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The Making of The Conservative Mind by Henry Regnery


BY THE 1950s, with the work of Albert J. Nock, T.S. Eliot, Richard Weaver, and Eliseo Vivas, among many others, the criticism of liberalism had grown into a substantial literature, but what was lacking was a point of view, or perhaps better, an attitude that would bring the conservative movement together and give it coherence and identity.


It was the great achievement, one might even say the historic achievement, of Russell Kirk’s The Conservative Mind, which was published in 1953, to provide the needed unifying concept. He not only offered convincing evidence that conservatism was an honorable and intellectually respectable position, but that it was an integral part of the American tradition. It would be too much to say that the postwar conservative movement began with the publication of Kirk’s book, but it did give conservatism its name and, more important, the coherence that had been lacking.


When the book that made his reputation was published, Russell Kirk was an instructor in history at Michigan State College. He had written one earlier book, John Randolph of Roanoke, and numerous essays, many of them for English magazines. Canon Bernard Iddings Bell had spoken to me of Kirk, but I came to know him and became his publisher through a mutual friend, Sidney Gair, who had been a textbook traveler for one of the large Eastern publishers, and after his retirement had become associated with our firm.


Gair was a delightful man—a good conversationalist, widely and well read, and courtly in manner. Confirmed conservative that he was, he was a great admirer of Paul Elmer More and Irving Babbitt. What it all comes down to, he used to say, is that a conservative knows that two plus two always, invariably, equals four, a fact of life that a liberal, on the other hand, is not quite willing to accept. It was through him that I met Russell Kirk and published The Conservative Mind, for which I will always remember Sidney Gair with gratitude.


Returning in the early part of 1952 from a trip to some of the colleges in Michigan, Gair told me that a friend of his, a young instructor at Michigan State, had written a manuscript he thought I would be interested in. I remember his description of the young man very clearly: “. . .the son of a locomotive engineer, but a formidable intelligence—a biological accident. He doesn’t say much, about as communicative as a turtle, but when he gets behind a typewriter the results are most impressive.”


Some time later, Gair asked me to read a letter Kirk had written to him from St. Andrews in Scotland, in which he described a ninety-mile walk he had just made “from Edinburgh to Alnwich, in Northumberland, over the desolate Lammermuirs and along the Northumbrian coast.” After describing various adventures, he expressed the hope that he and I might meet during the summer, and from this beginning a correspondence soon developed.


In reply to my expression of interest in his manuscript, Kirk told me that it was on offer to Knopf, but if they declined it, he would send it to me. “There has never been a book like it,” he remarked in this letter, “so far as breadth of subject is concerned, whatever its vices may be. The subtitle is ‘An Account of Conservative Ideas from Burke to Santayana.’” This letter was followed by a postcard from Trier, Germany, showing a photograph of the Roman Porta Negra, which was my publishing insignia.


Then, on July 31, 1952, Kirk wrote from St. Andrews that Knopf would be willing to publish his manuscript only if he would reduce it to about one-half of its original length, and that he was sending it to me. His manuscript, he said,


is my contribution to our endeavor to conserve the spiritual and intellectual and political tradition of our civilization; and if we are to rescue the modern mind, we must do it very soon. What Matthew Arnold called “an epoch of concentration” is impending, in any case. If we are to make that approaching era a time of enlightened conservatism, rather than an era of stagnant repression, we need to move with decision. The struggle will be decided in the minds of the rising generation—and within that generation, substantially by the minority who have the gift of reason. I do not think we need much fear the decaying “liberalism” of the retiring generation; as Disraeli said, “Prevailing opinions are generally the opinions of the generation that is passing.” But we need to state some certitudes for the benefit of the groping new masters of society. More than anyone else in America you have been doing just this in the books you publish.


On August 21st, I acknowledged this letter and the receipt of the manuscript, which after his description I was most anxious to read. My judgment of manuscripts has often been faulty, but with this one I knew that I had an important, perhaps great book, and although I had some doubts about its commercial possibilities—which proved to be unfounded—I was determined to publish it. In reply to my letter to this effect, Kirk, after urging me “not to forsake our Lake States for the East,” had this to say about the battle we both felt we were engaged in:


It may well be that we shall be trampled into the mire, despite all we can do. But Cato conquered. And we shall, in any event, be playing the part which Providence designed for us. Even the failure of Charles I, after all, was in the long view of history a considerable success. By opposing what seems inevitable, often we find that its force is not irresistible; and at the worst, we have the satisfaction of the heroic attitude of the Sassenach confronting Roderick Dhu’s crew


       Come one, come all; this rock shall fly


  From its firm base as soon as I!


The manuscript was in beautiful shape, and could have been sent out for typesetting as it had come in, except for the original title, which none of us thought would do—“The Conservative Rout.” Sidney Gair suggested “The Long Retreat,” which was worse (he thought “rout,” as I mentioned to Kirk in a letter, “sounded ‘too hasty’”). Russell replied, not too helpfully, that “there is a rather fife-and-drum sound to ‘rout,’” but we kept trying until someone suggested “The Conservative Mind,” which Kirk readily accepted.


Great care was given to the design of the book, which I wanted to be appropriate to the dignity of its language and the importance of what it has to say. The jacket confidently and, as it turned out, correctly predicted that this was a book which “will become a landmark in contemporary thinking,” and on the back of the jacket, to make it evident that The Conservative Mind was not a solitary effort on our part, we listed four recently published books: The Republic and the Person, by Gordon Chalmers; The Return to Reason, essays in rejection of naturalism by thirteen American philosophers and Charles Malik of Lebanon; The Forlorn Demon: Didactic and Critical Essays, by Allen Tate; and Wyndham Lewis’ Revenge for Love.


In March or April 1953, we sent out review copies; and with some fear and trepidation, since this book represented a major commitment on our part, we awaited the response, which was not long in coming, and far exceeded our most optimistic expectations.


Kirk approached the difficult task of presenting conservatism as a tradition relevant to our time with two enormous advantages: great skill in organizing a vast body of knowledge with which he was thoroughly familiar, and a superb literary style. “To review conservative ideas, examining their validity for this perplexed age,” he explains, “is the purpose of this book.” It is not, he says further, “a history of conservative parties. . . [but] a prolonged essay in definition. What is the essence of British and American conservatism? What system of ideas, common to England and the United States, has sustained men of conservative instincts in their resistance against radical theories and social transformation ever since the French Revolution?”


Any informed conservative, he continues, “is reluctant to condense profound and intricate intellectual systems to a few pretentious phrases. . . .Conservatism is not a fixed and immutable body of dogma, and conservatives inherit from Burke a talent for re-expressing their convictions to fit the times. As a working premise, nevertheless, one can observe here that the essence of social conservatism is preservation of the ancient moral traditions of humanity.”


Kirk was a young man when he wrote The Conservative Mind; he was in his late twenties when, still a graduate student at St. Andrews University in Scotland, he began researching the book and in his early thirties when it was finished. One senses in it the freshness of discovery, the immense pleasure of a young man, searching for his way in a confused and confusing age, who had discovered a view of life that satisfied him, gave him direction, and seemed to answer his most pressing questions.


For all its maturity and sound scholarship, Kirk is able to maintain the quality of discovery throughout the entire book that is evident in the first chapter; he may have been, as a young man, “about as communicative as a turtle,” as his good friend Sidney Gair described him, but he wrote with the passion of a man who has discovered a great truth and wishes to communicate his discovery to others. It is this quality of the freshness of discovery as much as its scholarship, perhaps, which carried the day for The Conservative Mind and made it one of the most influential books of the postwar period.


The first indication that the response to Kirk’s book might be favorable was an advance notice from the somewhat unpredictable Kirkus Book Review Service on March 15th, which was all we could have asked for, and certainly more than I had expected: “A fine study of conservative thought in politics, religion, philosophy and literature from 1790 to 1952.” This was followed by a recommendation in the Library Journal on May 1st that “since the book is sure to provoke heated controversy. . .libraries should have copies available.”


On May 17th, the day before publication, the New York Times Sunday Book Review Section raised our hopes and spirits immeasurably with an excellent, half-page review in a prominent position, by Gordon Chalmers.


The book was beginning to show signs of life, and in a letter to Kirk I reported that we were selling about one hundred copies a week. But what really put it into the center of discussion was a long, intelligent review in the July 4th issue of Time (dated July 6th). The whole book review section was devoted to one book, The Conservative Mind; with George Washington on the cover and the Kirk book taking up the entire book review section—it was also mentioned in the news pages—the theme of the issue could be taken to be the continuity of the American conservative tradition.


The review, which I am told was written by Max Ways, was not only favorable, it was the kind of review that stimulates the interest and curiosity of the reader, which is not true of every review, favorable or not. All this, and the circumstances of the review having appeared in this issue and featured as it was, made the publication of The Conservative Mind a significant event. Sales increased immediately—to four hundred a week, I wrote Kirk—and the first printing was sold out before the end of July. A second printing of five thousand was delivered in August and a third before the end of the year. Russell Kirk, from having been a rather obscure instructor at what he was later to call “Behemoth U,” had become a national figure.


The impact of The Conservative Mind when it first appeared in 1953 is hard to imagine now. After the long domination of liberalism, with its adulation of the “common man,” its faith in mechanistic political solutions to all human problems, its rejection of the tragic and heroic aspects of life, and the not exactly inspiring prose in which its ideas are usually expressed, after all this, I repeat, such sentiments as “the unbought grace of life,” the “eternal chain of right and duty which links great and obscure, living and dead,” a view of politics as “the art of apprehending and applying the Justice which is above nature,” came like rain after a long drought.


August Hekscher began his review in the New York Herald-Tribune (August 2, 1953): “To be a conservative in the United States has for so long been considered identical with being backward, and even faintly alien, that Mr. Kirk’s proud justification of the term is to be welcomed.” Harrison Smith, in a syndicated review which appeared in many papers including the Washington Post, welcomed the book with the words, “Thoughtful Americans concerned with the rapidity with which totalitarian theories and revolutions are spreading over a large part of the world should read Russell Kirk’s landmark in contemporary thinking.”


Peter Viereck reviewed the book in the Saturday Review; there was a most favorable and effective review in Fortune; and Partisan Review discussed the book at length in two separate issues. A long essay about The Conservative Mind appeared in the Kenyon Review by John Crowe Ransom (later reprinted in a collection of his essays), and another, in part a reply to Ransom, by Brainard Cheney in the Sewanee Review. It was reviewed in the London Times Literary Supplement, and both Golo Mann and Wilhelm Roepke wrote extended essays about the book in German publications. The post-World War II conservative movement had attained intellectual respectability and an identity, and was on its way.


For the review in Time we are indebted to Whittaker Chambers. I had first met him in 1952, when he was given an honorary degree by Mount Mary College in Milwaukee. Hearing that he was in Milwaukee, I called to ask if I might see him. I did this, I must say, with some hesitation, since I was reluctant to intrude on his privacy, and was therefore all the more pleased when he told me that he would be delighted to see me, and to come along at once.


The admiration I had felt for him ever since reading Witness quickly developed into warm friendship. I visited Chambers a number of times at his Maryland farm, visits of which I have the most pleasant memory, and corresponded with him to the end of his life. To have known Whittaker Chambers, and to have been able to regard him as a friend, was a great privilege. Feeling as I did about the manuscript, I spoke to Chambers about The Conservative Mind soon after I had read it, and sent him a set of proofs as soon as they became available.


His response was the following letter, dated June 26, 1953:


I wrote Roy Alexander, the editor of Time, recently, to say that I thought that Russell Kirk’s book was one of the most important that was likely to appear in some time, and to suggest that Time might well devote its entire Books section to a review of it. . . . I also told Time why I thought the Conservative Mind important, what it was and did.


Yesterday, Roy telephoned to say that Time agreed and that his whole forthcoming Books section will be devoted to Kirk’s book. It will be the July 4 issue with G. Washington on the cover. So I am able at last to do something, in a small way, for you who have done so much for us—and to do something for Kirk’s book, which you and I both would agree is the big thing. Incidentally, this shows that by simply picking up a pen, things can be done if we have the will to overcome inertia.


I can make no claim that I ever did anything for Whittaker Chambers beyond offering him my friendship; I felt more than repaid by the return of his. He was one of the great men of our time, and by assuming the terrible burden of being, as he put it, “an involuntary witness to God’s grace and to the fortifying power of faith,” all of us are immeasurably in his debt.


The sense of exaltation we all felt when the advance copies of the Time review came in is still very clear in my memory. Sidney Gair, who had recommended the book to me in the first place, was in a state bordering ecstasy. “Just look,” he said, striking the magazine with his hand for emphasis, “pictures of Paul Elmer More and Irving Babbitt in Time magazine, and all because you decided to go into the publishing business.”


Not all the reviews, needless to say, were favorable, and neither Harper’s nor the Atlantic could find space to review the book at all. The die-hard liberals of the academy, in particular, were unwilling to concede anything to Kirk. Peter Gay of Columbia University, for example, ended his review in the Political Science Quarterly (December 1953) with the observation: “In trying to refute Lionel Trilling’s position (that American conservatives have no philosophy and express themselves only ‘in action or irritable mental gestures’), Kirk has only confirmed it.”


Stuart Garry Brown reviewed the book in Ethics (October 1953), a quarterly published by the University of Chicago, and was not at all impressed. He reviewed Scott Buchanan’s Essays in Politics at the same time, which, he said, “is much the better book.” Norman Thomas, in the United Nations World (August 1953), concluded a long and wordy review, which gives the impression that his reading of the book was rather spotty, with the remark, “What he has given us is an eloquent bit of special pleading which is, in part, a false, and, in sum total, a dangerously inadequate, philosophy for our time.”


In contrast to the opinions of Peter Gay and Stuart Garry Brown, Clinton Rossiter, in the American Political Science Review (September 1953), states flatly that Kirk’s “scholarship is manifestly of the highest order,” and concludes his review: “Certainly the so-called ‘new conservatism’ of the postwar period takes on new substance and meaning with the publication of this book.” L.P. Curtis reviewed The Conservative Mind together with Richard Pares’ King George II and the Politicians in the Yale Review (Autumn 1953), and expressed the opinion, “This eloquent and confident book should hearten present conservatives and open the eyes of many of them to the splendor of their moral heritage. It should give pause to those scientistic planners and sentimentalists who dismiss the forebodings of Shakespeare’s Ulysses as old hat. . .in spite of shortcomings Kirk fulfills one of the higher aims of the historian: he teaches us a way of life, and one, moreover, that is tried in experience and sprung from our condition.”


The acceptance of “conservatism” as the description of the growing movement in opposition to the rule of liberalism was not automatic nor without strenuous opposition. Both Frank S. Meyer, who eventually became one of the acknowledged leaders of the conservative movement, and F.A. Hayek, who did as much as any other single person to give direction and a sound footing to the movement in opposition to the planned economy, wrote vigorously against conservatism as a description of their position.


Although recognized as one of the founding fathers of the conservative movement, Hayek had never been willing to describe himself as a conservative; he preferred to be known as an “Old Whig,” a label that requires several pages of explanation which probably convinced everyone who read it, except Professor Hayek himself, that he really was, at heart, a conservative. All of which provides a fine example of “the proliferating variety and mystery of traditional life,” which, Kirk tells us, conservatives particularly cherish.


Hayek’s rejection of conservatism was first given in the form of a paper at a meeting of the Mont Pelerin Society, an international organization of liberal—in the traditional sense—economists and others who share their concern for the free society.


The first meeting of the society took place in Switzerland in April 1947; ever since its annual meetings, which usually are held in September, have provided opportunity for the consideration on the highest level of contemporary problems and issues. Hayek was the founder of the society, and was still its president when he gave his paper, “Why I am not a Conservative” at the 1957 meeting. He included this paper, as a postscript, in his monumental book, The Constitution of Liberty, which was first published in 1968.


While neither The Conservative Mind nor Russell Kirk was specifically mentioned in the paper, it was obviously inspired by the success of Kirk’s book and the influential position the ideas it set forth had attained, which is attested by the fact that Kirk was invited to defend his position immediately afterward, which he did extemporaneously, without notes of any kind, and with great brilliance and effect.


This encounter in an elegant Swiss hotel before a distinguished international audience between one of the most respected economists of his time, who had been honored by professorships at the universities of Vienna, London, and Chicago, and the young writer from Mecosta, Michigan, was a dramatic and memorable occasion; as a rather biased witness, I would not be prepared to say that the young man from Mecosta came out second best.


As related earlier, Russell Kirk was an instructor of history at Michigan State College (later University, of course) when The Conservative Mind was published. Michigan State is one of those vast educational conglomerates which have developed in consequence of the widely held belief that if a college education is useful and helpful to some, justice and the principles of democracy demand that it be made available to all. Courses are offered, as Kirk remarked, in everything from medieval philosophy to elementary and advanced fly casting, and its chief function, in his opinion, is to deprive the young people who pass through its gates of whatever prejudices and moral principles they bring with them, to send them out into the world having given them nothing in return in the way of values or understanding to help them come to terms with the realities of life.


Not long after the publication of The Conservative Mind Kirk resigned his position at Michigan State, using the occasion to get off a blast at then-president, John Hannah—“a bachelor of poultry husbandry and honorary doctor of laws at his own institution” as he was later to describe him—and at the whole concept as well of such an institution as Michigan State.


When he told me of his intention to do this, I had urged him to reconsider, pointing out the advantages of a relatively secure academic post with its monthly check as opposed to the uncertainties of living as a writer and lecturer, to say nothing of the retribution to be expected from the academic establishment. To this admonition he replied, in a letter, in his characteristic fashion:


Poverty never bothered me; I can live on four hundred dollars cash per annum, if I must; time to think, and freedom of action, are much more important to me at present than any possible economic advantage. I have always had to make my own way, opposed rather than aided by the times and the men who run matters for us; and I don’t mind continuing to do so.


Make his own way he did; Russell Kirk, one can truthfully say, became one of the most influential men of our time: we listened to him because he spoke with authority, not with the outward authority of the tax collector or public official, but with the inner authority of a man who had thought deeply about what he said, meant it, and was willing to put himself on the line for it.


He chose to live in that small town in northern Michigan, Mecosta, where he had spent many happy summers as a boy with various relatives, in a region of small lakes, sand hills, and the stumps of the great pines that once covered the land. The house of his great-grandfather, where Kirk had lived as a bachelor, burned to the ground, ghosts and all, about the time his new house, a large, solid, brick house surmounted by a cupola rescued from a demolished public building, was being finished, providing ample room for his family, his charming, down-to-earth, energetic wife and their four daughters, and for the numerous visitors. Most appropriately, as the home of its most prominent citizen, it dominates the village.


A former woodworking shop some quarter of a mile away was converted into a study and there, surrounded by the books accumulated during years of disciplined study, he did his work. A student or protégé was usually in residence, and groups of students came during holidays for study and discussion. The rather remote, obscure village of Mecosta became an important intellectual center, and doubtless had more positive influence in the world of ideas than the huge “universities” that Kirk had abandoned in its favor.


One of the most remarkable aspects of Kirk’s career was its determined consistency. In a disorderly age, he tirelessly and eloquently made clear the necessity and sources of order. Against the false prophets who proclaimed that all values were relative, derived from will and desire, he showed their immutability. And to those who believed that man is capable of all things, he taught humility and that the beginning of wisdom was respect for creation and the order of being.


While Russell Kirk is no longer among us, we can still take solace and strength from his words and his works, his landmark writings, chief among them, The Conservative Mind.


Chicago, Illinois


June 1995









Foreword to the Seventh Revised Edition


Written some thirty-five years ago—chiefly at haunted St. Andrews and in the old country houses of Fife—this prolonged essay in the history of ideas has obtained an influence unusual for such books in our time. A few brief comments by the author may be pardoned here.


First published by Henry Regnery in 1953, The Conservative Mind has run through six revised editions in the English language—including Faber and Faber’s London edition, arranged by T.S. Eliot—and also translations published at Zurich and Madrid. This seventh revised edition, to which these paragraphs are prefaced, presumably is the final version of the book.


Its author, thirty years old when he began to scribble away at this second book of his, expected his study of conservative thought to move public opinion. But the book’s success exceeded his hopes. Heartily commended in the major book-review media during the spring and summer of 1953, The Conservative Mind became known to a much broader public than ordinarily takes up serious studies in history and political theory. It was discussed, too, in critical quarterlies and learned journals, and re-reviewed. Directly or in someone’s paraphrase, presently its chapters reached those people who, Dicey says, are the real (if unknowable) shapers of public opinion: a multitude of thinking men and women, obscure enough, who influence their neighbors and their communities. The book was read by professional people in particular. It appeared soon on the desks of political administrators, legislators, leaders of parties; it began to work as a catalyst in the renewal or the recrudescence of a conservative polity—or so, later, the author would be told by the mighty, even presidents of the United States. The public’s response, in short, to this rather difficult study in the history of ideas was comparable, almost, to the cordial reception by the French public of Chateaubriand’s Genius of Christianity, a century and a half earlier.


Being no leader of the crowd, the author was surprised to find that he had contributed through the power of the word to a large political movement in America—to a movement which, within a few years, would supplant in power America’s latter-day liberalism. Indeed, his original title for the book had been The Conservatives’ Rout, he apprehending that the conservatives of America and Britain, during the course of two centuries, had been beaten back from ditch to palisade. But the book’s publisher persuaded him to alter the title to The Conservative Mind. That decision itself seemed to have converted a rout into a rally. As if this profession of intelligence had erased John Stuart Mill’s libel upon conservatives as “the stupid party,” soon American conservatives proceeded to take thought and to act. More books of a conservative persuasion were written by scholars and men of letters; conservative weeklies and quarterlies were founded; university students formed conservative discussion clubs.


Friends to this new book declared that the author had conjured up the forgotten genius of conservatism. Certain liberal and radical critics, on the other hand, suggested that the author had sown dragons’ teeth. But the author was not sounding a call to arms, really; rather, he aspired to renew that “armed vision” to which, in Coleridge’s phrase, the razor’s edge becomes a saw. For only by means of a reawakened moral imagination, the young author argued, might order and justice and freedom be sustained through our time of troubles.


Fluttering the liberal dovecotes of 1953, the book took by surprise many of the accustomed arbiters of American literary criticism and political opinion; months or even years elapsed before those guardians could agree upon a common front against such views, as startling as they were antique. So many feathers flew in this battle of ideas over The Conservative Mind that its author was tempted to cry, in Coriolan’s fashion, “Alone I did it!” Eventually he was repelled from the literary ramparts of Corioles—of New York City, that is—and took to the life of a literary guerrilla, finding its adventures congenial.


Why all this stramash about a solitary volume? Because the book served as “the voice of a dispossessed and forlorn orthodoxy” (to borrow Santayana’s phrases), “prophesying evil.” Somehow the liberal classes, Santayana remarks, were unable to silence such a voice: “and what renders that voice the more disquieting is that it can no longer be understood.” The dangerous thing about this particular book was its relative lucidity: conceivably some readers might understand it; and at that prospect, there shivered the people whom Gordon Chalmers, in those years, called the “disintegrated liberals.”


The Conservative Mind describes a cast of intellect or a type of character, an inclination to cherish the permanent things in human existence. On many prudential questions, and on some general principles, conservatives may disagree from time to time among themselves; so this book offers a certain diversity of opinions. Yet the folk called “conservative” join in resistance to the destruction of old patterns of life, damage to the footings of the civil social order, and reduction of human striving to material production and consumption.


The book distinctly does not supply its readers with a “conservative ideology”: for the conservative abhors all forms of ideology. An abstract rigorous set of political dogmata: that is ideology, a “political religion,” promising the Terrestrial Paradise to the faithful; and ordinarily that paradise is to be taken by storm. Such a priori designs for perfecting human nature and society are anathema to the conservative, who knows them for the tools and the weapons of coffeehouse fanatics.


For the conservative, custom, convention, constitution, and prescription are the sources of a tolerable civil social order. Men not being angels, a terrestrial paradise cannot be contrived by metaphysical enthusiasts; yet an earthly hell can be arranged readily enough by ideologues of one stamp or another. Precisely that has come to pass in a great part of the world, during the twentieth century.


To general principles in politics—as distinguished from fanatic ideological dogmata—the conservative subscribes. These are principles arrived at by convention and compromise, for the most part, and tested by long experience. Yet these general principles must be applied variously and with prudence, humankind’s circumstances differing much from land to land or age to age. The conservative refuses to accept utopian politics as a substitute for religion. (In Eric Voegelin’s phrase, the ideologue immanentizes the religious symbols of transcendence.) The Conservative Mind in part treats of such general principles; but it does not point the way to Zion.


This book, then, is an historical analysis of a mode of regarding the civil social order; it is no manual for partisan action. To define the terms “conservative” and “conservatism” by reference to the opinions and actions of certain important writers and public men; to apprehend the conservatives’ principles of moral and social order—such are the limited ends of The Conservative Mind.


This book was written from conviction, though not from ideological motive. “Aphorisms burst like bombs from Kirk’s pen,” one early and unconservative reviewer declared. Perhaps so; the author was youthfully sanguine, even sanguinary, although he stood defiant upon the stricken field of the conservatives’ rout, where “the flame that lit the battle’s wreck / Shone round him o’er the dead.” These metaphorical bombs of his were intended to ward off literal bombs—to withstand the anarchy of the antagonist world.


The conservative fyrd, as matters would turn out, was not so fatally stricken as radicals had hoped and conservatives (with some liberals) had dreaded. Early in the 1950s, public opinion in America and Britain had begun to shift toward conservative measures and candidates, what with the menace of Soviet power and with popular disappointment at the fruits of political humanitarianism.


This book, and others, provided an explanation and a justification of the conservative impulse. Public-opinion polls and other indices, over the succeeding years, would show that an ever increasing proportion of the American public—and, less markedly, of the British public—were ready to call themselves conservatives. By 1980, both American liberalism and British socialism lay in the sere and yellow leaf.


Yet such electoral successes may be delusory. It is possible to win at the polls even while being overwhelmed by social circumstances; and material prosperity may mask, for a time, moral dissolution.


For the present general state of this world is an advanced decay. During the years that have slipped by since the first edition of this book was published, whole cultures have sunk to their final ruin. The most remote quarters of the world, previously little affected by modern technology and ideological fury, have been the worst devastated since the 1950s by the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse: Tibet, Indochina, El Salvador, Afghanistan, Ruanda, Timor, Cyprus, nearly every old refuge of custom, convention, tradition. “Emergent” Africa, during this book’s brief span of influence, has become submerged Africa, drowned in violence and economic folly. Millions of human beings have been slaughtered or starved in Asia. Representative government and the rule of law now seem tolerably secure in a few countries merely. Within such nations as still retain the framework of a tolerable civil social order, there has occurred Ortega’s famous revolt of the masses: since the 1950s especially, the destruction of standards of all sorts, the widespread reduction of civilized life to the gross satisfaction of petty material appetites.


The egalitarian dystopias of Jacquetta Hawkes, Robert Graves, Aldous Huxley, and George Orwell have taken on flesh. The world’s evanescent liberal era, in fulfillment of Santayana’s predictions, is giving up the ghost. The outer order of the state falls into the clutch of merciless ideologues or squalid oligarchs: the inner order of the soul is broken by the “reductionism” of fashionable recent notions and by the triumph of destructive appetites.


But this Foreword is no place for disquisition upon the character of our woes. For an account of what ails mankind today, we can listen to the nobly prophetic voices of our generation: to the Russian Alexander Solzhenitsyn, to the Englishman Malcolm Muggeridge, to the Swiss Max Picard, to the Frenchman Gustave Thibon, to yet others endowed with the moral imagination and the tragic sense of life. There comes to mind, for eminent instance, the book entitled The Tares and the Good Grain, by the Swedish philosopher Tage Lindbom—once a Marxist, today a subject of the Kingdom of God.


Lindbom tells us movingly that, deserting the Kingdom of God, mankind has descended into its own Kingdom of Man; and that the Kingdom of Man will suffer destruction. Enslaved by our readily gratified lusts, reduced to fatuity by our own ingenious toys, we ignore the mene, mene, tekel, upharsin upon our wall.


“It is only since World War II that we have entered the time of the great harvest of the Kingdom of Man,” Lindbom writes. “We have now to deal with a secularized generation for which material existence is everything and spiritual life is nothing. It is a generation for which all that is symbolic becomes ever more incomprehensible. . . .It is a generation which is in the process of eliminating from its consciousness the notion of the family. . .


“The chaos from which we have for so long been preserved arises as a menace before us. And this menace cannot be turned aside by secular guidance except in certain manner: by a dictatorship, a technocratic dictatorship. In reality this dictatorship has already begun to make its entrance step by step.


“The exterior chaos and this exterior menace of dictatorship are nevertheless not the essential. They are but the projection of something incomparably more serious and more dangerous—interior chaos, the confusion that reigns in the hearts of men. It is now an affair of a generation which, in its ensemble, is incapable of discerning truth from lies, the true from the false, the good from the bad. The time of harvest is come for the Kingdom of Man.”


Lindbom’s voice echoes that of Edmund Burke, two centuries gone. Those who, impossibly demanding, revolt against law and nature do work their own ruin, Burke cried: “and the rebellious are outlawed, cast forth, and exiled, from this world of reason, and order, and peace, and virtue, and fruitful penitence, into the antagonist world of madness, discord, vice, confusion, and unavailing sorrow.”


How much of the world of law and nature still may be preserved? In the United States, at least, there stirs increasingly a vague impulse of guardianship, of defense against the enemies of order and justice and freedom. The noun “conservative” signifies guardian or defender, the conservator. May that impulse be directed by imagination and right reason? When the Kingdom of Man is harvested and found to be a yield of tares, fit only for burning—why, will nothing of our civilization be spared? Nothing at all of our vainglory?


It remains conceivable even now that much worth conserving in our culture may be protected and renewed—granted some conservative will and talent among the rising generation. No universal fall into the antagonist world is decreed ineluctably by a deified History. Burke, in 1795, denied with vehemence that great states inescapably are subject to cycles of growth and decay:


“At the very moment when some of them seemed plunged in unfathomable abysses of disgrace and disaster, they have suddenly emerged. They have begun a new course, and opened a new reckoning; and even in the depths of their calamity, and on the very ruins of their country, have laid the foundations of a towering and durable greatness. All this has happened without any apparent previous change in the general circumstances which had brought on their distress. The death of a man at a critical juncture, his disgust, his retreat, his disgrace, have brought innumerable calamities on a whole nation. A common soldier, a child, a girl at the door of an inn, have changed the face of fortune, and almost of Nature.”


In those last two sentences, Burke refers to the reverses of Pericles, of Coriolanus, of the elder Pitt, of the Constable of Bourbon. His common soldier is Arnold of Winkelried, who flung himself upon the Austrian spears at Sempach; his child is Hannibal, taking at the age of twelve his oath to make undying war upon Rome; his girl at the door of an inn is Joan of Arc. Chance, providence, or more individual strong wills, Burke declares, abruptly may alter the whole apparent direction of a nation or a civilization.


Men and women with a disposition to preserve and an ability to reform need to bear often in mind this argument of Burke: it may hearten them on dark days. To remind such men and women of their inheritance of thought and feeling, The Conservative Mind was written.


This seventh revised edition of the book reaches a new generation of readers. “I attest the rising generation!” Burke exclaimed, in his final speech to the House of Commons. And indeed that rising generation of Englishmen came to act in conformity to the counsels of the dead Burke. It may come to pass that the chastened rising generation of these twilight years of the twentieth century, perceiving the soreness of our straits, will labor energetically to keep what is worth keeping here below.


This book presents to you a body of conventional wisdom. Sophisters, economists, and calculators of our era often employ derogatorily this phrase “conventional wisdom”—as if both convention (that is, general agreement) and wisdom (that is, good judgment based on experience) were contemptible. This book holds otherwise—agreeing with Robert Frost’s observation that


Most of the change we think we see in life


Is due to truths being in and out of favor.


For rightly understood, the conventional wisdom is made up of Frost’s “truths we keep coming back and back to.”


Both the impulse to improve and the impulse to conserve are necessary to the healthy functioning of any society. Whether we join our energies to the party of progress or to the party of permanence must depend upon the circumstances of the time. Of rapid change, healthy or unhealthy, we seem sure to experience more than enough in the concluding years of this century. Whether the conservative impulse within modern society can suffice to prevent the disintegration of the moral order and the civil order by the vertiginous speed of alteration—why, that may hang upon how well today’s conservatives apprehend their patrimony.


—R. K. Piety Hill, Mecosta, Michigan


July, 1986









IN EVERY STATE, not wholly barbarous, a philosophy, good or bad, there must be. However slightingly it may be the fashion to talk of speculation and theory, as opposed (sillily and nonsensically opposed) to practice, it would not be difficult to prove, that such as is the existing spirit of speculation, during any given period, such will be the spirit and tone of the religion, legislation, and morals, nay, even of the fine arts, the manners, and the fashions. Nor is this the less true, because the great majority of men live like bats, but in twilight, and know and feel the philosophy of their age only by its reflections and refractions.


—Coleridge, Essays on His Own Times
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The Idea of Conservatism


THE STUPID PARTY”: this is John Stuart Mill’s description of conservatives. Like certain other summary dicta which nineteenth-century liberals thought to be forever triumphant, his judgment needs review in our age of disintegrating liberal and radical notions. Certainly many dull and unreflecting people have lent their inertia to the cause of conservatism: “It is commonly sufficient for practical purposes if conservatives, without saying anything, just sit and think, or even if they merely sit,” F.J.C. Hearnshaw observed.1 Edmund Burke, the greatest of modern conservative thinkers, was not ashamed to acknowledge the allegiance of humble men whose sureties are prejudice and prescription; for, with affection, he likened them to cattle under the English oaks, deaf to the insects of radical innovation. But the conservative principle has been defended, these past two centuries, by men of learning and genius. To review conservative ideas, examining their validity for this perplexed age, is the purpose of this book, which does not pretend to be a history of conservative parties. This study is a prolonged essay in definition. What is the essence of British and American conservatism? What sentiments, common to England and the United States, have sustained men of conservative impulse in their resistance against radical theories and social transformation ever since the beginning of the French Revolution?


Walk beside the Liffey in Dublin, a little way east of the dome of the Four Courts, and you come to an old doorway in a blank wall. This is the roofless wreck of an eighteenth-century house, and until recently the house still was here, inhabited although condemned: Number 12, Arran Quay, formerly a brick building of three stories, which began as a gentleman’s residence, sank to the condition of a shop, presently was used as a governmental office of the meaner sort, and was demolished in 1950—a history suggestive of changes on a mightier scale in Irish society since 1729. For in that year, Edmund Burke was born here. Modern Dublin’s memories do not extend much beyond the era of O’Connell, and the annihilation of Burke’s birthplace seems to have stirred up no protest. Still more recently many of the other old houses along the Quays have been demolished; indeed most of the eighteenth-century town falls into dereliction. The physical past shrivels. Behind Burke’s house (or the sad scrap of it that remains), toward the old church of St. Michan in which, they say, he was baptised, stretch tottering brick slums where barefoot children scramble over broken walls. If you turn toward O’Connell Street, an easy stroll takes you to the noble facade of Trinity College and the statues of Burke and Goldsmith; northward, near Parnell Square, you may hear living Irish orators proclaiming through amplifiers that they know how to lead the little streets against the great. And you may reflect, with Burke, “What shadows we are, and what shadows we pursue!”


Since Burke’s day, there have been alterations aplenty in Dublin. Yet to the visitor, Ireland sometimes seems a refuge of tradition amidst the flux of our age, and Dublin a conservative old city; and so they are. A world that damns tradition, exalts equality, and welcomes change; a world that has clutched at Rousseau, swallowed him whole, and demanded prophets yet more radical; a world smudged by industrialism, standardized by the masses, consolidated by government; a world crippled by war, trembling between the colossi of East and West, and peering over a smashed barricade into the gulf of dissolution: this, our era, is the society Burke foretold, with all the burning energy of his rhetoric, in 1790. By and large, radical thinkers have won the day. For a century and a half, conservatives have yielded ground in a manner which, except for occasionally successful rear-guard actions, must be described as a rout.


As yet the causes of their shattering defeat are not wholly clear. Two general explanations are possible, however: first, that throughout the modern world “things are in the saddle,” and conservative ideas, however sound, cannot resist the unreasoning forces of industrialism, centralization, secularism, and the levelling impulse; second, that conservative thinkers have lacked perspicacity sufficient to meet the conundrums of modern times. And either explanation has some foundation.


This book is a criticism of conservative thought; and space does not allow any very thorough discussion of the material forces and political currents which have been at once the forcing-bed and the harvest of conservative ideas. For similar reasons, one can deal only laconically with the radical adversaries of conservatism. But there are good political histories of the years since 1790, and the doctrines of liberalism and radicalism are sufficiently established in the popular mind; while conservatism has had few historians. Although the study of French and German conservative ideas (linked with British and American thought by the debt to Burke of Maistre, Bonald, Guizot, Gentz, Metternich, and a dozen other men of high talents) is full of interest, that subject is too intricate for treatment here; only Tocqueville, out of all the Continental men of ideas, has been properly recognized in this volume, and he chiefly because of his enduring influence upon Americans and Englishmen.


The Conservative Mind, then, is confined to British and American thinkers who have stood by tradition and old establishments. Only Britain and America, among the great nations, have escaped revolution since 1790, which seems attestation that their conservatism is a sturdy growth and that investigation of it may be rewarding. To confine the field more narrowly still, this book is an analysis of thinkers in the line of Burke. Convinced that Burke’s is the true school of conservative principle, I have left out of consideration most anti-democratic Liberals like Lowe, most anti- governmental individualists like Spencer, most anti-parliamentary writers like Carlyle. Every conservative thinker discussed in the following chapters—even the Federalists who were Burke’s contemporaries—felt the influence of the great Whig, although sometimes the ideas of Burke penetrated to them only through a species of intellectual filter.


Conscious conservatism, in the modern sense, did not manifest itself until 1790, with the publication of Reflections on the Revolution in France. In that year the prophetic powers of Burke fixed in the public consciousness, for the first time, the opposing poles of conservation and innovation. The Carmagnole announced the opening of our era, and the smoky energy of coal and steam in the north of England was the signal for another revolution. If one attempts to trace conservative ideas back to an earlier time in Britain, soon he is enmeshed in Whiggery, Toryism, and intellectual antiquarianism; for the modern issues, though earlier taking substance, were not yet distinct. Nor does the American struggle between conservatives and radicals become intense until Citizen Genet and Tom Paine transport across the Atlantic enthusiasm for French liberty: the American Revolution, substantially, had been a conservative reaction, in the English political tradition, against royal innovation. If one really must find a preceptor for conservatism who is older than Burke, he cannot rest satisfied with Bolingbroke, whose skepticism in religion disqualifies him, or with the Machiavellian Hobbes, or that old-fangled absolutist Filmer. Falkland, indeed, and Clarendon and Halifax and Strafford, deserve study; still more, in Richard Hooker one discovers profound conservative observations which Burke inherited with his Anglicanism and which Hooker drew in part from the Schoolmen and their authorities; but already one is back in the sixteenth century, and then in the thirteenth, and this book is concerned with modern problems. In any practical sense, Burke is the founder of our conservatism.


Canning and Coleridge and Scott and Southey and Wordsworth owed their political principles to the imagination of Burke; Hamilton and John Adams read Burke in America, and Randolph promulgated Burke’s ideas in the Southern states. Burke’s French disciples adopted the word “conservative,” which Croker, Canning, and Peel clapped to the great party that no longer was Tory or Whig, once the followers of Pitt and Portland had joined forces. Tocqueville applied the wisdom of Burke to his own liberal ends; Macaulay copied the reforming talents of his model. And these men passed on the tradition of Burke to succeeding generations. With such a roster of pupils, Burke’s claim to speak for the real conservative genius should be difficult to deny. Yet scholars of some eminence have endeavored to establish Hegel as a kind of coadjutor to Burke. “Sir,” said Samuel Johnson concerning Hume, “the fellow is a Tory by chance.” Hegel’s conservatism is similarly accidental, as Tocqueville remarks: “Hegel exacted submission to the ancient established powers of his own time; which he held to be legitimate, not only from existence, but from their origin. His scholars wished to establish powers of another kind. . . .From this Pandora’s box have escaped all sorts of moral disease from which the people are still suffering. But I have remarked that a general reaction is taking place against this sensual and socialist philosophy.”2 Schlegel, Görres, and Stolberg—and Taine’s school, in France—were admirers of both Hegel and Burke, which perhaps explains the confounding of their superficial resemblance with their fundamental inimicality. Hegel’s metaphysics would have been as abhorrent to Burke as his style; Hegel himself does not seem to have read Burke; and people who think that these two men represent different facets of the same system are in danger of confusing authoritarianism (in the political sense) with conservatism. Marx could draw upon Hegel’s magazine; he could find nothing to suit him in Burke.


But such distinctions are more appropriate in a concluding chapter than in a preface. Just now, a preliminary definition of the conservative idea is required.


Any informed conservative is reluctant to condense profound and intricate intellectual systems to a few pretentious phrases; he prefers to leave that technique to the enthusiasm of radicals. Conservatism is not a fixed and immutable body of dogmata; conservatives inherit from Burke a talent for re-expressing their convictions to fit the time. As a working premise, nevertheless, one can observe here that the essence of social conservatism is preservation of the ancient moral traditions of humanity. Conservatives respect the wisdom of their ancestors (this phrase was Strafford’s, and Hooker’s, before Burke illuminated it); they are dubious of wholesale alteration. They think society is a spiritual reality, possessing an eternal life but a delicate constitution: it cannot be scrapped and recast as if it were a machine. “What is conservatism?” Abraham Lincoln inquired once. “Is it not adherence to the old and tried, against the new and untried?” It is that, but it is more. F.J.C. Hearnshaw, in his Conservatism in England, lists a dozen principles of conservatives, but possibly these may be comprehended in a briefer catalogue. I think that there are six canons of conservative thought—


(1) Belief in a transcendent order, or body of natural law, which rules society as well as conscience. Political problems, at bottom, are religious and moral problems. A narrow rationality, what Coleridge called the Understanding, cannot of itself satisfy human needs. “Every Tory is a realist,” says Keith Feiling: “he knows that there are great forces in heaven and earth that man’s philosophy cannot plumb or fathom.”3 True politics is the art of apprehending and applying the Justice which ought to prevail in a community of souls.


(2) Affection for the proliferating variety and mystery of human existence, as opposed to the narrowing uniformity, egalitarianism, and utilitarian aims of most radical systems; conservatives resist what Robert Graves calls “Logicalism” in society. This prejudice has been called “the conservatism of enjoyment”—a sense that life is worth living, according to Walter Bagehot “the proper source of an animated Conservatism.”


(3) Conviction that civilized society requires orders and classes, as against the notion of a “classless society.” With reason, conservatives often have been called “the party of order.” If natural distinctions are effaced among men, oligarchs fill the vacuum. Ultimate equality in the judgment of God, and equality before courts of law, are recognized by conservatives; but equality of condition, they think, means equality in servitude and boredom.


(4) Persuasion that freedom and property are closely linked: separate property from private possession, and Leviathan becomes master of all. Economic levelling, they maintain, is not economic progress.


(5) Faith in prescription and distrust of “sophisters, calculators, and economists” who would reconstruct society upon abstract designs. Custom, convention, and old prescription are checks both upon man’s anarchic impulse and upon the innovator’s lust for power.


(6) Recognition that change may not be salutary reform: hasty innovation may be a devouring conflagration, rather than a torch of progress. Society must alter, for prudent change is the means of social preservation; but a statesman must take Providence into his calculations, and a statesman’s chief virtue, according to Plato and Burke, is prudence.


Various deviations from this body of opinion have occurred, and there are numerous appendages to it; but in general conservatives have adhered to these convictions or sentiments with some consistency, for two centuries. To catalogue the principles of their opponents is more difficult. At least five major schools of radical thought have competed for public favor since Burke entered politics: the rationalism of the philosophes, the romantic emancipation of Rousseau and his allies, the utilitarianism of the Benthamites, the positivism of Comte’s school, and the collectivistic materialism of Marx and other socialists. This list leaves out of account those scientific doctrines, Darwinism chief among them, which have done so much to undermine the first principles of a conservative order. To express these several radicalisms in terms of a common denominator probably is presumptuous, foreign to the philosophical tenets of conservatism. All the same, in a hastily generalizing fashion one may say that radicalism since 1790 has tended to attack the prescriptive arrangement of society on the following grounds—


(1) The perfectibility of man and the illimitable progress of society: meliorism. Radicals believe that education, positive legislation, and alteration of environment can produce men like gods; they deny that humanity has a natural proclivity toward violence and sin.


(2) Contempt for tradition. Reason, impulse, and materialistic determinism are severally preferred as guides to social welfare, trustier than the wisdom of our ancestors. Formal religion is rejected and various ideologies are presented as substitutes.


(3) Political levelling. Order and privilege are condemned; total democracy, as direct as practicable, is the professed radical ideal. Allied with this spirit, generally, is a dislike of old parliamentary arrangements and an eagerness for centralization and consolidation.


(4) Economic levelling. The ancient rights of property, especially property in land, are suspect to almost all radicals; and collectivistic reformers hack at the institution of private property root and branch.


As a fifth point, one might try to define a common radical view of the state’s function; but here the chasm of opinion between the chief schools of innovation is too deep for any satisfactory generalization. One can only remark that radicals unite in detesting Burke’s description of the state as ordained of God, and his concept of society as joined in perpetuity by a moral bond among the dead, the living, and those yet to be born—the community of souls.


So much for preliminary delineation. The radical, when all is said, is a neoterist, in love with change; the conservative, a man who says with Joubert, Ce sont les crampons qui unissent une génération à une autre—these ancient institutions of politics and religion. Conservez ce qu ’ont vu vos pères. If one seeks by way of definition more than this, the sooner he turns to particular thinkers, the safer ground he is on. In the following chapters, the conservative is described as statesman, as critic, as metaphysician, as man of letters. Men of imagination, rather than party leaders, determine the ultimate course of things, as Napoleon knew; and I have chosen my conservatives accordingly. There are some conservative thinkers—Lord Salisbury and Justice Story, for instance—about whom I would have liked to write more; some interesting disciples of Burke, among them Arnold, Morley, and Bryce, I have omitted because they were not regular conservatives. But the main stream of conservative ideas is followed from 1790 to 1986.


In a revolutionary epoch, sometimes men taste every novelty, sicken of them all, and return to ancient principles so long disused that they seem refreshingly hearty when they are rediscovered. History often appears to resemble a roulette wheel; there is truth in the old Greek idea of cycles, and round again may come the number which signifies a conservative order. One of those flaming clouds which we deny to the Deity but arrogate to our own employment may erase our present elaborate constructions so abruptly as the tocsin in the Faubourg St. Germain terminated an age equally tired of itself. Yet this roulette-wheel simile would be repugnant to Burke (or to John Adams), who knew history to be the unfolding of a Design. The true conservative thinks of this process, which looks like chance or fate, as, rather, the providential operation of a moral law of polarity. And Burke, could he see our century, never would concede that a consumption-society, so near to suicide, is the end for which Providence has prepared man. If a conservative order is indeed to return, we ought to know the tradition which is attached to it, so that we may rebuild society; if it is not to be restored, still we ought to understand conservative ideas so that we may rake from the ashes what scorched fragments of civilization escape the conflagration of unchecked will and appetite.
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Burke and the Politics of Prescription


When the age of Miracles lay faded into the distance as an incredible tradition, and even the age of Conventionalities was now old; and Man’s Existence had for long generations rested on mere formulas which were grown hollow by course of time; and it seemed as if no Reality any longer existed, but only Phantasms of realities, and God’s Universe were the work of the Tailor and the Upholsterer mainly, and men were buckram masks that went about becking and grimacing there,—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?’


SO CARLYLE WROTE of the eruption of 1789; his French Revolution, said Lord Acton, “delivered the English mind from the thraldom of Burke.” Acton, by the way, would have hanged Robespierre and Burke on the same gallows, a judgment so sentimentally representative of Liberal opinion in this matter during the nineteenth century as its execution would have been abhorrent to Liberal practice.1 From Carlyle’s day onward, a great part of the serious public believed that the truth about the Revolution must lie somewhere between Edmund Burke and—why, Condorcet, if one needs to choose a name.


Throughout its hundred years of ascendancy, Liberal criticism maintained that Burke had blundered disastrously concerning the significance of the Deluge; Buckle went so far as to explain, in mournful pages, that Burke had gone mad in 1790.2 Despite this, the intellectual defences of the Revolution never recovered from the fire of Burke; James Mackintosh, in Burke’s own generation, surrendered without conditions to his great adversary, the Romantics deserted the egalitarian cause in answer to Burke’s appeal, and Carlyle could not find it possible to share the ecstatic vision of Paine. Burke’s Reflections captured the imagination of the most powerful part of the rising generation, for his style “forked and playful as the lightning, crested like the serpent” (Hazlitt’s description) had outshone the flame of Rousseau in the eyes of most young Englishmen of parts: his work had not only survived Paine’s assault, but had eclipsed it. He had set the course for British conservatism, he had become a model for Continental statesmen, and he had insinuated himself even into the rebellious soul of America. Buckram masks could not escape the Deluge, which Burke himself proclaimed the revolution “most astonishing that has hitherto happened in the world.” But Burke was not of buckram; nor did he belong to the age of Conventionalities. He believed in the age of Miracles—the old age of Miracles, not the new age of human endeavors at miracle-manufacturing. He kindled a fire to stifle the blaze in France.


So late as the summer of 1789, Thomas Paine himself (whom Burke had previously befriended) wrote from Paris to Burke in the hope that the great orator might be persuaded to introduce into England “a more enlarged system of liberty” and become the spokesman of public discontent and popular sovereignty. Mirabeau, too, quoting to the National Assembly long passages from Burke’s speeches (sometimes with acknowledgement and sometimes without) praised the leader of the Whigs with fervor. These recollections may be startling now, but they were hardly odd then, when the youthful Dupont might in all candor expect a commendation of the Revolution from the opponent of George III. Burke the conservative was also Burke the liberal—the foe of arbitrary power, in Britain, in America, in India. But with consistency he set his face against the Revolution in particular and against revolution in general.


Burke the lover of tradition was a commoner and a new man. The concluding third of the eighteenth century was an era dominated by new men: throughout western Europe, and in England most of all, that intellectual and spiritual equality, which the revolutionaries soon would demand with passion, already had been attained, substantially, some years before the Bastille fell. An actual ascendancy of “enterprising talents” made possible the success of that revolutionary cataclysm which was professed to be a necessary prelude to the rewarding of obscure merit. In Burke’s generation, the most eminent names of Englishmen are new men’s, come from the middle classes or up even steeper stairs: Smith, Johnson, Reynolds, Wilkes, Goldsmith, Sheridan, Crabbe, Hume, and so many others. A roster of the philosophes reads much the same. That natural aristocracy to which Burke would have entrusted national destinies was about him as he spoke in St. Stephen’s Hall.


This new man, this son of a Dublin lawyer, had become the philosopher and organizer of aristocratic liberalism. Writing of Burke and John Randolph of Roanoke, and asking why the former was not a Tory and the latter not a Federalist, J.G. Baldwin says, “They were Whigs, in the ancient sense, because of their strong love of personal freedom—alone as deep and unconquerable as their pride; and because of their strong caste feelings; in other words, devotion to their own rights and to those of their order.”3


To define Whiggism is not easy. The Whigs were opponents of arbitrary monarchical power, advocates of the internal reform of administration, men generally dubious of England’s ventures abroad. When Burke entered the House of Commons, the party was seven reigns old: about as old as the present Conservative party is today. It was linked, although only vaguely, with the commercial interest as well as with the great landed proprietors. Much in the Whig program could attract the imagination of a young man like Burke: freedom under law, the balancing of orders in the commonwealth, a considerable degree of religious toleration, the intellectual legacy of 1688. The Tories, too, would have welcomed such a recruit, and Burke did not lack acquaintance among them; but they stood for the influence of a stubborn king, a scheme of colonial and domestic management sometimes stupidly rigorous in application, and a short way with dissenters abhorrent to one who had witnessed the disabilities of Irish Catholics. Not an atom of radicalism lived in either faction, nor yet of truly conscious conservatism. Burke chose the Rockingham Whigs, who needed him.


“Even in those affairs of state which took up most of the Whigs’ time, they troubled little with the dry details of economic theory or administrative practice,” Lord David Cecil observes. “Politics to them meant first of all personalities, and secondly general principles. And general principles were to them an occasion for expression rather than thought. They did not dream of questioning the fundamental canons of Whig orthodoxy. All believed in ordered liberty, low taxation and the enclosure of land; all disbelieved in despotism and democracy. Their only concern was to restate these indisputable truths in a fresh and effective fashion.”4


The deficiencies of the Whig system need little comment; and the indefatigable recruit whom Lord Rockingham secured set to work at once, mortaring the perilous crannies in their rambling Whig country house. Deeply interested in political economy, capable of mastering a welter of details hopelessly repellent to most politicians, Burke alone could draw up and push through the Commons their plan of economical reform; yet he was at the same time the very man to express more lucidly and beautifully those general ideas they loved. He was willing to work, which virtue few Whig leaders shared; he was the greatest orator of an age of talk; he was a writer affectionately admired even by that pungent critic Dr. Johnson. Upon Burke descended almost the whole intellectual burden of his party, and a disproportionate share of its administrative duties, even after Fox had come to stand by Burke’s side. Here was a genius who, as Johnson said, could do anything and everything—could have been bishop, governor, poet, philosopher, barrister, professor, soldier, all with a high degree of success. Even in Burke’s aristocratic era, however, it was surprising that such a man could be one of the managers of a great party. He was brilliant; and men of genius frequently fail in the political world. It is difficult to imagine Burke enjoying similar power had he taken to the hustings after 1832. Lacking the suppleness of Disraeli and the self-righteous astuteness of Gladstone, the man who was rejected by the electors of Bristol disdained the arts of democratic management.


Four enormous subjects separate the career of Burke into distinct periods: the restraining of royal authority; the American controversy and Revolution; the Indian debates and the trial of Hastings; the French Revolution and consequent war. Only in the first of these struggles did Burke effect a practical triumph. He and his colleagues were unable to arrange conciliation with America; Hastings went free; and even England’s course in the war against Jacobin France was conducted by Pitt and Dundas in a fashion very different from that Burke advocated. In yet another principal effort of his parliamentary career, the economical reform—dim enough to us now, but then a measure of the first magnitude—Burke was more fortunate, and conferred an enduring benefit upon British administration. For our present purpose, what matters is the development of Burke’s conservative ideas as he dealt with these pressing questions; and a steady continuous development it was, from the time of his protest against corruption by the court faction to the Regicide Peace. “There is no shallower criticism than that which accuses Burke in his later years of apostasy from so-called liberal opinions,” says Augustine Birrell. “Burke was all his life a passionate maintainer of the established order of things, and a ferocious hater of abstractions and metaphysical politics. The same ideas that explode like bombs through his diatribes against the French Revolution are to be found shining with a mild effulgence in the comparative calm of his earlier writings. . . .Burke, as he regarded humanity swarming like bees into and out of their hives of industry, is ever asking himself, How are these men to be saved from anarchy?”5


Conservatism, steadily; but conservation of what? Burke stood resolutely for preservation of the British constitution, with its traditional division of powers, a system buttressed in Burke’s mind by the arguments of Hooker and Locke and Montesquieu, as the system most friendly to liberty and order to be discerned in all Europe. And he stood for preservation of the still larger constitution of civilization. Anacharsis Cloots might claim to be the orator of the human race; Burke was the conservator of the species. A universal constitution of civilized peoples is implied in Burke’s writings and speeches, and these are its chief articles: reverence for the divine origin of social disposition; reliance upon tradition and prejudice for public and private guidance; conviction that men are equal in the sight of God, but equal only so; devotion to personal freedom and private property; opposition to doctrinaire alteration. In the Reflections, these beliefs severally find their most burningly earnest expression:


As the ends of such a partnership cannot be obtained in many generations, it becomes a partnership not only between those who are living, but between those who are living, those who are dead, and those who are to be born. Each contract of each particular state is but a clause in the great primaeval contract of eternal society, linking the lower with the higher nature, connecting the visible and invisible world, according to a fixed compact sanctioned by the inviolable oath which holds all physical and all moral natures, each in their appointed place . . . .


Prejudice is of ready application in the emergency; it previously engages the mind in a steady course of wisdom and virtue, and does not leave the man hesitating in the moment of decision, skeptical, puzzled, and unresolved. Prejudice renders a man’s virtue his habit; and not a series of unconnected acts. . . .


You would have had a protected, satisfied, laborious, and obedient people, taught to seek and to recognize the happiness which is to be found by virtue in all conditions; in which consists the true moral equality of mankind, and not in the monstrous fiction, which by inspiring false ideas into men destined to travel in the obscure walk of laborious life, serves only to aggravate and embitter that real inequality, which it never can remove; and which the order of civil life establishes as much for the benefit of those whom it must leave in an humble state, as those whom it is able to exalt to a condition more splendid, but not more happy. . . .


In this partnership all men have equal rights; but not to equal things. . . .


By this wise prejudice we are taught to look with horror on those children of their country, who are promptly rash to hack that aged parent in pieces, and put him into the kettle of magicians, in hopes that by their poisonous weeds, and wild incantations, they may regenerate the paternal constitution, and renovate their father’s life.


But this is to anticipate. A moral order, good old prescription, cautious reform—these are elements not merely English, but of general application; for Burke, they were as valid in Madras as in Bristol; and his French and German disciples, throughout the nineteenth century, found them applicable to Continental institutions. The intellectual system of Burke, then, is not simply a guarding of British political institutions. If it were only this, half his significance for us would be merely antiquarian. Yet a brief glance at the particular Constitution which Burke praised may repay attention—a glance at that eighteenth-century society upon which it rested, and which, in turn, depended upon that political constitution. Recently much nostalgic eulogy has been lavished upon the eighteenth century; but there are sound reasons why modern men may admire that age.


The constitution of England existed for the protection of Englishmen in all walks of life, Burke said: to ensure their liberties, their equality in the eyes of justice, their opportunity to live with decency. What were its origins? The tradition of English rights, the statutes conceded by the kings, the arrangement established between sovereign and parliament after 1688. In the government of the nation, the people participated through their representatives—not delegates, but representatives, elected from the ancient corporate bodies of the nation, rather than from an amorphous mass of subjects. What constituted the people? In Burke’s opinion, the public consisted of some four hundred thousand free men, possessed of leisure or property or membership in a responsible body which enabled them to apprehend the elements of politics. (Burke granted that the extent of the suffrage was a question to be determined by prudence and expedience, varying with the character of the age.) The country gentlemen, the farmers, the professional classes, the merchants, the manufacturers, the university graduates, in some constituencies the shopkeepers and prosperous artisans, the forty-shilling freeholders: men of these orders had the franchise. It was a proper balancing and checking of the several classes competent to exercise political influence—the crown, the peerage, the squirearchy, the middle classes, the old towns and the universities of the realm. Within one or another of these categories, the real interest of every person in England was comprehended. In good government, the object of voting is not to enable every man to express his ego, but to represent his interest, whether or not he casts his vote personally and directly.


Now everyone knows the catalogue of charges against the electoral system of eighteenth-century Britain. No one understood better than Burke (who was editor of the Annual Register) the state of the nation; no one better apprehended the arguments for reform. But reform, said Burke, needs a delicate touch. With the rotten and pocket boroughs, the imperfectly—represented new industrial towns, the corruption common about the hustings and touching Parliament itself, the preponderance of the great Whig magnates—with all these he was acquainted. Reform, achieved by patching and reinforcing the fabric of British society, he was willing to promote; but not the alleged reform of a brand-new suit of clothes, breaking the continuity of political development. With the Duke of Richmond’s demand for universal suffrage and annual parliaments, he had no sympathy; he was always a liberal, never a democrat. Of the elements that qualify men for the franchise, two at least—land and leisure—may have been as widely diffused then as now; education has spread since his day, but not commonly education of the sort Burke meant; and while personal incomes have gravitated toward equality, the proportion of people with the income Burke thought proper for a voter bulks no greater in the whole population, probably. Burke would have dreaded the modern democratic state.


Often Burke’s age is called aristocratic. But in the stricter sense, it was not: the basis of power was far broader than nobility and gentry. Burke himself drew much of his support from the middle classes, and could say, “I am no friend to aristocracy. . .I would rather by far see it [government] resolved into any other form, than lost in that austere and insolent domination.”6 The scholarship of Tocqueville describes succinctly this liberal England: “At first blush it would appear that the old constitution is still in force in England; but, on a closer view, this illusion is dispelled. Forget old names, pass over old forms, and you will find the feudal system substantially abolished there as early as the seventeenth century: all classes freely intermingled, an eclipsed nobility, an aristocracy open to all, wealth installed as the supreme power, all men equal before the law, equal taxes, a free press, public debates—phenomena which were all unknown to medieval society. It was the skillful infusion of this young blood into the old feudal body which preserved its life, and imbued it with fresh vitality, without divesting it of its ancient shape.”7 Spiritual continuity, the immense importance of keeping change within the framework of custom, the recognition that society is an immortal being: these deep truths were impressed upon Burke’s mind through his observation of free English institutions. Certain writers who ought to know better are fond of saying that Burke considered society an “organism”—a term redolent of positivism and biological evolution. In actuality, Burke was careful not to bind himself by that rash analogy. He spoke of society as a spiritual unity, an eternal partnership, a corporation which is always perishing and yet always renewing, very like that other perpetual corporation and unity, the church. Upon the preservation of this view of society, Burke thought, the success of English institutions depended—defending a view implicit in English thought so early as Hooker, but never before so clearly enunciated.


Liberty, Burke knew, had risen through an elaborate and delicate process, and its perpetuation depended upon retaining those habits of thought and action which guided the savage in his slow and weary ascent to the state of civil social man. All his life, Burke’s chief concern had been for justice and liberty, which must stand or fall together—liberty under law, a definite liberty, the limits of which were determined by prescription. He had defended the liberties of Englishmen against their king, and the liberties of Americans against king and parliament, and the liberties of Hindus against Europeans. He had defended those liberties not because they were innovations, discovered in the Age of Reason, but because they were ancient prerogatives, guaranteed by immemorial usage. Burke was liberal because he was conservative. And this cast of mind Tom Paine was wholly unable to appreciate.


With the eighteenth-century political life touched upon here, Burke was substantially content. Being no meliorist, he preferred this epoch of comparative peace and tranquillity, whatever its failings, to the uncertain prospect of a society remoulded by visionaries. With all the titanic power of his intellect, he struggled to protect the chief lineaments of that age. Yet it is one of the few charges that can be preferred successfully against Burke’s prescience (to digress for a moment) that he seems to have ignored economic influences spelling death for the eighteenth-century milieu quite so surely as the Social Contract repudiated the eighteenth-century mind. He was thoroughly acquainted with the science of political economy: according to Mackintosh, Adam Smith himself told Burke, “after they had conversed on subjects of political economy, that he was the only man, who, without communication, thought on these topics exactly as he did.”8 But what is one to say about Burke’s silence upon the decay of British rural society? Innovation (as Burke, and Jefferson, knew) comes from the cities, where man uprooted seeks to piece together a new world; conservatism always has had its most loyal adherents in the country, where man is slow to break with the old ways that link him with his God in the infinity above and with his father in the grave at his feet. Even while Burke was defending the stolidity of cattle under the English oaks, wholesale enclosures, the source of much of the Whig magnates’ power, were decimating the body of yeomen, cotters, rural dwellers of every humble description; as the free peasantry shrank in numbers, the political influence of landowners was certain to dwindle. “To what ultimate extent it may be wise, or practicable, to push inclosures of common and waste lands,” wrote Burke, “may be a question of doubt, in some points of view; but no person thinks them already carried to excess.” His misgivings went no farther.


This is an exception, however. Burke did not often leave important material influences out of consideration; he was eminently, almost omnisciently, practical. “I must see the things; I must see the men.” He elevated political “expedience” from its usual Machiavellian plane to the dignity of a virtue, Prudence. “I heaved the lead every inch of the way I made,” Burke once said of his political practice.


Heaving the lead is not a practice for which Irish orators are renowned; Burke’s flights of eloquent fancy everyone knows; and surely Burke did not seem at Hastings’ trial, to frightened Tory spectators, a man sworn to cautious plumbing of the depths. Yet Burke spoke accurately of his general policy as a statesman, for he based his every important decision upon a close examination of particulars. He detested “abstraction”—by which he meant not principle, but rather vainglorious generalization without respect for human frailty and the particular circumstances of an age and a nation. Thus it was that while he believed in the rights of Englishmen and in certain natural laws of universal application, he despised the “Rights of Man” which Paine and the French doctrinaires were soon to proclaim inviolable. Edmund Burke believed in a kind of constitution of civilized peoples; with Samuel Johnson, he adhered to the doctrine of a universal human nature. But the exercise and extent of these rights can be determined only by prescription and local circumstances; in this Burke read Montesquieu much more faithfully than did the French reformers. A man has always a right to self-defense; but he does not have, in all times and all places, a right to carry a drawn sword.


Nearly sixty years old when the French cauldron commenced to bubble, grown gray in opposition to the government, denied office except for two fleeting periods during his whole parliamentary career, Burke must have seemed to Paine and Mirabeau and Cloots the most natural leader imaginable for making a sweep of the old regime in Britain. For decades he had been denouncing men in authority with a vehemence which no one in France, not even Voltaire, dared imitate: Burke had called the king of England a scheming tyrant and the conqueror of India an unprincipled despoiler. But what Paine and Mirabeau and Cloots forgot was that Edmund Burke fought George III and Warren Hastings because they were innovators. He foresaw in the Age of Reason a scheme of innovation which was designed to turn society inside out, and he exposed this new menace to permanence with a passion of loathing that exceeded all his invectives against Tories and nabobs. For the great practical spokesman of the Whigs knew more of the wants of mankind than did all the galaxy of French economists and men of letters. “Burke has endured as the permanent manual of political wisdom without which statesmen are as sailors on an uncharted sea.” It was not Churchill who said this, nor Taft, but the late Harold Laski. To Burke’s analysis of revolutionary theories, philosophical conservatism owes its being.
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Reflections on the Revolution in France was, published in 1790, after Burke had broken with Fox’s Whigs; A Letter to a Member of the National Assembly and An Appeal from the New to the Old Whigs appeared in the following year; A Letter to a Noble Lord and the earlier letters of Thoughts on a Regicide Peace, in 1796; the conclusion of the latter series, in 1797. Together, these works of a giant near his end are the charter of conservatism. Disdainful as he was of closet-philosophies and systems abstractly fabricated, Burke made little effort to form his ideas into a regular compendium of political doctrine; but the universal principles he applies to the transitory French scene of terror transcend their immediate topic. That very wealth of historical and biographical detail in which Burke’s opinions are embedded often makes his thoughts twice as readable as the treatises of his opponents. His pamphlets first checked in Britain an enthusiasm for French innovation; presently made possible Pitt’s rallying of British patriotism against France; and then inspired a reaction against levelling principles which kept the English constitution almost unaltered during four decades. His influence is still strong in the world.


Until very recent years, the bulk of serious criticism of Burke’s ideas was written by Liberals, men unable to share Burke’s suspicion of “progress” and “democracy,” optimists (writing before the First World War and the Russian Revolution) who looked forward to a charming vista of material and cultural achievement throughout society. Certainly Burke must have misunderstood the general tendency of the revolutionary movement in France, these critics agreed; for the Revolution was a necessary step toward universal equality, freedom, and prosperity, however unpleasant its immediate manifestations. But the course of events seems to have vindicated Burke’s prophecies, after all, and our present time of troubles has seen the literal disintegration of those illimitable hopes of the Age of Revolution: the gods of the copybook headings with fire and slaughter return. He habitually thought in terms of long-run tendencies and consequences. All the vaticinations of Burke have come to pass: the dissolution of nations into mere aggregations of individuals, the reapportionment of property by political machinery, the era of merciless war, the appearance of men on horseback to forge tyranny out of anarchy, the ghastly sickness of morality and social decencies. Burke found the source of these terrors in the radical visions of the revolutionary thinkers.


Until 1914, it was common among commentators on Burke to observe that he exaggerated, besides, the immediate danger to England from Sanscullotism. These critics had not witnessed the triumph of Marxism in Russia, of all European states apparently the least suited for communistic experiments. Possibly Burke may have overestimated the strength of radicalism in England; but how far the triumph of conservatism resulted directly from Burke’s own admonitions and from Pitt’s precautions, one can hardly tell now—except that Burke’s and Pitt’s policies were vastly important. Burke blocked the current of fervor for abstract doctrines of equality which by 1790 had made such progress in Britain that the Duke of Bedford should pose as an English Philip Égalité; that peers, notably Richmond, Derby, Norfolk, Selkirk, and Effingham, were members of the radical Constitutional Society; that Fox and Sheridan should mistake the direction of the revolutionary wind; that the young men later to become Burke’s disciples—Coleridge, Southey, Wordsworth—were enraptured with levelling fancies; that even scholars like Soame Jenyns, “the cosmic Tory,” should approve the “principle of sortition” and other adaptations from classical democracy. The state of the English agricultural laborer, oppressed by the enclosures; the terrible life of the mining communities and of the new industrial classes in the North; the ferocious London mob that could paralyze the capital with no better leader than the opéra-bouffe Lord George Gordon; the Leith riots; the awful glowering of Ireland in those years; the sentimental radicalism of the rationalistic parsons, more than half of whom seem originally to have been in sympathy with the upheaval in France—Burke was accustomed to draw parallels. Material circumstance in France had hardly been more propitious to a conflagration; revolutionary propaganda had supplied the tinder. Burke was determined to snuff the spark on his side of the Channel. If he had not pinched the wick, or at least if he had joined Fox in applauding liberty, equality, and fraternity, perhaps no man could have extinguished the flame. Burke’s critics wrote less than a century after the event, and one century is a short time in which to estimate the consequences of having turned the world upside down. One commentator on Burke, himself an eminent partisan of democracy, was wiser than most. “Burke was himself, and was right,” when he warned England against the Revolution in France. These are the words of Woodrow Wilson.9


Framing a system to refute the assumptions of egalitarianism was a task uncongenial to Burke’s nature. Even when he set himself doggedly to it, as in the Reflections, he could express principles in the abstract only for a few consecutive paragraphs. Yet he perceived the necessity for opposing ideas with ideas, in spite of his distaste for generality divorced from contingency, and by 1793 his tremendous countermine had effectively thwarted the British devotees of revolutionary reform. “I am come to a time of life, in which it is not permitted that we should trifle with our existence,” he wrote to Lord Fitzwilliam, in that fearsome year. “I am fallen into a state of the world, that will not suffer me to play at little sports, or to enfeeble the part I am bound to take, by smaller collateral considerations. I cannot proceed, as if things went on in the beaten circle of events, such as I have known them for half a century. The moral state of mankind fills me with dismay and horrors. The abyss of Hell itself seems to yawn before me. I must act, think, and feel according to the exigencies of this tremendous reason.”10 Never was statesman more reluctant to turn political philosopher; but never, perhaps, was the metamorphosis more consequential.


“Nothing can be conceived more hard than the heart of a thoroughbred metaphysician,” he had written. “It comes nearer to the cold malignity of a wicked spirit than to the frailty and passion of a man. It is like that of the principle of evil himself, incorporeal, pure, unmixed, dephlegmated, defecated evil.” In 1798, nevertheless, the reluctantly awed Hazlitt told Southey that “Burke was a metaphysician, Mackintosh a mere logician.”11 By the clutch of circumstance, Burke had been compelled to enter the realm of abstraction, although he went not one step farther into that windy domain than exigency demanded. Like Johnson, he was convinced that first principles, in the moral sphere, come to us through revelation and intuition.


Edmund Burke’s conservative argument was a reply to three separate radical schools: the rationalism of the philosophes; the romantic sentimentalism of Rousseau and his disciples; and the nascent utilitarianism of Bentham. One hardly can catalogue here the infinite projects and theories of Voltaire, Holbach, Helvétius, Diderot, Turgot, Condorcet, Sièyes, Rousseau, Morelly, Mably, Paine, Godwin, Price, Priestley, and all the rest of the eloquent innovators of the Age of Reason, let alone distinguish accurately among them. Burke was quite aware of the hostility between the rationalism of Voltaire’s associates and the romantic idealism of Rousseau’s adherents; he assaulted both camps, although generally training his heavy guns upon Rousseau, “the insane Socrates.” In the course of his assault upon these differing systems, Burke disavowed a great part of the principles of Locke, the official philosopher of Whiggism. The theories of Locke were inherited by such diverse legatees as Rousseau in Geneva, Price in the Old Jewry, Fox in St. Stephen’s, Bentham in his library, and Jefferson at Monticello; but from among the general ideas of that philosopher, conservatism after Burke retained almost nothing but Locke’s contention that government originates out of the necessity for protecting property.


In spite of differences among these schools, Burke knew himself to be contending against a spirit of innovation possessed of a recognizable general character. One may venture to condense the tenets of radicalism at the end of the eighteenth century into the following catalogue:


(1) If there is divine authority in the universe, it differs sharply in its nature from the Christian idea of God: for some radicals, it is the remote and impassive Being of the deists; for others, the misty and new-modelled God of Rousseau.


(2) Abstract reason or (alternatively) idyllic imagination may be employed not merely to study, but to direct, the course of social destiny.


(3) Man naturally is benevolent, generous, healthy-souled, but in this age is corrupted by institutions.


(4) The traditions of mankind, for the most part, are tangled and delusory myth, from which we learn little.


(5) Mankind, capable of infinite improvement, is struggling upward toward Elysium, and should fix its gaze always upon the future.


(6) The aim of the reformer, moral and political, is emancipation—liberation from old creeds, old oaths, old establishments; the man of the future is to rejoice in pure liberty, unlimited democracy, self-governing, self-satisfying. Political power is the most efficacious instrument of reform—or, from another point of view, the demolition of existing political power.


To these professions of radicalism, the utilitarian and collectivistic school afterward submitted amendments; but we are concerned just now with the innovating theories which Burke confronted. He conceded his enemies not one premise. He began and ended his campaign for the conservation of society upon the grand design of piety; in his reverent eyes, the whole of earthly reality was an expression of moral order.aa This it is which lifts Burke so far above “political science” that some scholars have confessed themselves unable to follow his chain of ideas; and still Burke remains so attentive to practicality that he leaves some metaphysicians at a loss. In examining Burke’s conservative system, therefore, it is well to commence on the lofty plane of religious belief. For Burke, the formulas upon which man’s existence rested never had grown hollow.




John Adams, censorious always, suspected both Burke and Johnson of being “political Christians”; but Adams knew neither of them, and the verdict of their biographers does not bear Adams out.





3


“The Tory has always insisted that, if men would cultivate the individual virtues, social problems would take care of themselves.” So, contemptuously, Granville Hicks once wrote of Robert Louis Stevenson. There is a good deal in this observation, although it is more nearly true of Johnson than of Burke. It is not the whole of Burke’s opinion upon the ills of society, for no one knew better than he the power for good or evil that lies in establishments; but it is true that Burke saw politics as an exercise in morals. And a great part of conservative doctrine on this point comes from Burke. To know the state, first we must know the ethical man, Burke thought.


“Rousseau is a moralist, or he is nothing.” After delivering this judgment, Burke rises to an assault upon the Genevese so merciless that one is tempted to add the quip, “and he is not a moralist.” Yet Burke did not underestimate the Social Contract. Rousseau’s was a false morality, but pretentious; against it must be set a nobler. A new-fangled morality was a monstrous imposture; Burke turned in this matter, as in most, to prescription and precedent, old materials ready to the true reformer’s hand, to supply this opposing morality which might heal the wounds inflicted by revolutionary moral doctrines. The praise of humility was often on Burke’s lips; and in his system of morals, at least, he showed himself a humble man. Disdaining a vain display of invention, he burnished up the arguments of Aristotle and Cicero, of the Fathers of the Church, of Hooker and Milton, and put new warmth into their phrases, so that their ideas flamed above the Jacobin torches. Rejecting the notion of a world subject only to sudden impulse and physical appetite, he expounded the idea of a world governed by strong and subtle purpose. Into this old morality he poured the catalyst of his Irish imagination, which transformed the flicker of classical thought and neo-classical formal religion into a sheet of fire.


Revelation, reason, and an assurance beyond the senses tell us that the Author of our being exists, and that He is omniscient; and man and the state are creations of God’s beneficence. This Christian orthodoxy is the kernel of Burke’s philosophy. God’s purpose among men is revealed through the unrolling of history. How are we to know God’s mind and will? Through the prejudices and traditions which millennia of human experience with divine means and judgments have implanted in the mind of the species. And what is our purpose in this world? Not to indulge our appetites, but to render obedience to divine ordinance.


This view of the nature of things may appear delusory to the utilitarian and the positivist; it will seem transcendently true to the religious man; but whether sound or erroneous, there is nothing incomprehensible about this confession of faith, or even obscure. Burke’s position is stated above in the simplest terms; he makes his own case in language at once more lucid and more noble. For a thousand years, hardly a learned man in Europe dissented from this belief. Yet the scholars of “political realism” in the twentieth century, full of the notion that society can be managed on scientific principles, have gone so far as to call this “obscurantism”—this defense of a moral tradition Socratic and Pauline in its origins. Professor R. M. Maclver exclaims with a vehemence resembling horror, “It was no service to our understanding when Burke enveloped once more in mystic obscurity the office of government and in the sphere of politics appealed once more against reason to tradition and religion.”12


But is not this objection simply begging the question? The Age of Reason, Burke protested with all his splendor of rhetoric, was in reality an Age of Ignorance. If (as most men, since the beginning of human history, have believed) the foundation of human welfare is divine providence, then the limitation of politics and ethics to a puny “reason” is an act of folly, the refuge of a ridiculous presumption. Precisely this blindness to the effulgence of the burning bush, this deafness to the thunder above Sinai, is what Burke proclaims to be the principal error of the French “enlightenment.” Even Rousseau cries out against such overweening confidence in a human rationality which, although insolently disavowing supernatural direction, asserts its own infallibility. Almost no disputes concerning first principles ever are settled, and Burke himself would have agreed that if the arguments of Aristotle, Seneca, and Aquinas concerning purpose in the universe cannot convince the skeptic, he never will be converted but by grace. Burke was indignant, however, at the fashion in which the philosophers of the Enlightenment casually dismissed the faith of ages and the proofs of genius with a complacent formula or a sniggering witticism. For Burke’s lofty spirit, there could be no satisfactory suspension of judgment in these things. Either order in the cosmos is real, or all is chaos. If we are adrift in chaos, then the fragile egalitarian doctrines and emancipating programs of the revolutionary reformers have no significance; for in a vortex of chaos, only force and appetite signify.


I allow that, if no supreme ruler exists, wise to form, and potent to enforce, the moral law, there is no sanction to any contract, virtual or even actual, against the will of prevalent power. On that hypothesis, let any set of men be strong enough to set their duties at defiance, and they cease to be duties any longer. We have but one appeal against irresistible power—


Si genus humanum et mortalia temnitis arma,


At sperate Deos memores fandi atque nefandi.


Taking it for granted that I do not write to the disciples of the Parisian philosophy, I may assume, that the awful Author of our being is the author of our place in the order of existence; and that having disposed and marshalled us by a divine tactic, not according to our will, but according to His, He has, in and by that disposition, virtually subjected us to act the part which belongs to the part assigned to us. We have obligations to mankind at large, which are not in consequence of any special voluntary pact. They arise from the relation of man to man, and the relation of man to God, which relations are not a matter of choice. . . .When we marry, the choice is voluntary, but the duties are not a matter of choice. . . .The instincts which give rise to this mysterious process of nature are not of our making. But out of physical causes, unknown to us, perhaps unknowable, arise moral duties, which, as we are able perfectly to comprehend, we are bound indispensably to perform.13


This is great preaching. No one ever expressed more persuasively the impotence of human reason before divine mystery, or the necessity for cheerful obedience to the moral order if “the great mysterious incorporation of the human race” is to endure. We never will penetrate, in this brief life, says Burke, to precise knowledge of providential aims; the philosopher who wastes his time in endeavoring to rationalize the transcendent can accomplish no more than the stimulation of a shallow, sour skepticism among men whose only surety lies in obedience to prescriptive truths. If there is no superhuman sanction for morality, then “reason,” “enlightenment,” and “pity” are so many figments of dreams, for in a world without justice and purpose, men may as well forget the notions of knowledge and charity. “To illuminate the struggles of the past, to dignify and intensify the responsibilities of the present, and to guarantee the future against the decadence and defeat with which, in a world of turbulent human wills, it is constantly menaced, it seemed to him the sheet anchor of a true political faith that the whole great drama of national life should be reverently recognized as ordered by a Power to which past, present, and future are organically knit stages in one Divine plan,” says J. H. MacCunn of Burke’s faith.14 “There is an order that keeps things fast in their place,” said Burke himself, penetrating to the very root of conservative instinct; “it is made to us and we are made to it.”


Burke does not approve religion because it is a bulwark of order; instead, he says that mundane order is derived from, and remains a part of, divine order. Religion is not merely a convenient myth to keep popular appetites within bounds; he had no sympathy with Polybius’ suggestion that the ancients invented religion to save men from anarchy, or with Plato’s willingness to create religious mythology out of whole cloth so that man will reverence the established order in the illusion that it was ordained from the very beginning of things. Politics and morals, Burke saw, are deduced from belief or skepticism; men never really succeed in convincing themselves of the reality of things supernatural merely to sustain things natural. Implicit in Burke’s writings are the proofs of Aristotle and the Schoolmen and the English divines for the reality of providential purpose and intelligent direction in the cosmos. The universal instinct for perpetuation of the species; the compulsions of conscience; the intimations of immortality; the profound consciousness in men that they partake of some great continuity and essence—these evidences sparkle through his works from first to last, but Burke does not attempt fanciful new proofs, leaving theology to the schools. A man always desperately busy, lacking time to chop logic, he shared Dr. Johnson’s exasperation at haggling over intuitive truths—the conviction of instinctive knowledge which provoked Johnson to growl, “Why, sir, we know the will is free, and there’s an end of it!” Only the restless, shallow, self-intoxicated atheist, who refuses to admit the existence of anything greater than himself, really can have the impudence to deny these sources of religious insight. And the spectacle of Burke’s ranging intellect thus humbly convinced, his erudition supporting the verdict of the Christian fathers, his prudent, practical, reforming spirit submitting to the discipline of religious tradition, is perhaps as good a proof as any direct evidence available to man that our world is only a little part of a great spiritual hierarchy. It is the faith of a man steeped in Christian and classical wisdom. An Hellenic piety, almost Platonic in its tone, suffuses Burke’s declaration that the state is divinely ordained: “He who gave us our nature to be perfected by our virtue, willed also the necessary means of its perfection.—He willed therefore the state.—He willed its connexion with the source and original archetype of all perfection.”15


The sentimental advocacy of indiscriminately generous human sympathies, or the prevalence of universal pity, cannot suffice to save a society which has denied its divine ordination.bb Every state is the creation of Providence, whether or not its religion is Christianity. Christianity is the highest of religions; but every sincere creed is a recognition of divine purpose in the universe, and all mundane order is dependent upon reverence for the religious creed which a people have inherited from their fathers. This conviction redoubled Burke’s detestation of Hastings: the Governor-General had ridden rough-shod over native religious tradition and ceremonial in India.




“I have observed that the philosophers in order to insinuate their polluted atheism into young minds systematically flatter all their passions natural and unnatural. They explode or render odious or contemptible that class of virtues which restrain the appetite. These are at least nine out often of the virtues. In place of all this, they substitute a virtue which they call humanity or benevolence. By this means their morality has no idea in it of restraint, or indeed of a distinct settled principle of any kind. When their disciples are thus left free and guided only by present feeling they are no longer to be depended upon for good or evil. The men who today snatch the worst criminals from justice will murder the most innocent persons tomorrow.”—Burke to the Chevalier de Rivarol, 1791 (Wentworth Woodhouse Papers, Book I, 623).





Burke could not conceive of a durable social order without the spirit of piety. Statesmen, quite as much as bishops, fulfill a consecrated task: “This consecration is made, that all who administer in the government of men, in which they stand in the person of God himself, should have high and worthy notions of their function and destination; that their hope should be full of immortality; that they should not look to the paltry pelf of the moment, nor to the temporary and transient praise of the vulgar, but to a solid, permanent existence, in the permanent part of their nature, and to a permanent fame and glory, in the example they leave as a rich inheritance to the world.”16 A popular government, even more than monarchy or aristocracy, requires such consecration, because the people then enjoy a share of power, and must be made to understand the responsibilities of power. “All persons possessing any portion of power ought to be strongly and awfully impressed with an idea that they act in trust: and that they are to account for their conduct in that trust to the one great Master, Author, and Founder of society.”


To describe as “obscurantism” and “mysticism” this vivid and sagacious piety of Burke’s is a gross abuse of philosophical terms, illustrating the semantic Dark Age into which the twentieth century has been slipping. Burke’s was a lofty faith, but it was also the faith of a practical man, joined to ideas of public honor and responsibility. A man who believes that a just God rules the world; that the course of history has been determined, though commonly in ways inscrutable, by His Providence; that individual station in life is assigned by “a divine tactic”; that original sin and aspiration toward the good both are part of God’s design; that the reformer first should endeavor to discern the lineaments of a providential order, and then endeavor to conform political arrangements to the dictates of a natural justice—skeptics may believe a man who declares these convictions to be mistaken, but skeptics are muddled if they call him a “mystic.” These are the religious principles of a man profoundly familiar with the world of experience. And Burke proceeds to make his creed still more a part of private and political life. If our world indeed is ordered in accordance with a divine idea, we ought to be cautious in our tinkering with the structure of society; for though it may be God’s will that we serve as his instruments of alteration, we need first to satisfy our consciences on that point. Again, Burke states that a universal equality among men exists; but it is the equality of Christianity, moral equality, or, more precisely, equality in the ultimate judgment of God; equality of any other sort we are foolish, even impious, to covet. Leonard Woolf, the shrewdest of humanitarians, recognizes this bond between Christianity and social conservatism: “Christianity envisages a framework for human society in which earthly miseries have a recognized, permanent, and honourable place. They are trials sent by Heaven to test and train us; as such, it is impious to repine against them.”17 Burke would have accepted this impeachment.


Contemptuous of the notion of human perfectibility, Burke modelled his psychology on this Christian picture of sin and tribulation. Poverty, brutality, and misfortune are indeed portions of the eternal order of things; sin is a terribly real and demonstrable fact, the consequence of our depravity, not of erring institutions; religion is the consolation for these ills, which never can be removed by legislation or revolution. Religious faith makes existence tolerable; ambition without pious restraint must end in failure, often involving in its ruin that beautiful reverence which solaces common men for the obscurity and poverty of their lot.


To inculcate this veneration among men, to consecrate public office, Burke believed that the church must be interwoven with the fabric of the nation. His Church is an idealized Anglican establishment, but more than Anglican. There is something classical in it; something Catholic, too, so that bigots (including the old duke of Newcastle) whispered that Burke must have been educated in the Papist seminary at St. Omer. “Religion is so far, in my opinion, from being out of the province of a Christian magistrate,” Burke wrote, “that it is, and it ought to be, not only his care, but the principal thing in his care; and its object the supreme good, the ultimate end and object of man himself.”18 But it was not wholly the medieval church-idea. As Alfred Cobban justly remarks of Burke, “His ideal is neither Protestant Erastianism nor Catholic Theocracy; it is much more like the kingdom of God on earth.”19


Though state and church ought never to be separate entities, true religion is not merely an expression of national spirit; it rises far superior to earthly law, being, indeed, the source of all law. With Cicero and Philo, Burke enunciates the doctrine of the jus naturale, the law of the universe, the creation of the divine mind, of which the laws of man are only the imperfect manifestation. “All human laws are, properly speaking, only declaratory; they may alter the mode and application, but have no power over the substance of original justice.”20 Men have no right to alter the laws as their fancy suggests; the superior law is not in the power of any political community to amend.


Ours is a moral order, then, and our laws are derived from immortal moral laws; the higher happiness is moral happiness, says Burke, and the cause of suffering is moral evil. Pride, ambition, avarice, revenge, lust, sedition, hypocrisy, ungoverned zeal, disorderly appetites—these vices are the actual causes of the storms that trouble life. “Religion, morals, laws, prerogatives, privileges, liberties, rights of men, are the pretexts” for revolution by sentimental humanitarians and mischievous agitators who think that established institutions must be the source of our afflictions. But the human heart, in reality, is the fountain of evil. “You would not cure the evil by resolving, that there should be no more monarchs, nor ministers of state, nor of the gospel; no interpreters of laws; no general officers; no public councils. . . .Wise men will apply their remedies to vices, not to names.”21


This moral order cannot be transformed by the process of counting noses, any more than it can be improved by violating ancient establishments. “When we know, that the opinions of even the greatest multitudes are the standard of rectitude, I shall think myself obliged to make those opinions the masters of my conscience. But if it may be doubted whether Omnipotence itself is competent to alter the essential constitution of right and wrong, sure am I, that such things, as they and I, are possessed of no such power.”22 Now and again, Burke praises two great virtues, the keys to private contentment and public peace: they are prudence and humility, the first pre-eminently an attainment of classical philosophy, the second pre-eminently a triumph of Christian discipline. Without them, man must be miserable; and man destitute of piety hardly can perceive either of these rare and blessed qualities.


For solitary man in search of spiritual peace, for society in search of permanent order, Providence has furnished means by which mankind may apprehend this moral universe. Tradition and prescription are the guiding lights of the civil social man; and therefore Burke elevates to the dignity of social principles those conventions and customs which, before the eighteenth century, most men accepted with an unreflecting confidence.
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“The reason first why we do admire those things which are greatest, and second those things which are ancientest, is because the one are the least distant from the infinite substance, the other from the infinite continuance, of God.”23 Burke could repeat from memory this sentence of Hooker’s; and it expresses the soul of their prescriptive philosophy.


Burke faced the necessity of re-stating, in the Age of Reason, the premises of men who have faith in an enduring order of life. What is the foundation of authority in morals and politics? By what standard may men judge the prudence of any particular act, and the justice of it? To rely upon divine inspiration certainly will not suffice for the ordinary courses of life: one cannot expect the supernatural universe to manage the routine concepts of the natural universe. Burke answered that Providence had taught humanity, through thousands of years’ experience and meditation, a collective wisdom: tradition, tempered by expedience. A man should be governed in his necessary decisions by a decent respect for the customs of mankind; and he should apply that custom or principle to his particular circumstances by a cautious expediency. Burke, though a contemner of abstractions, was far from rejecting general principles and maxims. His doctrine of divine purpose puts a great gulf between his “expedience” and the expediency of Machiavelli—and, for the matter, it separates him from the geographical and historical determinism of Montesquieu and of his own pupil Taine. The individual is foolish, but the species is wise; prejudices and prescriptions and presumptions are the instruments which the wisdom of the species employs to safeguard man against his own passions and appetites. At times, Burke approaches very nearly to a theory of a collective human intellect, a knowledge partially instinctive, partially conscious, which each individual inherits as his birthright and his protection. Awake to all the mystery of human character, interested in those complex psychological impulses which associationist theories cannot account for, Burke implicitly rejected Locke’s tabula rasa concept as inadequate to explain the individuation of character and imaginative powers which distinguish man from the animals. Human beings, said Burke, participate in the accumulated experience of their innumerable ancestors; very little is totally forgotten. Only a small part of this knowledge, however, is formalized in literature and deliberate instruction; the greater part remains embedded in instinct, common custom, prejudice, and ancient usage. Ignore this enormous bulk of racial knowledge, or tinker impudently with it, and man is left awfully afloat in a sea of emotions and ambitions, with only the scanty stock of formal learning and the puny resources of individual reason to sustain him. Often men may not realize the meaning of their immemorial prejudices and customs—indeed, even the most intelligent of men cannot hope to understand all the secrets of traditional morals and social arrangements; but we may be sure that Providence, acting through the medium of human trial and error, has developed every hoary habit for some important purpose. The greatest of prudence is required when man must accommodate this inherited mass of opinion to the exigencies of new times. For prejudice is not bigotry or superstition, although prejudice sometimes may degenerate into these. Prejudice is prejudgment, the answer with which intuition and ancestral consensus of opinion supply a man when he lacks either time or knowledge to arrive at a decision predicated upon pure reason.


In the twentieth century, speculative psychologists have begun to investigate the concepts of collective mind in men and animals, with increasing seriousness; these prescient opinions of Burke’s, together with his allied emphasis upon the importance of custom in the life of society, and the predominance of habitual or instinctive motives over reason in the ordinary affairs of mankind, already have displayed a wide influence, which may be traced, variously, in the ideas of Coleridge, Maine, Bagehot, Graham Wallas, A. N. Whitehead, and a dozen other important thinkers. No really educated man today is likely to maintain that human nature is so simple as Condillac, for instance, believed it was. Burke, rather than being an old-fashioned apologist for dying superstitions, struck through the mask of the Age of Reason to the dark complexities of human existence, so that he remains a living influence upon thought when most of his radical opponents are no more than names in a history of intellectual tendencies.


The Romantics followed Burke in this; yet by most writers, during the nineteenth century, Burke was praised as a sort of utilitarian, under the assumption that his psychology was founded upon the simple calculus of Locke. There is no shallower view of Burke’s premises. Burke knew that just under the skin of modern man stirs the savage, the brute, the demon. Millennia of bitter experience have taught man how to hold his wilder nature in a precarious restraint; that dread knowledge is expressed in myth, ritual, usage, instinct, prejudice. The Church, too, always has sensed this truth (as Paul Elmer More remarks with a brooding admiration in his essay on Lafcadio Hearn) and has looked with suspicion upon the advance of scientific rationalism because it may unveil to modern man the hideous secrets of his brutal origin.


Yet Burke has been mistaken for a precursor of empiricists and pragmatists, chiefly because he expressed his determination to deal with circumstances, not with abstractions. Buckle is enthusiastic about this fancied side of Burke’s character, and says that Burke resisted the temptation to rely on his own generalizations, and “made his opinions subservient to the march of events; that he recognized as the object of government, not the preservation of particular institutions, but the happiness of the people at large. . . .Burke was never weary of attacking the common argument, that, because a country has long flourished under some particular custom, therefore the custom must be good.”24


Buckle is perverse here, translating Burke’s exceptions into Burke’s rules. The test of the greatest happiness of the greatest number, and the examination of every custom in the light of immediate utility, were characteristic of the recluse Bentham, not of the statesman Edmund Burke. Above all else, Burke’s philosophy has Principle and Prescription stamped upon the face of it; Burke attacks abstraction and abuse, not principle and prescription. “I do not put abstract ideas wholly out of any question, because I well know that under that name I should dismiss principles; and that without principles, all reasonings in politics, as in everything else, would be only a confused jumble of particular facts and details, without the means of drawing out any sort of theoretical or practical conclusion.”25


Principle is right reason expressed in permanent form; abstraction is its corruption. Expedience is wise application of general knowledge to particular circumstances; opportunism is its degradation. One arrives at principle through comprehension of nature and history, looked upon as manifestations of divine purpose; one acquires prudence by patient observation and cautious investigation, and it becomes the director, the regulator, the standard of all the virtues. Expedience implements principle, but never supplants principle. For principle is our expression of cognizance of providential purpose.


History (and Burke’s historical knowledge was respected by Gibbon and Hume) is the gradual revelation of a supreme design—often shadowy to our blinking eyes, but subtle, resistless, and beneficent. God makes history through the agency of man. Burke has no tinge of Hegel’s Categorical-Imperative determinism, for Burke, faithful to the Christian doctrine of free will, says history is directed not by an arbitrary, unreasoning urge, but by human character and conduct. Providence works in natural ways. It may be impious to resist this grand design, if its direction is clearly to be seen; but a full comprehension of God’s ends seldom is within our powers. The statesman and the philosopher must know more than history: they must know nature. Burke’s “nature” is human nature, the springs of conduct common to civilized peoples, not the Romantics’ quasi-pantheistic nature. The phrase “state of nature” was irritating to Burke’s accurate intellect; “natural rights,” as asserted by Rousseau and Paine, he denied; but the usage of “nature” which Cicero employed was Burke’s also. Knowing history and nature, a man may humbly aspire to apprehend providential dispensations.


Yet the study of history and human character never can encompass the greater part of human wisdom. The experience of the species is treasured up chiefly in tradition, prejudice, and prescription—generally for most men, and sometimes for all men, surer guides to conduct and conscience than books and speculation. Habit and custom may be the wisdom of unlettered men, but they come from the sound ancient heart of humanity. Even the wisest of mankind cannot live by reason alone; pure arrogant reason, denying the claims of prejudice (which commonly are also the claims of conscience), leads to a wasteland of withered hopes and crying loneliness, empty of God and man: the wilderness in which Satan tempted Christ was not more dreadful than the arid expanse of intellectual vanity deprived of tradition and intuition, where modern man is tempted by his own pride.


We are afraid to put men to live and trade each on his own private stock of reason; because we suspect that this stock in each man is small, and that the individuals would do better to avail themselves of the general bank and capital of nations and ages. Many of our men of speculation, instead of exploding general prejudices, employ their sagacity to discover the latent wisdom which prevails in them. If they find what they seek, and they seldom fail, they think it more wise to continue the prejudice, with the reason involved, than to cast away the coat of prejudice, and to leave nothing but the naked reason; because prejudice, with its reason, has a motive to give action to that reason, and an affection which will give it permanence.26


This veneration of habit and custom, incidentally, is one of the chief distinctions between Burke and the Romantics. Romanticism (except for those writers directly influenced, sometimes at the expense of their consistency, by Burke), as Irving Babbitt writes, is “clearly hostile to habit because it seems to lead to a stereotyped world, a world without vividness and surprise.” Burke dreaded a consuming individualism; habit and prejudice induce that conformity without which society cannot endure. Encouraging moral extravagance for the sake of novelty is as dangerous an experiment as man can undertake.


“Prejudice”—the half-intuitive knowledge that enables men to meet the problems of life without logic-chopping; “prescription”—the customary right which grows out of the conventions and compacts of many successive generations; “presumption”—inference in accordance with the common experience of mankind: employing these instruments, men manage to live together in some degree of prosperity and amicability. The English constitution is prescriptive, and “its sole authority is that it has existed time out of mind. Your king, your lords, your juries, grand and little, all are prescriptive.” Prescription, presumption, and prejudice suffice to direct the individual conscience and conscript fathers. Without them, society can be saved from destruction only by force and a master. “Somewhere there must be a control upon will and appetite; and the less of it there is within, the more of it there must be without.” If these checks are abolished, only one instrument remains for preventing man from relapsing into that primitive state from which he has crept up so painfully through the millennia, and which existence Burke (though in most matters at war with Hobbes) also knew to be “poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” That surviving instrument is rationality. And Reason, dear to the illuminati of the eighteenth century, seemed to Burke a tool weak at best, frequently treacherous. The mass of mankind, Burke implies, reason hardly at all, in the higher sense, nor ever can: deprived of folk-wisdom and folk-law, which are prejudice and prescription, they can do no more than cheer the demagogue, enrich the charlatan, and submit to the despot. The common man is not ignorant; but his knowledge is a kind of collective wisdom, the sum of the slow accretions of a thousand generations. This lost, he is thrown back upon his own private stock of reason, with the consequences which attend shipwreck. Even the shrewdest of men are puffed up with vanity if they try to set the product of their reason against the consensus of the centuries. It is possible, Burke concedes, that in one respect or another times may have changed, past experience in that particular is invalid, and the innovator is right; but the presumption ordinarily is to the contrary; and in any case, it may be wiser to continue an old practice, even though it seem the child of error, than to break radically with custom and run the risk of poisoning the body social, out of a doctrinaire affection for mathematical precision or bluebook uniformity. “You see, sir, that in this enlightened age I am bold enough to confess, that we are generally men of untaught feelings; that instead of casting away all our old prejudices, we cherish them to a very considerable degree, and, to take more shame to ourselves, we cherish them because they are prejudices; and the longer they have lasted, and the more generally they have prevailed, the more we cherish them.”


Burke’s affection for prejudice and prescription was not new in English thought. Chesterfield had written, “A prejudice is by no means (though generally thought so) an error; on the contrary, it may be a most unquestioned truth, though it be still a prejudice in those who, without any examination, take it upon trust and entertain it by habit. . . . The bulk of mankind have neither leisure nor knowledge sufficient to reason right; why should they be taught to reason at all? Will not honest instinct prompt, and wholesome prejudices guide them, much better than half reasoning?”27 This is precisely what Burke meant. And Hume (as Carl Becker reminds us in The Heavenly City of the Eighteenth-Century Philosophers) displayed a strong deference to prejudice and its social advantages when, alarmed at his own speculations into the origin of morals, he asked, “But are such ideas very useful?”—and locked his notes away in his desk. Yet Burke’s onslaught upon new-fangled Reason ran counter to the great fashionable intellectual tendency of his time, the movement characterized by the Encyclopaedia. Courage was required to make declarations in defense of prejudice; in a lesser man, such an attitude would have met with the contempt of the literary public. Burke they could not scorn, however; for reason was as conspicuous in him as in any man in England. It is some indication of the strength of Burke’s Christian humility that he, with his acute and far-ranging mind, could be the partisan of the instincts of the species against the vanity of the man of genius.


Men’s appetites are voracious and sanguinary, Burke knew; they are restrained by this collective and immemorial wisdom we call prejudice, tradition, customary morality; reason alone never can chain them to duty. Whenever the crust of prejudice and prescription is perforated at any point, flames shoot up from beneath, and terrible danger impends that the crack may widen, even to the annihilating of civilization. If men are discharged of reverence for ancient usage, they will treat this world, almost certainly, as if it were their private property, to be consumed for their sensual gratification; and thus they will destroy in their lust for enjoyment the property of future generations, of their own contemporaries, and indeed their very own capital:


One of the first and most leading principles on which the commonwealth and its laws are consecrated, is lest the temporary possessors and life-renters in it, unmindful of what they have received from their ancestors, or of what is due to their posterity, should act as if they were the entire masters; that they should not think it among their rights to cut off the entail, or commit waste on the inheritance, by destroying at their pleasure the whole original fabric of their society; hazarding to leave to those who come after them a ruin instead of a habitation—and teaching these successors as little to respect their contrivances, as they had themselves respected the institutions of their forefathers. By this unprincipled facility of changing the state as often, and as much, and in as many ways, as there are floating fancies or fashions, the whole chain and continuity of the commonwealth would be broken. No one generation could link with another. Men would become little better than the flies of a summer.28


The modern spectacle of vanished forests and eroded lands, wasted petroleum and ruthless mining, national debts recklessly increased until they are repudiated, and continual revision of positive law, is evidence of what an age without veneration does to itself and its successors. Burke saw into the future, where Condorcet and Mably saw merely the rosy interior of their own fantasies and mistook it for the prophetic afflatus.


Prejudice and prescription, despite their great age—or, rather, because of it—are delicate growths, slow to rise, easy to injure, hardly possible to resuscitate. The abstract metaphysician and fanatic reformer, intending to cleanse society, may find he has scrubbed it clean away: “An ignorant man, who is not fool enough to meddle with his clock, is however sufficiently confident to think he can safely take to pieces, and put together at his pleasure, a moral machine of another guise, importance, and complexity, composed of far other wheels, and springs, and balances, and counter acting and co-operating powers Their delusive good intention is no sort of excuse for their presumption.”29


Does the observance of prejudice and prescription, then, condemn mankind to a perpetual treading in the footsteps of their ancestors? Burke has no expectation that men can be kept from social change; neither is rigidity of form desirable. Change is inevitable, he says, and is designed providentially for the larger conservation of society; properly guided, change is a process of renewal. But let change come as the consequence of a need generally felt, not inspired by fine-spun abstractions. Our part is to patch and polish the old order of things, trying to discern the difference between a profound, slow, natural alteration and some infatuation of the hour. By and large, change is a process independent of conscious human endeavor, if it is beneficial change. Human reason and speculation can assist in the adjustment of the old order to new things if they are employed in a spirit of reverence, awake to their own fallibility. Even ancient prejudices and prescriptions must sometimes shrink before the advance of positive knowledge; but the Jacobin mind is unable to distinguish between minor inconvenience and actual decrepitude. The perceptive reformer combines an ability to reform with a disposition to preserve; the man who loves change is wholly disqualified, from his lust, to be the agent of change.


The case of tradition against abstract reason never was put so well before. Yet Burke could little arrest the proclivity of his age to let every man form his own opinions after his own lights, according to transitory circumstances and imperfect knowledge. The increase of literacy, the cheapness of books and newspapers, and the natural attraction of individualistic doctrines for the mass of men—these influences were too much for Burke’s persuasive powers. Graham Wallas understands Burke’s conviction that men cannot act wisely from their private reasoning: “But the deliberate following of prescription which Burke advocated was something different, because it was the result of choice, from the uncalculated loyalty of the past. Those who have eaten from the tree of knowledge cannot forget.”30 Irving Babbitt believes that the battle for prejudice and prescription has been lost; “a wisdom above reflection” no longer dominates the lives of the industrial millions. “It is no longer possible to wave aside the modernists as the mere noisy insects of an hour, or to oppose to an unsound activity of intellect mere solidity and imperviousness to thought—the great cattle chewing their cud in the shadow of the British oak.”31 These criticisms are rather sweeping; after all, prescription in favor of local rights and private property and habits of life, prejudice in favor of old decencies, the family, and religious dogmas, still are forces of great power among the most urbanized and industrialized of nations. And it is easier to expose the weakness of Burke’s defences than to provide some alternative system for resisting a corrosive intellectual atomism. Immensely expensive systems of state schooling have not succeeded in repairing the damage to private character and public life that was done when personal judgment began to supplant traditional opinion.


In one respect, however, Burke triumphed over the indiscriminate innovating impulse. He taught English statesmen how to meet change with courage and dexterity, softening its consequences, preserving the best of the old by reconciling the innovators to its survival. Not a single formidable rebellion has occurred in England since Burke retired from politics—nothing worse than riots and eccentric conspiracies; and had Burke’s recommendations for Ireland been put into execution, it is possible that the record of society might have been as admirable there. In the present decade, government in England is exchanged between parties bitterly inimical, without disturbance, because Englishmen know that if change must come, it comes less injuriously when the peace is kept.


We must all obey the great law of change. It is the most powerful law of nature, and the means perhaps of its conservation. All we can do, and that human wisdom can do, is to provide that the change shall proceed by insensible degrees. This has all the benefits which may be in change, without any of the inconveniences of mutation. This mode will, on the one hand, prevent the unfixing old interests at once: a thing which is apt to breed a black and sullen discontent in those who are at once dispossessed of all their influence and consideration. This gradual course, on the other hand, will prevent men, long under depression, from being intoxicated with a large draught of new power, which they always abuse with a licentious insolence.32


Conservatism never is more admirable than when it accepts changes that it disapproves, with good grace, for the sake of a general conciliation; and the impetuous Burke, of all men, did most to establish that principle.
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Radicalism at the end of the eighteenth century expressed its case in terms of “natural rights.” Ever since Paine’s Rights of Man was published, the notion of inalienable natural rights has been embraced by the mass of men in a vague and belligerent form, ordinarily confounding “rights” with desires. This confusion in definition plagues society today, notably in the “Universal Declaration of Human Rights” drawn up by the United Nations Organization: thirty articles, and a somewhat greater number of “rights” defined therein, including the right to free education, the right to “enjoy the arts,” the right of copyright, the right to an international order, the right to “the full development of personality,” the right to equal pay, the right to marry, and a great many more which actually are not rights at all, but merely aspirations. The conservative adage that all radical “natural rights” are simply, in substance, a declaration of the Right to be Idle is suggested in Article 24: “Everyone has the right to rest and leisure, including reasonable limitation of working hours and periodic holidays with pay.” This lengthy catalogue of “rights” ignores the two essential conditions which are attached to all true rights; first, the capacity of individuals to claim and exercise the alleged right; second, the correspondent duty that is married to every right. If a man has a right to marry, some woman must have the duty of marrying him; if a man has a right to rest, some other person must have the duty of supporting him. If rights are confused thus with desires, the mass of men must feel always that some vast, intangible conspiracy thwarts their attainment of what they are told is their inalienable birthright. Burke (and after him, Coleridge), perceiving this danger of fixing upon society a permanent grudge and frustration, tried to define true natural right and true natural law.


At a time when the world was infatuated with constitution-manufacture, when Abbé Sièyes was drawing up organic documents wholesale, when every coffee-house had its philosopher qualified to revise the statutes of the nation on a rational plan, when America had just got up fourteen new constitutions and was thinking of more, Burke declared that men do not make laws: they merely ratify or distort the laws of God. He said that men have no rights to what they please: their natural rights are only what may be directly deduced from their human nature. The Whig reformer, the advocate of enlightened expediency, told England that there is indeed an immutable law, and there are indeed inalienable rights, but they are of origins and character profoundly different from that philosophes and levellers take them for.


Unlike Bolingbroke and Hume, whose outward politics in some respects resembled his own, Burke was a pious man. “The most important questions about the human race Burke answered from the Church of England’s catechism.”33 He believed in a Christian universe, to which a just God has given moral order to permit of man’s salvation. God has given man law, and with that law, rights: this is Burke’s premise in all moral and juridical questions. But that law, and the rights which derive from it, have been misunderstood by the modern mind.


The rights of men, that is to say, the natural rights of mankind, are indeed sacred things; and if any public measure is proved mischievously to affect them, the objection ought to be fatal to that measure, even if no charter at all could be set up against it. If these natural rights are futher affirmed and declared by express covenants, if they are clearly defined and secured against chicane, against power, and authority, by written instruments and positive engagements, they are in a still better condition: they partake not only of the sanctity of the object so secured, but of the solemn public faith itself, which secures an object of such importance. . . .The things secured by these instruments may, without any deceitful ambiguity, be very fitly called the chartered rights of men.34


So Burke spoke on Fox’s East-India Bill, between two revolutions, concerning those assertions of natural right which were about to convulse the world. There lingers in this speech a certain reluctance to come to grips with the general question, perhaps; Burke shows, however, that he is dubious of abstract and undefined rights, devoted to prerogatives that are guaranteed by prescription and charter. Soon he was compelled to make his distinctions more emphatic.
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“Itisinconceivable even to imagine, let alone hope for, a domi-
nant conservative movement in America without Kirk’s labor.”
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