Here falling houses thunder on your head,


And here a female Atheist talks you dead.





Here Burke, for all his love of rural Ireland, was fixed—like Goldsmith, like Johnson—until his retirement from the House of Commons. The Soho house where he lived later is still standing.


His closest friend during these early London years was a distant kinsman, William Burke, a man of some talent but unlucky in his undertakings, and later not overly scrupulous in his dealings, whom Burke sustained all his life, despite the embarrassments now and again brought upon him by this adventurer. About this time, Burke met a physician from Bath, Dr. Nugent, and his daughter Jane—like Burke, the child of a “mixed marriage.” Both Edmund and William Burke wrote sketches of this young lady’s character and person.


“She is handsome,” Edmund said, “but it is a beauty not arising from features, from complexion and shape. She has all these in a high degree; but whoever looks at her never perceives them, nor makes them the topic of his praise. ‘Tis all the sweetness of temper, benevolence, innocence and sensibility which a face can express, that forms her beauty.”13 In March, 1757, Burke married her; and a loving, quiet wife she was. What was rare in fashionable London, after that marriage Burke’s name never was associated with that of any other woman.


How did Burke live during these obscure years? By remittances—sometimes grudging—from his father, and perhaps by occasional ghost-writing for Whig politicians (among these, allegedly, Lord Egmont and Lord Granville). But the prospect of marriage required him to seek some livelihood comparatively regular. He turned to his pen; and, had not chance or Providence intervened a few years later, he might have equaled or surpassed Samuel Johnson as a man of letters. In 1756, he published his first book, and for the following three years he was primarily a writer on many themes.





Notwithstanding his strong influence on the course of British and international affairs during his political career, it is as a man of thought and of the pen that Burke lives for us today. Nothing, we are told, is deader than dead politics. Although Burke was a chief architect of the modern political-party system, it is not as a partisan leader that we find him interesting two centuries later. In the end, undoing Goldsmith’s criticism of himself, Burke gave to mankind what he owed to party.


From Edmund Burke and Samuel Johnson, more can be learnt than from any other writers of the modern era. This book will be concerned, in part, with party struggles and burning questions of the eighteenth century; yet Burke transcends these. Suspicious though he was, from first to last, of abstract doctrine and theoretic dogma, Burke has obtained his immortality not for what he did, but for what he perceived.










2 From Letters to Politics



A Vindication of Natural Society, which brought to Burke his early reputation, was a reply to the dead Bolingbroke; yet it anticipated his more crushing assault upon Rousseau in the last years of Burke’s life. Man is not fully man—so ran Burke’s lifelong argument—until he is fully civilized; he acquires his higher nature as a member of a culture, of a civil social order. Man’s true nature is only latent in the savage.


So A Vindication is a most successful exercise in irony. Parodying marvelously Bolingbroke’s celebrated style, Burke proceeded to demonstrate that if “natural” religion is preferable to the religious understanding which we have acquired through revelation, right reason, and thousands of years’ experience in religious community, then “natural” society must be preferable to the benefits of the just and orderly and free society which we obtain through complex political and economic institutions.


As an example of the ironic phrase, Samuel Johnson once offered this: “Bolingbroke is a holy man.” The subtle and free-living Bolingbroke had argued that man does not require the dogmas, doctrines, and institutions of the Christian church, but may repair to a “natural” religion founded upon instinct and private judgment. As the best mode of assailing this fallacy, Burke burlesqued Bolingbroke’s theory by suggesting the consequences of such notions when applied to the body politic. Any informed man, he reasoned, can see the absurdity of a “natural” society, suitable only for savages, as a substitute for the intricate social order of Europe, which keeps men from anarchy. By analogy, “natural” religion could only reduce man to anarchy of spirit and morals. For in matters spiritual, as in temporal, we require just authority, the wisdom of our ancestors, and the establishments which have been developed painfully, over many centuries, by men groping for means to know God and to live with themselves and with their fellow men.


Several times in his political career, Burke’s opponents unscrupulously endeavored to turn this early book against him, asserting that he had seriously assaulted church and state—though anyone acquainted with Burke knew perfectly well that his ironic masterpiece was the work of a man imbued with Christian learning and tradition, and the most redoubtable defender of political prescription. In the second edition of A Vindication, indeed, Burke found it well to declare that he wrote ironically; and on several occasions he repeated this statement, which should have been obvious to any but the illiterate. The attempt of some twentieth-century “philosophical anarchists” to represent Burke as a champion of a “natural,” anarchic mode of social existence is sufficiently absurd.


The most interesting quality of this book, writes Sir Herbert Grierson,




is the sidelight that it throws on Burke’s temperament, the sensitive, brooding imagination which, coupled with a restless, speculative intellect, seeking ever to illuminate facts by principles, gives tone to Burke’s speeches and pamphlets; for it is this temperament which imparts vividness and colour to the dry details of historical and statistical knowledge, and it is this temperament which at once directs, keeps in check, and prescribes its limits to, that speculative, inquiring intellect. In the sentences in which Burke paints the lot of those who bear the burden of political society, the unhappy wretches employed in lead, tin, iron, copper and coal mines, who scarce ever see the light of the sun…we get an insight into one of the most radical characteristics of Burke’s mind…. Wise government may lighten the lot of men, it can never make it more than tolerable for the great majority.1





Eleven months later, Burke published The Sublime and Beautiful. Originally written at Trinity College, it was strongly admired by many critics. Lessing and many other writers were enduringly influenced by it; and though Coleridge and most of the other Romantics were impatient with Burke’s theory, nevertheless it wormed its way into their work. With Sir Joshua Reynolds, Burke became one of the two chief English theorists of aesthetics in that age—though he never returned at any length to this subject.


In his emphasis upon the power of the terrible and the obscure, Burke was breaking with eighteenth-century classicism. Drawing heavily upon kindred minds of his time, Burke (in this like David Hume) dissented from the a priori systems of the French philosophes; one must observe phenomena and their influence upon mind and heart, rather than deduce neat conclusions from abstract propositions. The world, Burke saw, was still a place of wonder and obscurity, not a rational construction. “If nothing more,” remarks the closest critic of The Sublime and Beautiful, “Burke succeeded in stirring the waters of criticism which had tended to stagnate.”2 Burke also penetrates, with considerable originality, into the emotional nature of words, defending their evocative quality, as against the rationalistic argument that words ought to be mere accurate symbols of objective things. In part by a kind of intellectual osmosis, in time his theories came to extend so far as the criticism of Immanuel Kant, the paintings of Henry Fuseli, and the novels of Thomas Hardy.


In his analysis of the sublime and beautiful, as in so much else presently, Burke revolted against what Louis Bredvold calls “the brave new world of the eighteenth century”—that is, the rationalism of the Enlightenment, with its a priori assumptions.3 In part because of his Irishness, he knew that in the arts, as in politics, we neglect the passions only at our peril; in Pascal’s phrase, “the Heart has reasons that the Reason cannot know.”


As a man of letters, Burke now enjoyed some celebrity—a reputation that later was to become a high and enduring literary fame. In his own day, Johnson said Burke was “the first man everywhere”; Mackintosh, once his adversary, compared him with Shakespeare, and declared that “his works contain an ampler store of political and moral wisdom than can be found in any other writing whatever.” Coleridge concluded that “in Burke’s writings, indeed, the germs of almost all political truths may be found”; Wordsworth called Burke “by far the greatest man of his age”; William Hazlitt, that astringent critic, though differing from Burke in much, nevertheless remarked, “If there are greater prose writers than Burke, they either lie out of my course of study, or are beyond my sphere of comprehension.”


De Quincy was to exclaim, “All hail to Edmund Burke, the supreme writer in his century, the man of largest and finest understanding.” Macaulay considered Burke “the greatest man since Milton. “Matthew Arnold believed Burke to be the finest master of English prose; Lecky said of his political writings, “The time may come when they will no longer be read. The time will never come in which men would not grow wiser by reading them.” There are the words of Leslie Stephen: “Considered simply as a master of English prose, Burke has not, in my judgment, been surpassed in any period of our literature.” Lord Acton is most emphatic of all:




Systems of scientific thought have been built up by famous scholars on fragments that fell from his table. Great literary fortunes have been made by men who traded on the hundredth part of him. Brougham and Lowe lived by the vitality of his ideas. Mackintosh and Macaulay are only Burke trimmed and stripped of all that touched the skies.





Burke’s first two books would not by themselves have justified this enthusiasm; yet clearly he was already a man of great talent, and probably of genius. If Burke stands this high with the critics, though he became a politician primarily and a writer only incidentally, what would now be said of him had he spent all his years in the production of history, criticism, humane letters, and philosophy?


Not until Walter Scott’s day, however, did the public exist which would make a man affluent solely by the writing of books. Could the young Burke live by his essays and serious journalism, without sinking into Grub Street?


Few men do now, and fewer did then; it had been hard for Samuel Johnson to acquire a competence from letters—and Johnson might not have survived, but for his later pension from the Crown, grateful for his Tory pamphlets. Johnson and Burke met in 1758; Burke already had won the friendship of Dodsley the great bookseller, the Whartons, Dr. Markham, Mrs. Montagu, Bennet Langton, Lord Lyttleton, Mrs. Vesey, Mrs. Elizabeth Carter, Garrick the famous actor, Goldsmith, and other leaders in the London republic of letters. Soon the masterful critic would say of Burke, “I can live very well with Burke; I love his knowledge, his diffusion, and affluence of conversation.” Or, on another occasion, Johnson declared, “Yes, Sir, if a man were to go by chance at the same time with Burke under a shed to shun a shower, he would say—’we have had an extraordinary man here.’ ” (When the Club, Johnson’s circle, was formed in 1764, Burke became a member, and proceeded to outshine by his rapid, amusing, and brilliant talk, brogue and all, even Johnson, Garrick, Murphy, Reynolds, and Beauclerk, and the other remarkable men of that society of talkers.)


Most eminently, Burke was what Johnson considered a “clubbable” man. Generous, humorous, passionate, ranging beyond even Johnson in the breadth of his knowledge, he seemed to have looked into everything. His years of outward idleness when he ate his dinners in the Middle Temple (though disdaining the legal profession), or wandered about the English countryside, had not been wasted. He knew the world, and he knew history, and he knew humane letters, and he knew philosophy, and theology, and the arts (except music, it is said). What was to serve him in greater stead presently, he knew, too: English political institutions. Here was a man who, apparently, might do anything—but for the present, just what? He had a wife to maintain—and, by February, 1758, a son, Richard. Like Johnson, he looked to the booksellers—who, in that day, also were the publishers.


In 1757, he had some hand in a book written chiefly by his comrade Will Burke, An Account of the European Settlements in America, foreshadowing his later involvement in American concerns. (In the same year, indeed, he thought seriously of emigrating to America; had his plan not fallen through, the history of two continents might have been interestingly different.) Next year, for Dodsley, he wrote a history of England to the end of the reign of John; part of this was published, but the rest of his intended abridgment of all English history never was set down on paper. “History begins with Burke,” Lord Acton was to write, in the Victorian age. Although Burke never found time to complete an historical study on the scale of Hume’s or Smollett’s, these early works, and the annual historical article which he contributed for three decades to the Annual Register, suggest a power of historical vision excelling Macaulay’s or Henry Adams’.


This search for meaning in history runs through all Burke’s more important speeches and writings. We can surmise the future only through apprehension of the past, Burke held; and as for the present, Burke anticipated—though not in so many words—Santayana’s aphorism that those who ignore the past are condemned to repeat it. History is a record of Providence at work, Burke believed—mysterious though God’s ways often are for us. As Burke observed to William Robertson—a more productive but less gifted historian—the failure of public men to read history causes history to consist, in so large a part, of historical judgments upon acts of parliament.


Meanwhile, Burke had contracted with Dodsley to compile and edit a new publication—which continues to this day—The Annual Register, concerned with the principal political events and papers, literary and philosophical matters, and startling occurrences of the year, and including various essays and poems. Its first number appeared in June, 1759. For perhaps six years, Burke carried out himself the whole of this formidable task; for a quarter of a century thereafter, he exercised some general supervision and wrote the annual historical article (which remains a principal authority for events in the latter half of the eighteenth century). As Burke said long later, in this exacting work, “I found it necessary to analyze the whole commercial, financial, constitutional, and foreign interests of Great Britain and its empire”—and much else besides. During his first year in Parliament, he nearly collapsed under this literary and editorial burden, and so thereafter entrusted most or much of the volume to others.


Other writers, some of them men of mark, rifled the Annual Register from its first appearance: Oliver Goldsmith, as historian, was much indebted to Burke’s historical articles; while American historians of the early years of the Republic unhesitatingly plagiarized from the Register. Harvey Wish points out that such eminent American historians as David Ramsay, John Marshall, and William Gordon borrowed (in part) not merely Burke’s interpretations of colonial affairs, but more frequently his very paragraphs. “Few Englishmen had so profound a knowledge of colonial affairs as did Burke,” Wish writes. “His Annual Register articles were copious, acutely observant, and warmly sympathetic. Little wonder that the post-revolutionary writers naturally gravitated to them.”4 This is but one of the subtle ways in which Burke’s influence eventually spread far beyond England.


The compiling of this annual volume added immensely to Burke’s preparation for public life, but it could not pay his way. Unlike the Scots who labored literarily in Samuel Johnson’s garret, the Burkes were not frugal. (Both Will Burke, and Edmund’s brother Richard, were living in Edmund’s household most of this period—as they did, indeed, most of their lives.)5 Although the Register was a remarkable commercial success, for its first several years Burke was paid only a hundred pounds annually; and over the first ten years, he averaged perhaps three hundred pounds per annum, by way of salary. (At his father’s death, in 1761, Burke inherited a few thousand pounds; this could not suffice, in London, for the openhanded Burkes.) It became necessary for Edmund to try to combine with the literary profession some other means of obtaining a tolerable livelihood.


Participation in politics might be joined—though somewhat disagreeably—with literary endeavor. In September, 1759, Burke endeavored in vain, through powerful friends, to persuade the elder Pitt to appoint him British consul at Madrid. (Shortly before, William Burke had been made secretary and register of Guadeloupe, taken from the French, and had gone out to his West Indian post; Richard Burke had become a superior kind of supercargo on a West Indian merchant voyage.)


But earlier in that year, Burke had been introduced by Lord Charlemont, the best of Irish peers, to William Gerard Hamilton, then a rising politician of large means and literary interests, generally called “Single-Speech Hamilton” because of his initial (though only) successful address in the House of Commons, four years before. Hamilton required both literary and political assistance; Burke possessed both charm and wisdom; so, by an arrangement somewhat amorphous—it not being clear whether Burke received a salary or only occasional sums of money—Hamilton and Burke agreed to combine forces, as much for the pleasures of serious conversation as for political advancement. Burke was to spend his winters as Hamilton’s counselor, his summers working upon his own books. As Johnson did with Lord Chesterfield earlier, so Burke obtained a patron; and as Johnson and Chesterfield parted in acrimony, so eventually did Burke and Hamilton.


In the spring of 1761, Hamilton went over to Dublin as Chief Secretary for Ireland, under the lord lieutenancy of Lord Halifax; and Burke, intimately acquainted with Irish affairs and deep in Irish history, accompanied him as private secretary. They needed to reside in Dublin only during sessions of the Irish Parliament. There Burke began to write a tract against the “Popery Laws” which oppressed Irish Catholics. A perceptive scholar, Walter D. Love, argues convincingly that it was Burke’s ardent desire to improve the condition of the Irish, uniting with his financial necessities, which presently persuaded him to relinquish his literary career for the rough-and-tumble of factional politics and parliaments.6


Though a great majority in the population, the Irish Catholics had been totally disfranchised ever since the final triumph of the Hanoverians; and though the Penal Laws were no longer enforced ordinarily with full vigor, in theory—and sometimes in practice—the Catholics did not enjoy the equal protection of the laws or even secure tenure of property, and of course could not hold political office. To this cause of discontent was added the poverty of rural Ireland, overpopulated and badly cultivated—the Ireland of Maria Edgeworth’s Castle Rackrent.


OEBPS/e9781684516124/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Foreword



		Prefatory Note



		Selected Events in the Life of Edmund Burke



		Chapter 1: How Dead Is Burke?



		Chapter 2: From Letters to Politics



		Chapter 3: Conciliation and Prudence



		Chapter 4: Reforming Party and Government



		Chapter 5: India and Justice



		Chapter 6: The Verge of the Abyss



		Chapter 7: A Revolution of Theoretic Dogma



		Chapter 8: The Defense of Civilization



		Chapter 9: Never Succumb to the Enemy



		Epilogue: Why Edmund Burke Is Studied



		Appendices



		Appendix A: Burke’s Conservatism



		Appendix B: Burke’s Personality









		About the Author



		Notes



		Bibliographical Note



		Index



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Start of Content



		Title Page



		Table of Contents



		Foreword



		Epilogue: Why Edmund Burke Is Studied



		About the Author



		Notes



		Bibliographical Note



		Index



		Copyright













		III



		V



		VI



		VII



		VIII



		IX



		X



		XI



		XII



		XIII



		XIV



		XV



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285











OEBPS/e9781684516124/fonts/MinionPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/e9781684516124/fonts/MinionPro-It.otf


OEBPS/e9781684516124/fonts/MinionPro-BoldIt.otf


OEBPS/e9781684516124/images/f00vi-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781684516124/fonts/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/e9781684516124/images/9781684516124.jpg
econsidered

Joreword by Roger Scruton





OEBPS/e9781684516124/images/title.jpg
Edmund Burke

A Genius Reconsidered

Russell Kirk

with a foreword by
Roger Scruton

REGNERY GATEWAY
Washington, D.C.





