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PREFACE TO THE ENGLISH EDITION


This book is the work of a convert who once firmly believed in the blessings of modernity and its intellectual sources, the Enlightenment and Romanticism, but at some point suddenly grasped that what the Enlightenment and Romanticism brought us constitutes in more than a few respects a decline and a deterioration, instead of progress and improvement. The author who converted me was Cicero. I was studying him with the intention of showing that the political and moral thought of the Romans was primitive and inadequate, as compared to modern political and moral thought. At a certain moment, I perceived that it was not their thinking but ours that is primitive and inadequate. A complete about-face. What I had set out to describe as an outmoded worldview was far superior to the new worldview, or views, that had replaced it. I had to completely rewrite the book I had been working on. What eventually emerged was a work titled Aristocracy, Antiquity, and History: Classicism in Political Thought.


Roman thought—and Cicero in particular—was heavily dependent on the Greeks. My existential opening up to Cicero hence made it possible for me to read the Greeks, particularly Plato, existentially as well. I became able to read them as authors from whom we can actually learn much—something that I had not previously managed to do. Christianity did not interest me at that point, although it was not a subject I was unfamiliar with. As a child of Roman Catholic parents, I had absorbed a certain amount of knowledge of Christianity in my early youth, but as an adolescent, unhampered by any real insight, I had rejected it altogether. After that, Christianity ceased to exist for me. I still remember bursting into laughter when I came across the notion of sin while leafing through the Catholic catechism. It seemed idiotic to me. Christianity, as I saw it, was, compared to antiquity, a regression, a spiritual barbarism that remained unconquered until the Renaissance brought a rebirth of true wisdom.


But I once again had to reconsider my point of view: studying Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, and the other giants of Christian thought of late antiquity and the Middle Ages in order to understand the impact of classical thought on Christian ideas, I was once more forced to change my mind. I now came to believe that Christianity possessed an understanding of certain essential moral and existential truths that had eluded the Greeks and Romans—even Plato—and that these truths cannot be forgotten without doing great harm to ourselves and to the world. Hence, I came to admire Christianity as an indispensable source of wisdom that can benefit anyone—even the most inveterate atheist—as long as one does not, like Luther, demand an exclusively literal interpretation of the Bible but reads it metaphorically and philosophically as well. Thinkers no less than Augustine and Aquinas did that. Why shouldn’t we?





The essays collected in this book have a few things in common. They are all the fruit of my rediscovery of the great tradition of ancient and Christian thought as a tradition that is of direct existential interest to us. They all deal with the eternal questions of good and evil that men and women of every historical age are confronted with both in public and in private life. And they aim to show that traditional thinking on these matters is in many ways superior—richer and more realistic—than modern thinking.


Two defining characteristics of traditional thinking should be mentioned in this preface. First, such thinking holds that good and evil are objective and universal, that they are not subjective judgments which are culturally determined or personal idiosyncrasies. The view that they are subjective is a typically modern one, a product of the Enlightenment and Romanticism, although it was foreshadowed by some of the Greek sophists in the fifth century B.C. If, as the tradition maintains, good and evil are objective and universal, they are part of the world outside of us. They cannot be posited but have to be discovered, just like the various parts of the world had to be discovered. And just as a geographer has the task of mapping the material world—as the Vermeer painting on the cover depicts—to write about good and evil is to map the geography of good and evil. Hence the title of this book.


The second characteristic of traditional thinking is that it revolves around a notion that has practically fallen into oblivion in our time: virtue. It is true that since the appearance of Alasdair MacIntyre’s After Virtue in 1981 there has been something of a renaissance of virtue ethics in academia. But this has had very little influence on the discourse about good and evil in society at large. One reason, certainly, is the nature of academic writing on virtue ethics, which by and large has been in the analytical mold and focused on foundational questions.


Far as I am from being a categorical opponent of analytical philosophy, I do not believe it sufficient. The word “analytical” derives from the Greek verb analuein, meaning “to unloose,” “to undo,” “to dissolve.” That is exactly what analytical philosophy does: it unwinds, it takes apart. That approach frequently makes things clearer. But at the same time, if it is not combined with a different, complementary approach, analytical philosophy often dissolves a meaningful whole into more or less meaningless parts. For instance, looking at what analytical philosophers do with Plato, one gets the uneasy feeling that—though clever and precise—something essential is lost in their presentation of his views. To counterbalance the analytic approach, we need what one might call a “synaptic” approach, from the Greek verb synhaptein, meaning “to connect.”


Likewise, a philosophy that focuses mainly on foundational issues is insufficient. Such a focus can easily be overvalued. As Aristotle taught us, the truth of first principles is impossible to prove or disprove. Principles are literally beginnings—the meaning of the Latin principium. With them we prove other propositions. To want to prove principles with these other propositions is to get caught in a petitio principii. Hence, foundational philosophy is in a sense sterile. It can tell us what the foundations of a system of thought are, but not what the merits of that system are. What these merits are, what makes a system interesting and fertile as a window on the world, becomes clear not by studying its foundations but by studying the edifice constructed on top of them. Think, for instance, of Euclidian geometry. This whole system is based upon ten first principles that cannot be proved or disproved—e.g., that a straight line can be drawn from any point to any other point, and that if equals are added to equals, the sums are equal. As such, none of these principles is either interesting or enlightening. It is only when one studies the whole Euclidian system based on them and applies its various propositions to the real world that one begins to grasp the marvelous richness and fruitfulness of Euclid’s geometrical thought.


That is no different with regard to the study of virtue ethics, the interesting part of which is the edifice built upon its foundations: the whole gamut of virtues and their interrelations. Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics is less concerned with the foundations of virtue ethics than with giving the reader an excellent phenomenological description of a number of key virtues. It is through this description and not through Aristotle’s foundational remarks that the meaning and significance of the virtues becomes clear. Sadly, because foundations tend to be regarded as most important, the contemporary renaissance of virtue ethics has brought us very little in terms of a phenomenological description of the various virtues. Aristotle’s example has few imitators in our time. That must change if virtue ethics is ever to have social influence.


The virtues—and the vices—are central to the traditional conception of good and evil, and hence to this book. The approach is both analytic and synaptic. Sometimes virtues are “taken apart” analytically, for instance “tolerance” in chapter 7 and “loyalty” in chapter 8. But often the virtues are connected “synaptically” to other virtues—as in chapter 12, where justice and love are discussed—or to related concepts, such as honor, value, duties, and rights—as in chapters 5, 6, and 13. The foundations are examined in various chapters, especially in chapters 4 and 14. Both the ontological question of how an objective morality is to be understood, and the epistemological question of how we can come to know what morality demands of us, are discussed there. Most chapters, however, are of a phenomenological rather than foundational character. They describe, in the manner of Aristotle, what is there, factually. They are not primarily concerned with the principles underlying the phenomena.


The first two and the last three chapters are of a slightly different nature than the rest. Chapter 1 discusses something vital to civilization but often overlooked: the need for leisure—especially the leisure to read good books and to reflect. Chapter 2 is an extended criticism of Enlightenment thinking. It is placed at the beginning of the book in imitation of the Socratic elenchus: one needs first to get rid of one’s prejudices if the mind is to be opened to the truth. The last three chapters apply the insights of the previous chapters to subjects that have received far too little serious attention from moral philosophers in the last several decades. Chapters 15 and 16 deal with the family, and chapter 17 with the moral education of society’s future leaders.





Like all prefaces, this preface cannot end without a word of thanks to the people who have contributed to the English version of this book. First of all, I should mention the translator, Ineke Hardy, who did a superb job rendering my baroque Dutch into real English. Jonathan Price, my editor, also deserves the highest praise for the many idiomatic improvements and edits he suggested, most of which I adopted. Jeremy Beer, until recently editor in chief of ISI Books, managed the whole process like the true professional he is, beyond the call of duty. The Faculty of Law of the University of Leiden, my employer, was kind enough to pay most of the expenses associated with the translation. Finally, I would like to express my gratitude to all the people who have shaped my mind and kindled my love for the true and the beautiful over the years. If they are not mentioned here by name, it is only because they number so many, and I don’t want to run the risk of forgetting anyone. In a sense, they are the coauthors of this book. Hence, errors and inanities are due to them as well. But I gladly take the blame.










CHAPTER 1 LEISURE AND CIVILIZATION



1


In the modern Western world superficiality marks public discourse on various momentous topics. Think of the debate on values, which does not rise above the level of clichés. The same applies to the recent discussions in Europe about the European constitution. Pondering the question of why this is so, I began to realize that superficiality itself is one of the vices that constitutes the moral crisis of the West. No wonder then that discussion fails to break the surface.


Take the press as a representative example. We all know that a free press is one of the pillars of our free society, since it monitors and thereby restrains the ruling power. This role of the press is so important that one can say that if the ruling power curtails the freedom of the press, that power is almost certainly autocratic. In time, autocratic power goes hand in hand with arbitrariness, abuses of power, repression, legal insecurity, and violations of human rights. A free press is clearly imperative, but it would be superficial to suppose that its intended purpose has been achieved once we find ourselves with a diverse array of newspapers, news magazines, journals, and Web sites that gather news without interference by the authorities. When the press fails to exercise critical judgment and drifts along on the waves of current events, when it concentrates on sensational scoops and “human interest” stories about the love children of movie stars and the like, it does not well serve its constitutional function. Or worse, it does not serve it at all. It can only fulfill that role by practicing honest, critical, and, above all, searching journalism—in other words: investigative journalism.


Today, except in a few stalwart publications, investigative journalism is as good as dead. There simply is not enough time. The deadlines are murderous—articles have to be completed within days, often within hours. Time for reflection falls short, and granting a writer the freedom to spend more time on research is also out of the question. No money for that. What we are left with is the quick, the simple, and the juicy, which is also usually the sexy. We have infotainment. The European constitution? Genocide in Africa? Global warming? A quick interview with one or two people, a bit of typing, and that’s that. Next topic please—we don’t have all day.
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The same haste, the same deadlines, the same pressures plague all levels of society, but especially politics and the civil service, schools and universities, the bar and the judiciary. In short, all intellectual professions in the public domain. You have a meeting every day (often several) on a wide range of subjects. You are expected to have an opinion on everything that comes up for discussion. Each day you receive a stream of policy notes in preparation for the meetings—or just “for your information”—all of which must be carefully read while the normal work never stops for a second. The telephone rings incessantly, and every five minutes the computer displays a new e-mail message. If one’s secretary or a colleague calls in sick for the day, a temporary worker cannot be brought in, for lack of funds. Those who are left in the office must pick up the slack. They were already in the habit of working three nights a week anyway. So now it is four. And let us not forget the weekend, certainly Sunday, from noon onwards.


This is not merely the author, a professor, complaining about his workload. It has practical costs for us all. In the spring of 2004, I crossed swords with a Dutch politician who had been a member of the European convention that concocted a European constitution. It soon became apparent that my opponent had never given any real thought to the constitution phenomenon. The existence of a profound tradition of constitutional theory dating back to antiquity and culminating in Montesquieu, the Federalist Papers, and Tocqueville came as a complete surprise to him. That in 1787 and ’88, the Americans also held a convention—the Philadelphia Convention—which constructed a constitution so outstanding that today, more than two hundred years after its inception and with only a few amendments, it still forms the judicial and moral foundation of that country, in spite of the fact that qua population size, affluence, power, and culture, the United States of that era bears little likeness to the United States of today: all this was news to our politician. He failed to see why the participants of the European convention should have consulted the wisdom of their American predecessors.


This politician is no exception. On the contrary: the entire European convention consisted of shallow pragmatists of his ilk. That is a serious state of affairs, because the founding of a European constitutional state, the Rechtsstaat, will never happen this way. Those who are unaware of and unfamiliar with the basic principles of limited government, the separation of powers, checks and balances, and representative democracy, who are unaware of the momentous questions these doctrines address and resolve, will make a mess of constitutional law and create an abominable constitution that, if left to its devices, will produce chaos or repression or both.


Can we blame the politicians for lacking even a basic knowledge of these matters, and hence for having not even the faintest idea of what they are doing? No, because they never have time to immerse themselves in anything but the practical. They have not the time to read books, let alone to make a thorough study of the classic authors of constitutional theory. This is the most essential difference with the Philadelphia Convention. At least some of the participants in that convention—and quite a few hovering around them—did engage in lengthy studies, did reflect deeply on the subject matter, and thanks to these careful deliberations, developed a mature vision. The American constitution bears witness to that.


What about the civil service? Does it not counterbalance the unbearable lightness of the politicians? I fear not. To stay with the example of the European constitution, during a meeting on that topic, a senior civil servant of the Dutch Ministry of the Interior division in charge of constitutional issues complained to me that both he and his staff were completely occupied with topical matters, such as the municipal elections. There was no time to study the basic principles of the rule of law and contribute to the discussion on the European constitution from that perspective. And this from the head of a government division that is the official watchdog of the rule of law in the Netherlands!
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Fortunately, it seems we still have scholarship—the university—to come to the rescue. Academia, at least, still looks beyond the surface, still engages in critical thinking, still produces in-depth articles. Or does it? No longer are universities temples of the spirit, secular monasteries sheltered from the hustle and bustle of everyday life, exempt from market pressures, devoted to contemplation. There is not time for contemplation. The large numbers of students and the even larger financial cutbacks in the universities have led to a precipitous increase in the teaching burden. That alone leaves little time to do research. Add to that the administrative chores. It is interesting to note that the arrival of all sorts of “support” staff has only increased the administrative burden. The fundamental feature of university administration is nonstop change. Every rule and every agreement is permanently up for discussion.


The little time that remains must be spent on doing research. Add to that the obligation to publish three articles or so a year on penalty of eventual dismissal. It goes without saying that those articles are unlikely to plumb any depths or make an essential contribution to our knowledge. Thus, when it comes to the European constitution, the European universities have advanced precious little writing of any significance. This should come as no surprise when everything has to be written with great haste. There is not time for quiet reflection on a subject as complex and wide-ranging as the European constitution, a project of unifying almost thirty nation-states under one federal government. Fortunately, the quality of these articles, or the lack thereof, matters little, because nobody reads them. No one who matters to the discussion has time to read, least of all journalists, politicians, and civil servants.
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Taking stock of the above discussion leaves us with only one possible conclusion: what we lack, and what we need above all, is leisure. Leisure to reflect, leisure to investigate issues in detail, leisure to regain a clear image of both the big picture and the basics. In short, leisure to ponder the question of what we are actually doing.


This no doubt applies to everyone, but it applies most especially to the aforementioned intellectual professions that serve the public interest: journalism, politics and the civil service, schools and universities, the bar and the judiciary. Since these professions are the purveyors of culture that, in the long term, influence the weal and woe of society, they bear a special responsibility for the commonweal. If they do not function properly, society as a whole is endangered.


The intellectual professions can perform their duties to society well only if they have the leisure to break through the daily deluge of facts and ask themselves the fundamental questions about the human condition, human nature, and history. They must also have the leisure to make a careful study of the best arguments that have been offered over the course of time in answer to these questions. The European politician, for example, who drafts a constitution and thereby lays down the basic conditions of the future European state should, more than anything else, have knowledge of these fundamental issues. For, as the Federalist Papers put it, “what is government itself, but the greatest of all reflections on human nature?”1 If he is completely ignorant of these matters, if he is a shallow technocrat, he is bound to create a monstrosity of a constitution that is more likely to bring chaos and repression than order and liberty.


Where can this intellectual habit and this knowledge be found? What sources should be consulted? The best sources we have are the works of the greatest thinkers and poets who ever lived. From Homer, Thucydides, and the Gospels to Dostoyevsky, Nietzsche, and T. S. Eliot. Only those who have been cast in their mold are entitled to call themselves cultivated, educated, gebildet. Which means no more than that the cultivated have a certain understanding of reality in general, and knowledge of man in particular. Most others merely grope along in the dark, however much specialized knowledge they may possess.2


Studying these sources requires leisure; they must be pondered, not merely read. They sink in slowly. It takes time and the intellectual space that comes with being unencumbered by practical concerns. Society clearly has a vital interest in creating and guaranteeing this leisure time. It is a prerequisite for the proper functioning of the intellectual professions, which are, in turn, of crucial importance to society.


This insight is one of the pillars of Western civilization, going back to antiquity, and until recently it has been largely undisputed. It manifested itself in the ethos of those practicing the intellectual professions—Bildung was a must—and in various religious and cultural institutions such as Sunday rest, retreats, the grammar school and university curriculum, but also in limits on the working hours and workload of people such as politicians, lawyers, and judges; in university libraries that were maintained even if they received few visitors; in academic freedom for the researcher on whom few demands were made, etc. All this was based on the idea that those who practice the intellectual professions need the opportunity to reflect on fundamental issues.


All these institutions, all these enclaves of leisure time, have perished in recent years. In the words of theologian and philosopher Josef Pieper—who has discussed this theme with great eloquence—the intellectual professions have all been harnessed to the “total world of work.”3 They have been “proletarianized.” They have been gleichgeschaltet—forced into line—and, like every other profession, they have become part of the market economy. This clearly shows in the quality of journalism and politics, in the administration of justice, and in the “products” of the other intellectual professions. The quality, in a word, often makes one weep. If that does not change, the consequences are bound to be disastrous in the long run. The text of the professed European constitution is a clear indication.
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This book is about the big picture, about the basics. It has been written in (often hard-won) moments of leisure. And it should be read at leisure and in peace, ruminatively, so that the mind opens up and the basics may be explored. Basics that are so familiar to us and, precisely for that reason, so difficult to understand. Is there anyone left who has time for that? Is there anyone left who still has the skill, in spite of the pressures of daily life? It is for those who still retain that ability that this book has been written.


The central issue, although not always stated in so many words, is the classical question of the good life—for the individual but also for society. In other words, we will be dealing with good and bad in the widest sense, with personal as well as public ethics—exactly what used to be the focus of Bildung. Not how something should be done or accomplished, but what should be done or accomplished, was its focus. Not the method, the means, the blueprint to follow, the technique, but the purpose, the reason, the wherefore, and the why. In recent decades, this focus has increasingly disappeared. Nearly all we talk about these days is the how. We no longer discuss the what. With the result that our thoughts about the what have, to a large extent, become simplistic and shallow. The base thought, for instance, that the meaning of life lies in earning a great deal of money or in having constant fun has never received as much support as it does today. This explains, among many other things, the sancta simplicitas that is so characteristic of the members of the European convention. They simply never gave proper thought to the one crucial question: to what purpose?


Those who give little thought to what they ought to do just muddle along. They stumble through life, blundering from one endeavor to the next. Life does not amount to much, that way. Some succeed, but most fail. As long as this does not involve more than a few, little harm is done. They can be corrected and supported by others who know better. But what if an entire society has lost its way? If almost everyone stumbles along, including the government, then the harm will be incalculable. One ill-considered reform after another, one rash decision after another, will roll over the nation. No need to give examples; we can all name plenty of them.


Ultimately, such is the downfall of civilizations. It may be reassuring to know that this is a slow process, but therein lies the danger. Precisely because of the slow pace of decline, it is often difficult to perceive. It is seen only by those who possess Bildung, and they are becoming fewer and fewer in number.
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What was the substantive core of Bildung?4 What was the subject matter around which everything revolved? It was, on the one hand, Greek and Roman thought—their philosophy, epic poetry, drama, rhetoric, historiography, visual arts, and so forth. On the other hand, it was the Christian tradition. The latter’s focus, naturally, was on the Bible, but it also produced a rich array of theological, philosophical, and literary writings, not to mention the visual arts. These have been the two pillars of Bildung over the past two millennia and more.


The sixty-four-thousand-dollar question is: was this Bildung worth the effort? Did it give us what we need and cannot do without? Many—perhaps most—think not. Their perception is that what we have been handed through the centuries in terms of insight into the human condition is nothing more than an accumulation of prejudices and fictions. It is good riddance that finally, after two millennia, we have jettisoned the rubbish.


I believe this view to be both incorrect and dangerous. Incorrect, because it is based on a lack of appreciation of the richness and versatility of this heritage. Dangerous, because apart from the fact that we cannot do without the Greco-Roman and Christian heritage, what replaced it, in the name of the Enlightenment and Romanticism, is a serious threat to civilization. Leisure is just one of its victims. This, more than anything, is the thesis that links the following chapters. If you want to call it conservative, that is fine with me.










CHAPTER 2 THE SOLID DARKNESS OF THE ENLIGHTENMENT



1


The first half of the nineteenth century gave birth to three philosophies that have played a decisive role in shaping the political debate of the past centuries: socialism, liberalism, and conservatism. The primary reference point for all three was the French Revolution and the Enlightenment philosophy that preceded it and was one of its causes. In essence, the three philosophies embodied the whole extent of the three possible interpretations of the Enlightenment and the Revolution.


To the socialists, they were the dawn of a new day. To the liberals, they were the noonday sun breaking through clouds. And to the conservatives, they were the fall of night.1 For socialists the Enlightenment and the Revolution did not go far enough. The battle was not over yet. To the liberals, they were the discovery and first implementation of the only valid principles of political and social order. What remained to be done was to bring reality fully into conformity with these principles. The conservatives, finally, saw the Enlightenment and the Revolution as an intellectual and political aberration that ignored the nature of things—rerum natura—and hence as the prelude to great misfortune. In their eyes, therefore, it was crucial to challenge the Enlightenment and the Revolution and their children (liberalism and socialism) with a view to returning to a political and social order that reflects the nature of things. So say the textbooks. It is a simple outline, perhaps overly so, but it gives us a handle to develop our thoughts on conservatism.2


2


The origin of conservatism in the opposition to the Enlightenment and the Revolution is clear. But what was the bone of contention? The common answer is the Enlightenment’s emphasis on the individual’s powers of reason. We do indeed often hear Enlightenment thinkers say that the individual’s powers of reason have not been used to full advantage. In line with that reasoning, they view the history of mankind as a chain of ignorance, prejudice, and superstition. The first requirement to gaining an understanding of reality is hence a deliberate break with the past, with tradition, and with the institutions that embody that tradition. Bacon, Descartes, Hobbes, and Spinoza had shown the way.3


In contrast to this optimistic vision, conservatism is instead characterized by the conviction that the individual possesses only limited cognitive powers. This is why traditions and institutions are indispensable. Edmund Burke, often called the father of conservatism, argues in his magnum opus Reflections on the Revolution in France (1791) that “we [the conservative British, as opposed to the revolutionary French—A. K.] 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 of ages.”4 A few paragraphs earlier, Burke had already argued that “we know that we have made no discoveries, and we think that no discoveries are to be made, in morality; nor many in the great principles of government, nor in the ideas of liberty, which were understood long before we were born.”5


On the face of it, then, it seems clear: conservatism regards Enlightenment thinking as a form of hubris. History is not an accumulation of inanities but a source of insight and wisdom, much of which is incorporated into the institutions inherited from our forefathers. The radical rejection and transformation or even liquidation of these institutions is thus extremely unwise. It is true that, frequently, the incorporated insight and wisdom are not obvious to the individual mind. On the contrary, they often appear to be merely prejudices, which is precisely what the Enlightenment thinkers believed. A closer look, however, will reveal that they embody great wisdom. Burke has this in mind when he provocatively argues that “instead of casting away all our old prejudices, we cherish them to a very considerable degree, and… the longer they have lasted, and the more generally they have prevailed, the more we cherish them.”6
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Despite the fact that the above singles out an important element in the discussion between Enlightenment thinkers and their conservative opponents, the idea that this constitutes the very core of conservatism must nevertheless be disputed. In the first place, conservative criticism of the Enlightenment’s views on cognition extends well beyond the issue discussed above. Secondly and most importantly, that criticism concerns not only cognition but also and especially conation: desires and the will.7 It is its view of conation that characterizes conservatism more than anything else.


What is the essence of the conservatives’ objection to the modern view of conation? It is the fact that the modern view rejects the idea that man is by nature inclined to evil or, to put in more religious terms, is encumbered with original sin.8 Conservatism disputes this rejection. Conservatism sees the inclination toward evil—man’s moral shortcomings—as the most fundamental dimension of the human condition, and its denial as the source and origin of the lion’s share of social and individual misfortune.9 Despite the doctrine’s essential simplicity it is easily misunderstood. What does it mean when the conservative says man is by nature inclined to evil, that he is encumbered with original sin?10


What he means by evil is the forces of chaos, dissonance, and corruption that spring from man’s nature. “Good” denotes the opposing spiritual forces of order, harmony, and well-being. The forces of evil can assume many forms. They can express themselves through inner turmoil and neurosis, but they can also ruin relations between people and groups of people, because they bring about discord, recriminations, and conflict, because they are responsible for fighting, guerrilla warfare, and wars, and because they incite plunder, exploitation, and destruction.


What are these forces of chaos, dissonance, and corruption? When we speak of evil, we refer primarily to deeds and acts—at least insofar as we speak of evil perpetrated by man. Murder, theft, destruction, and abuse, but also insult, humiliation, defamation, and the like: in spite of their differences, each of these is an act, even if only a speech act. Evil characterizes a certain type of behavior. Acts—rather than thoughts and feelings—seem to be of overriding importance. What goes on inside man seems irrelevant, or at least relevant to a lesser extent.


This, however, is an error. The interior—consciousness—relates to the exterior—acts—as cause relates to effect. Acts are always secondary, always preceded by some motive. Thus, we should address ourselves to evil’s root in man’s inner life. This is where we must begin if we wish to understand evil. The root of evil lies in man himself, cursed as he is with a great number of pernicious affects. He is born with them; they dwell even in infants, as Augustine reminds us.11


These evil affects are too numerous to mention, and any list is therefore bound to be incomplete. Nevertheless, conservatism has placed special emphasis on seven evil affects that lurk within all of us by nature. These are traditionally identified as pride, greed, lust, wrath, gluttony, envy, and sloth. They are also called the seven cardinal or capital sins,12 not so much because they represent the worst forms of evil in man but because they are the evil affects from which spring all other vices; each is a mother with many daughters.


The affect traditionally called pride is now known as egotism, self-importance, arrogance, vanity, superciliousness, condescension, and conceit. Greed is related to miserliness, parsimony, and cupidity. Lust is lewdness and horniness. Wrath expresses itself as resentment, rancor, anger, rage, and indignation. Gluttony is intemperance with respect to food and drink. In extreme cases, we speak of voracity and dipsomania. Envy is related to jealousy and Schadenfreude. And finally, sloth denotes inertia, laziness, idleness, slovenliness, carelessness, disorderliness, and indifference.13
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How should we understand inclination toward evil? Man is not good and virtuous by nature because he is born with a number of evil affects that prevent him from spontaneously and automatically doing what is good—for others, but for himself as well. Man has many desires that, if given free rein, harm himself, others, and the world around him. They can turn life into misery. Malevolence (knowingly and intentionally doing evil or allowing it to happen) is the most obvious instance of the inclination toward evil, but it would be quite incorrect to equate that inclination with malevolence alone. Dolus malus is just one of the manifestations of man’s inclination toward evil. It is without a doubt the worst form, but it is neither the only form nor the most common one. Apart from malevolence, we should distinguish at least two other forms of the inclination toward evil. First, akrasia or weakness of the will, and second, ignorance or obliviousness to harm.


Akrasia is a form of weakness. Paul’s words to the Romans are a classic expression of this phenomenon: “For the good that I would I do not: but the evil which I would not, that I do.”14 Clearly, the inclination toward evil does not express itself here in the will. On the contrary: in this case, we are of good will. But there is obviously a gap between will and deed, with the result that our good intentions remain just that. A common phenomenon.


Moral ignorance, the third form of the inclination toward evil, is even more commonplace. It is manifested in the failure to realize the harm one does, in obliviousness to evil. Socrates has this in mind in the Platonic dialogues in which he insists on the relationship between knowledge and virtue. Moral ignorance comes in two forms: value-blindness and subsumption-blindness.15 We can speak of value-blindness when we encounter a complete or partial lack of awareness of good and evil, and of subsumption-blindness when a person, despite his understanding of good and evil, fails to measure his concrete acts by that yardstick.


Clearly, those who would explain the conservative doctrine of man’s inclination toward evil as the conviction that all men are of ill will and only seek to cause harm completely miss the boat. When harm is done, it is sometimes caused by malevolence, but it is more likely to be the result of weakness or ignorance.


But, one might object, would it not suffice to say that the human soul has both light and dark sides, which are locked in a permanent battle for ascendancy: good will and ill will, strength and weakness, understanding and ignorance? Do the words “inclination toward evil” not imply the dark side’s ascendancy?


Yes and no. It is true that the conservative believes that the inclination toward evil means that man’s daily battle against evil is an unequal fight, in many respects. The evil within us is more common and likely than the good. It is a battle against Goliath. Evil comes naturally; the moment we lower our guard, the harm may already be done. But doing what is right demands ceaseless care and attention, struggle and effort. Malevolence comes easily when we are treated unjustly; maintaining one’s good will in such circumstances requires effort. Weakness of will is so commonplace that we largely just put up with it. Strength of will is so exceptional that it is invariably praised. Moral acumen is an asset difficult to acquire, moral ignorance something we all possess.


Yet, as is clearly implied by the above, conservatives do not consider man a hopeless, incorrigible case. David did win the battle against Goliath, after all. Man is not virtuous by nature, but he is able to acquire a certain measure of virtue and goodness. He is born with a great number of evil affects but he is capable of tempering and regulating them and can sometimes even extinguish them. He is susceptible to fears and temptations but he is not completely at their mercy. Perfection sub luna can only be aspired to and never realized. Moral flawlessness is not in store for man. But he is not doomed to all evil. He is just inclined toward it.
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The battle is against the evil within. It can never be won, but it need not be lost either. We require a certain measure of distrust toward ourselves, a certain measure of willpower and perseverance, a fundamental refusal to let ourselves be ruled by evil. We must be wary of the enemy within, show character in battle, and remain of good will. Man is inclined toward evil, and thus to become virtuous he is called upon to fight for a change of heart. Such is the conservative analysis of the human condition. Man is compelled to exercise Selbstzwang,16 an inner check,17 to “stay on the right path” in the strictly moral and not just legal sense of the word. This self-constraint is a task to be performed by the inner repository of morality, our moral conscience.


This is the main prerequisite for individual freedom. If self-constraint exercised by the conscience is absent, the latter cannot exist. In the words of Edmund Burke: “Society cannot exist unless a controlling power upon will and appetite be present and the less of it there is within, the more there must be without. It is ordained in the eternal constitution of things that men of intemperate minds cannot be free. Their passions forge their fetters.”18 Without inner control, man is a slave of his passions, his affects. And since many of those are of an evil nature—they bring disorder, disruption, and destruction—in the absence of inner control, outer control is required to maintain order and harmony.


Outer control has two forms or sources. First, the body of legal instruments of order: the state, legislation, armed forces, police, judiciary, penalties, prisons, and so on. This body of instruments calls man to order primarily through the blunt incentive of fear of punishment. Apart from this, there is the system of social-control mechanisms, which functions on the basis of the more subtle incentives of reputation, esteem, status, and rank. The process of calling to order in this case works through the importance we attach to our honor and good name and the fear we have of being shamed and ridiculed. This could be called the court of taste and manners.


When asked their opinion about these outer controls, conservative thinkers usually express a preference for social-control mechanisms. They are of a higher order than the body of legal instruments, which appeal to man on an animal level. Whereas social controls leave some elbowroom, legal remedies simply suspend man’s liberty. They should only be a last resort.


Yet social control is also pre- or submoral. This mechanism is equally based on a body of external incentives to which men react, and thus in a sense treats man as animal and unfree in nature. True human freedom exists only if man’s actions are directed by the inner control of his conscience, rather than by an outer control. Only then do we enter the domain of morality. Actions are morally good only if they are inspired by an understanding of what is right, rather than by the pursuit of honor or the fear of blame or the fear of legal sanctions. This is the sort of understanding that characterizes a conscientious person.


No human being is born conscientious. All that we possess by nature is the capacity to become a conscientious person. Hence, our conscience must be developed. Hence the need for moral education by institutions designated for that purpose—in the first place family, school, and church, though other institutions are by no means to be excluded.


The importance of moral education—training the conscience of the next generation—is difficult to overestimate. Without conscience training, without moral education, freedom cannot continue to exist, because without a moral conscience, man is not capable of checking himself. He remains a slave of his harmful affects. Restricting freedom then becomes a necessity, either through social-control mechanisms or through a body of legal instruments. Otherwise chaos and anarchy would result. And that would be disastrous, because “order is the first need of all.”19
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Plainly, moral conscience occupies a crucial position in conservative philosophy.20 Yet it would be a mistake to believe that conservatism embraces only this internal source of order and rejects the two external sources. The very moral education required for conscience training is itself shaped by social and legal incentives. Moral education uses external controls with the aim of rendering them redundant. It is a process of disciplining for the purpose of developing self-discipline.


Moreover, for at least three reasons, the individual’s conscience can never be the only standard by which to measure good and evil. First, the conscience tends to wither and lose its edge if it does not receive regular reinforcement from external sources—a church service, for instance, or criticism from others, or punishment. In the second place, we must consider that, in the words of the philosopher Hans Reiner: “Although each person has an elemental knowledge of good and evil, when it comes to the specific case of one’s own actions, this knowledge all too easily becomes clouded by the temptation inherent in the advantages or the enjoyment of evil. Here, the opinion of others remains a necessary and justified instance of control for our conscience.”21 To “the opinion of others” we might add: legal controls, where necessary.


Lastly, our conscience can also grow perplexed by the complexity of the situation. As Reiner puts it:




[I]n many moral decisions, the will is certainly fully committed to do the right thing but is still unsure of what to decide, because it finds itself confronted with multiple demands, whereas the constraints of time and means allow it to satisfy only one of these at a time; or also because the probable effects of an action are partly good and partly bad and the process of judging the relative merits of these interests, pulling in opposite directions, does not yield clear results.22





Reaching the proper decision on what to do requires “in many cases a broad overview of the relationships between the events in one’s own life and in all reality, which is something not everyone can have. That is why… a certain orientation to the moral standards that have been shaped and elaborated by society at large and its experiences is certainly justified and necessary.”23 To which we might again add: an orientation toward what is legally allowed.


In summary, conservatism regards moral conscience as perhaps the most important element of man’s humanity, as that which makes him truly human, allows him to become civilized, and to be free. At the same time, conservatism is imbued with the awareness that man’s inclination toward evil cannot be completely eradicated. For this reason, society will never be able to cope without social-control mechanisms and a body of legal instruments to keep man on the right path. Conservatism therefore tends to emphasize the value of social and legal institutions. The dangers that lurk in these institutions must not be downplayed, but a much greater danger lies in opposing them. Opposition to these props of human civilization is often motivated by a misplaced optimism about human nature and the faulty concept of freedom to which it gives rise. These are traits we find especially in Enlightenment thinking.
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The Christian tradition is permeated with these insights,24 indicating a natural affinity between Christianity and conservatism. Little surprise, then, that many conservative thinkers are also Christian. Much conservative thought is hidden behind the label “Christian.”


On the Protestant side, there is a rich tradition of reflection on the human condition which must be called conservative. One might think in this context of Immanuel Kant, Friedrich Stahl, Abraham Kuyper, Emil Brunner, Karl Barth, Reinhold Niebuhr, and Herman Dooyeweerd. Roman Catholic thinking is also distinctly conservative. Victor Cathrein, Max Scheler, Dietrich von Hildebrand, Josef Pieper, John Henry Newman, Romano Guardini, Hans Urs von Balthasar, Christopher Dawson, Bernard Häring, and many others may be mentioned here.


The fact that many conservative thinkers are Christians does not, however, make conservatism an exclusively Christian body of thought. Conservatism and Christianity do not fully correspond. All true Christians may be conservative, but not all conservatives are Christians.25 Conservative arguments are often derived from the ancient Greeks and Romans, since these traditions offer ideas that are in many respects comparable to Christian ideas. Authors such as Jacob Burckhardt, Irving Babbitt, Nicolai Hartmann, Leo Strauss, and José Ortega y Gasset belong to this category of conservative thinkers. Although there is no question of a complete agreement between the classical and Christian legacies, the Greeks and Romans shared the conviction of the innate evil in man and the necessity of, and the call to, a change of heart.


Most conservatives call upon both the Christian and classical body of thought in the conviction that the two traditions complement and reinforce each other. This synthetic view is espoused especially but not exclusively by authors of the Roman Catholic persuasion.26 In addition to the Protestants and Catholics mentioned above, we should name Edmund Burke, Joseph de Maistre, Louis de Bonald, Alexis de Tocqueville, Matthew Arnold, Lord Acton, Paul Elmer More, Wilhelm Röpke, Eric Voegelin, Otto Friedrich Bollnow, Hans Reiner, and Russell Kirk. Many other names might be added.


In summary, then, conservatism can be characterized as the philosophy that, in reaction to the Enlightenment and the Revolution, is a conscious defense of the Christian and classical legacies against the new liberal and socialist philosophies.


8


What do liberalism and socialism, as products of the Enlightenment and the Revolution, propose instead of man’s inclination toward evil as the cause of the presence of evil in the world?


The Enlightenment doctrine par excellence is the view that evil should not be sought in man but in society—civilization, Christianity, feudalism, property, capitalism, the law, education, the family, and so forth—and that it can therefore be erased by bringing about a better society. This view forms the basis of what Napoleon once called “le terrible esprit de nouveauté,” a reformist verve that is directed outward, at the world, and not inward, at the soul.27


The direction of man’s will, his desires, is not an object of moral reflection but is taken as a given. The focus is on how these desires can be realized, not on what always came first in the Christian and classical tradition and was taken up again by conservatism: the question of whether the desires are morally sound. To both the Enlightenment thinkers and the tradition, evil manifests itself in the tension between man’s desires and the world. But while the tradition interpreted this tension as commanding the will to conform man’s desires to the world, the Enlightenment thinkers—in a radical redefinition of the human condition—saw it as commanding the will to bring the world more in line with man’s desires.


How can the tension between man’s desires and the world be eliminated? Both the Enlightenment and the tradition see reason as the primary instrument for this purpose. But each finds a different role for reason. To the Christian and classical tradition, the function of reason is to order and temper the desires, to keep them within the bounds of reason, while the Enlightenment sees its task as recreating the world according to our desires.


The new scientific method, programmatically expressed by Bacon and exemplified by Newton, was considered the paradigmatic use of reason by the Enlightenment thinkers. “Nature and Nature’s laws lay hid in night / God said, Let Newton be! And all was light.”28 Scientific research would bring light in the darkness, would allow man to finally master his fate. Thanks to science, the world would eventually be brought into conformity with man’s desires, and evil would thus be overcome. Out with those old books, full of meaningless words and dubious metaphysics. We must free ourselves from our old preconceptions and begin anew by investigating “the book of nature” scientifically. Those who are familiar with the laws of nature are no longer at the mercy of that nature but can harness it to their cart.


The scientific approach of natural sciences could and should be applied to man and society, the Enlightenment thinkers believed, because they saw no fundamental differences between body and mind, man and matter, culture and nature. Natural phenomena are causally determined by various forces of nature. Man is too. This conviction is unequivocally expressed in the famous opening sentence of Bentham’s Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation (1789):




Nature has placed mankind under the governance of two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure. It is for them alone to point out what we ought to do, as well as to determine what we shall do. On the one hand the standard of right and wrong, on the other the chain of causes and effects, are fastened to their throne. They govern us in all we do, in all we say, in all we think.29





Pain and pleasure (utility) in the sciences of man are the equivalents of Newton’s forces of attraction in the sciences of nature.


This idea robs the traditional question of a desire’s moral propriety of all meaning. It is possible to misjudge and perform an incorrect utility calculus, and therefore reflection remains essential. But that reflection is of an instrumental rather than a moral nature. It serves rather than stands above the desires.30 Inner struggle in the sense of a superior part of the self—reason—supervising and calling to account an inferior part—the desires—has no room in this view. The inner struggle is limited to that of Buridan’s ass, who was famously unable to choose between a bale of hay and a bucket of water.31 Regret does not connote a feeling of guilt and remorse but a feeling of distress, engendered by the knowledge that one has failed to make the most optimal choice in terms of utility. As a consequence, this sort of naturalistic approach does not allow room for morality, at least not in the strict sense of the word—as Selbstzwang, as an inner check that conforms the desires to the nature of things.


When we shift from the level of the individual to that of society, we are immediately faced with the question of how a multitude of utility maximizers relate to each other. What should be done if there are confrontations and the pleasure of one is the pain of another? Experience shows that this is often the case. The answer to this question is deceptively simple: given the desirability of maximum pleasure and minimum pain in society, and given the fact that man unfailingly wants the same for himself, it is necessary and sufficient to place him in an institutional environment of positive and negative incentives—carrots and sticks—that achieves the desired social result.32


Armed with this criterion, the Enlightenment thinkers criticized numerous institutions and made many reforms, with the aim of increasing overall social utility. The ideas on free trade voiced by authors such as Quesnay, Turgot, and Smith, those on penal reform by Beccaria, Bentham, and Voltaire, and those on constitutional checks and balances by Montesquieu and Madison, are only the most famous examples. The individual aspires to maximize his pleasure and minimize his pain. By placing him in a carefully designed institutional environment (e.g., the market) he will act in such a way that, while aiming at his self-interest, he will serve the common good: the greatest pleasure for the greatest number.
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Conservatives have never tired of pointing out the huge paradox inherent in this Enlightenment doctrine. On the one hand, it elevates man to the Lord of Creation, to a veritable Prometheus who gradually robs nature of its secrets and molds the world ever more to his will, thereby ridding himself of disease, pain, poverty, coercion, and oppression. On the other hand, the Enlightenment doctrine rejects the inner battle-field—and with it, inner freedom and responsibility—reducing man to a creature that reacts quasi-mechanically to external incentives and thus does not fundamentally differ from an animal, or even inanimate nature. Voilà the Enlightenment’s image of man: cognitively, man is a demi-god, but on the conative level he is a centaur. In both respects, the conservative believes, the Enlightenment doctrine clearly misunderstands what it means to be human.


To begin with, consider cognition. Criticism of Enlightenment ideas of rationality and knowledge is a constant motif in the history of conservative thought, also and especially in the name of rationality and knowledge. Enlightenment thinking restricts these notions to the specific variants manifested in modern science, and it labels anything that cannot be demonstrated in this fashion an irrational prejudice. Conservatives think that this move is completely unjustified. The tools of reason encompass far more than the Enlightenment believes. Most importantly, they encompass that which the tradition calls prudentia. Knowledge characteristic of prudentia—ars vivendi, the art of living—Enlightenment thinkers take to be pseudo-knowledge. In their view there is no such thing as the art of living.33 Conservatives regard this as a serious blindness.


The Enlightenment has far too narrow a conception of rationality and knowledge. At the same time, conservatism argues that the Enlightenment is far too optimistic about rationality and knowledge in general and scientific knowledge in particular, as if more knowledge were always a good thing. Conservatives understand that reason in general and the modern scientific method in particular can have destructive effects. There are things we are better off not knowing.34


Finally, the conservative would argue that the application of the modern scientific method to the study of man and society has led to a collection of pseudo-sciences known as behavioral or social sciences. Modeled on the natural sciences, the quasi-scientific approach of these novel sciences attempts to measure what cannot possibly be measured: man. The pseudo-knowledge generated by these sciences is usually indistinguishable from the “perceptions” of astrology. Unhappily, this pseudo-knowledge has become the basis for many individual and collective decisions, the consequences of which are often disastrous. The most vaunted example of this is those formal models in economics which, it is claimed, provide the means for economic planning. But there are many other examples.


The conservative is not a skeptic. He does believe that a well-grounded knowledge of man and society is within our reach.35 In fact, he would argue that we have actually possessed that knowledge for centuries. But it cannot be found in the social sciences. It reposes in the great literary, philosophical, theological, and legal traditions also known as the studia humanitatis or humaniora. Those are the sources to be consulted by anyone trying to understand man and society.
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Next, conation. As mentioned, the Enlightenment doctrine regards pain and pleasure (utility) in the human and social sciences as the equivalents of Newton’s forces of attraction in the natural sciences. Both, within their own domain, explain everything that occurs. Man cannot ever be free from the results of his individual utility calculus. That underlies everything else. Any change in the constellation of pleasures and pains also brings a change in the direction of his “movement.” Man can make mistakes, of course, and de facto fail to maximize his utility, but that does not mean he is capable of pursuing something other than utility maximization. Anyone making claims to the contrary has been taken in by impressive-sounding but meaningless words, according to the Enlightenment philosophy.


This view is eloquently summarized in Bentham’s Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, where he contrasts the utility principle with the so-called ascetic principle. The partisans of the latter principle fall into two categories, a philosophical party and a religious party:




Hope, that is the prospect of pleasure, seems to have animated the former [i.e., the philosophical party—A. K.]: hope, the aliment of philosophic pride, of honour and reputation at the hands of men. Fear, that is the prospect of pain, the latter [i.e., the religious party]: fear, the offspring of superstitious fancy: the fear of future punishment at the hands of a splenetic and revengeful Deity.36





In Bentham’s eyes, the ascetic principle is nothing but a form of careless and faulty thinking:




The principle of asceticism seems originally to have been the reverie of certain hasty speculators, who having perceived or fancied that certain pleasures, when reaped in certain circumstances, have, at the long run, been attended with pains more than equivalent to them, took occasion to quarrel with every thing that offered itself under the name of pleasure. Having then got thus far, they forgot the point from which they set out and pushed on, and went so much further as to think it meritorious to fall in love with pain. Even this is at bottom but the principle of utility misap-plied.37





Bentham believes that this misunderstanding has not been without consequences for humanity:




[T]he sentiments of the bulk of mankind have all along received a tincture of this ascetic principle; some from the philosophical, some from the religious, some from both. Men of education more frequently from the philosophical, as this is more suited to the elevation of their sentiments, the vulgar more frequently from the superstitious, as this is more suited to the narrowness of their intellect, undilated by knowledge: and to the abjectness of their condition, continually open to the attacks of fear.38





In the philosophical party we easily recognize those who take their inspiration from the Greeks and the Romans, and in the religious party we recognize Christianity. To Bentham both are equally absurd. Together they form what may be the greatest obstacle on the path to truth and happiness:




The tinctures… derived from the two sources, would naturally intermingle, insomuch that a man would not always know by which of the two he was most influenced: and they would often serve to corroborate and enliven one another. It was this conformity that made a kind of alliance between parties of a complexion otherwise so dissimilar: and disposed them to unite upon various occasions against the common enemy: the partisan of the principle of utility, whom they joined in branding with the odious name of Epicureanism.39





This is all very true. Except that to conservatives it is the principle of utility, not that of asceticism, that is the result of careless and faulty thinking. Consequently, they regard the philosophical and religious parties not as the greatest obstacle on the path to truth and happiness but as offering the most important signposts along this path.40


This allows us to draw an important conclusion: the utility principle of the Enlightenment is by no means the formal principle it first appears to be. The Enlightenment doctrine opposes the traditional view that man must guard against what he perceives as pleasure and should not shrink from pain in order to live a good life. It rejects the view that there is something drastically wrong in man’s natural affective system, and that an inner struggle is needed to bring order to that system. It denies that man is a barbarian by nature and that only “the principle of ascetism” can make him into a civilized being, into a being that is human in the full sense of the word.


Enlightenment thinkers consider this a flawed application of the utility principle. It puts an unhealthy and needless obstacle in the way of man’s happiness. They believe that, on the whole, there is nothing wrong with man’s natural affective system, with his desires. He is certainly not inclined to all evil. And that brings us to the heart of the matter: in Enlightenment thinking, the notion of evil in man vanishes.
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Two separate lines of argument can be identified. Either the presence of innate evil affects is rejected, or the presence of these affects is recognized but their evil nature is rejected.


The first line of argument (there is no innate evil) has two variants. First, man is born without innate principles, either of a speculative or a practical nature. His spirit is a tabula rasa. Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding is generally recognized as fons et origo of this view.41 The Enlightenment thinkers liked to hold up Locke’s Essay as a shining example.42


And second, man is naturally good, a view that has garnered great support especially through the works of Rousseau.43 “Men are wicked; of that, no proof is required, given the sad and perpetual experience,” he wrote, “but, all the same, man is naturally good.”44 As Ernst Cassirer notes in Die Philosophie der Aufklärung,




The thought of the Fall lost all force and validity for [Rousseau].… It led to an irreconcilable conflict and a permanent split between him and the church doctrine. The church itself judged his writings with complete lucidity and decisiveness, instantly singling out this fundamental question as the crucial problem. The mandate banning the Émile, issued by Christophe de Beaumont, archbishop of Paris, emphasizes that Rousseau’s thesis arguing that the primary strivings of human nature are always innocent and good is in sharp contrast to everything the Holy Writ and the church have taught about the nature of man.45





Both Enlightenment variants—the Lockean and the Rousseauian—advocate that the source of evil should be sought not in man but in society. If there is any evil in man at all, it is a derivative caused by a society that made man into what he is. Thus, if society improves, man will also grow into a better being.


There are differences as well. In the Lockean view of man as a tabula rasa, we recognize the foundation of the “malleability idea” that became popular in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Especially in the socialist tradition, we find the idea that man and society are completely malleable, that nothing is predetermined in human nature, and consequently, that the right politics can create a fundamentally better man and society.46 In the Rousseauian view we recognize the foundation of both modern “back to nature” thinking, which has had a deep influence on modern thought about the environment, and about sexuality, manners, education, and the value of morality in general.


Conservatism has nothing good to say about either of these views. They attack evil from the wrong angle. At best, they will not yield any results. But they will more likely produce the opposite of what is intended.
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The second line of argument in opposition to the idea of man’s inclination toward evil does recognize the presence of the affects traditionally labeled as evil, but denies their evil nature. This line goes back to Hobbes. The classic exposition of this argument is Mandeville’s Fable of the Bees, which has the revealing subtitle “Private vices, public benefits.”47 The work consists of a poem accompanied by a detailed commentary and defense.


The poem, titled “The Grumbling Hive,” tells of:




A spacious Hive well stockt with Bees


That liv’d in Luxury and Ease


And yet as fam’d for Laws and Arms


As yielding large and early Swarms


Was counted the great Nursery


Of Sciences and Industry.


No Bees had better Government,


More fickleness, or less Content.


They were not Slaves to Tyranny,


Nor rul’d by wild Democracy


But Kings, that could not wrong, because


Their Power was circumscrib’d by Laws.48





The hive is thriving. What are the reasons for this prosperity? “Lust,” “vanity,” “enmity,” “deceit,” “sloth,” “avarice,” “pride,” “envy,” “drunkenness,” “gluttony,” and so forth:




Thus every Part was full of Vice


Yet the whole Mass a Paradise.49





Because:




Thus Vice nurs’d Ingenuity,


Which joined with Time and Industry


Had carry’d Life’s Conveniencies


It’s real Pleasures, Comforts, Ease,


To such a Height, the very Poor


Liv’d better than the Rich before


And nothing could be added more.50





Yet the bees were not happy:




But all the Rogues cry’d brazenly


Good Gods, Had we but Honesty!51





This got on Jupiter’s nerves:




But Jove with Indignation mov’d


At last in Anger swore, He’d rid


The bawling Hive of Fraud; and did.52





The consequences are disastrous. The beehive, once so large, prosperous, and thriving, degenerates into a miserable colony whose members pass their days in poverty and squalor. The poem concludes with “The Moral”:




Then leave Complaints: Fools only strive


To make a Great an Honest Hive


T’enjoy the World’s Conveniences


Be fam’d in War, yet live in Ease


Without great Vices, is a vain


Eutopia seated in the Brain


Fraud, Luxury and Pride must live


While we the Benefits receive.53





Mandeville presents a veritable Umwertung aller Werte (a transvaluation of values) here. With evident delight, just about everything traditionally judged and condemned as an evil affect is presented in the Fable of the Bees as a good, because the social consequences are generally favorable.


This thought is unmistakably the hub of what later became known as liberalism, and it was made respectable by Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations (1776). Smith’s work can be seen as a censored version of Mandeville’s Fable, in which the defense of evil affects is disguised by the use of the much less provocative concept of self-interest. “It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own interest”: so reads one of the best-known adages in his Wealth of Nations.54 What is traditionally denounced as evil should be applauded, because it motivates people to assist each other, even if they are only pursuing their own interest. Greed motivates people to offer desirable items and services for sale or rent and, not infrequently, causes them to desire them in the first place. But lust, ambition, envy, and the various other vices also boost this process of mutual provision of services. And they sustain it.


Conservatism also opposes this second line of argument. Not because the reasoning is false and unrealistic, as is the first, but because it is all too cynical and profane. Mandeville’s “Introduction” to the Fable speaks volumes:




One of the greatest reasons why so few people understand themselves is that most writers are always teaching men what they should be, and hardly ever trouble their heads with telling them what they really are. I believe man to be a compound of various passions, that all of them as they are provoked and come uppermost, govern him by turns, whether he will or not. 55





In other words, the gap between is and ought cannot be bridged except by adjusting the norm to fit the facts. Attempting the reverse and making the norm govern the facts is senseless, because man is what he is and he will never be any better than that.


Conservatives think this view misinterprets the actual relationship between the realm of fact and the realm of moral value. Unlike the claims of Mandeville et al., man is not by definition a slave to his desires, although he can easily become one. No conservative will deny that a system of mutual provision of services, based on a range of evil affects residing within man—which are further inflamed by the unrestricted operation of that system—“works,” in the sense that it maximizes utility. Unlike critics from the left, conservatives do not believe that the market fails when measured by its own notion of success: utility maximization. Conservative criticism is not about whether the market lives up to its promises, but whether the market’s promises are necessarily beneficial. Desires—or “preferences,” as they are now called—are a fundamental principle of the market that is not open to question in the market philosophy. To conservatives, on the other hand, desires are the core of the problem. To be sure, many conservatives are strong advocates of the market economy, beginning with Burke.56 But conservatives, unlike many market liberals, are also well aware of the limitations and dangers of the market.57
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The Enlightenment philosophy cannot but agree that conation should, at least to some extent, be subject to limits. This applies to the Lockean but also to the Rousseauian and the Hobbesian/Mandevillean variants. Desires, or preferences, cannot be totally superior to all norms. When greed leads to theft, lust to rape, ambition to murder, lust for power to oppression, and so forth, one can hardly just sit by and watch. What should be done in such cases?


The evil in man’s nature is an actual fact, even if—according to the Enlightenment—it is not a natural fact. Take hate, envy, and wrath, for instance. To the extent that these affects cannot be harnessed by the system of mutual provision of goods and services—that is, the market—they need to be controlled in a different fashion, on penalty of a lapse into violence, barbarity, and despotism.


Enlightenment thinking distinguishes three essential institutional checks on evil passions: the state, public opinion, and an inner control that is the result of education. Using rewards and punishment, these institutions are able to manipulate the individual calculus of pain and pleasure in such a way that the desired behavior results.


As we have seen, conservatism, following the classical and Christian traditions, also considers the state, public opinion, and an inner control implanted by education as primary sources of order—as buffers against violence, barbarity, and despotism. In this respect, therefore, the traditional/conservative view and the Enlightenment view appear to be markedly similar. But appearances deceive.


First, inner control carries a negative connotation for Enlightenment thinkers, because it represents the most drastic curtailment of freedom. Conservatives consider inner control, the voice of moral conscience, to be the most important prerequisite for freedom.


This relates to a second difference between the Enlightenment view and the conservative view. The former has a strong preference for the state and the law as an instrument to moderate evil passions. Social control is secondary. Under the influence of such thinkers as Rousseau, it is even rejected as a form of unfreedom.58 Conservatives hold precisely the opposite view. They greatly prefer social control to state intervention.


In summary, we can say that the Enlightenment and conservatism have opposite views on the three sources of order. Conservatism sees inner control as the most important and eminently human source of order. Social control is the main instrument to be used both to shape inner control and to function as a backstop if that control fails to provide sufficient guidance. The legal tools of the state are merely an ultimum remedium.


To the Enlightenment, controlling undesirable behavior is first and foremost a matter for the state and its law. Social control can complement legal tools, but for many Enlightenment thinkers it also has a bad reputation. It is seen as unequal, not publicly justified, and a source of social conditioning and indoctrination. Inner control, from the Enlightenment perspective, amounts to no more than the internalization of social rewards and punishments. What conservatism calls conscience and praises as the highest attribute in man, Enlightenment thinking classifies as a foreign element in man—internalized social norms—that obstructs his freedom more than anything else, precisely because it comes from within. Conscience-training and moral education, seen by conservatives as the prerequisites to freedom, are presented as the most radical infringement on that freedom.59
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If we take a brief look at the historical developments of the past two hundred years and examine them from a conservative perspective, what conclusions can we draw about our times and the immediate future?


At the heart of conservatism is the conviction that man’s happiness and freedom primarily depend on a disposition achieved by an inner struggle against all sorts of primary impulses that lead him astray. Man is inclined to respond to these impulses because his happiness seems to lie in their pursuit. But closer reflection shows that the opposite holds true. Yielding to these impulses often heralds misfortunes for both the individual and the group: poverty, disease, strife, loneliness, indignities, oppression, war, and death. Ambition, greed, lust, lust for power, and the like are demonic forces that can destroy the mind and body, order and harmony in society and in the world.
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