
Burke and the Argument from Human Nature
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W
hy did Burke say in his last writings that he distrusted those who
had forgotten the fear of man? That men of letters should throw off
the fear of God, he remarks in A Letter to a Noble Lord (1796), has

been “in all ages too often the case,” but when they also throw off “the fear
of man, which is now the case,” if such men “come to understand one an-
other, and to act in corps, a more dreadful calamity cannot arise out of hell
to scourge mankind.”1 A reader might ask: truly to fear man, must one not
also fear God? It is not clear how Burke would answer that question. He says
in Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790) that “superstition is the re-
ligion of feeble minds” and possibly would have added that the conscience
of right and wrong is sufficient to assure good conduct in the gentle and for-
tunate. But the fear of man is saved for the end of his sentence and interests
him more. Those who have surrendered it are felt to be shorn of an elemen-
tary sympathy. They become impenetrable by shame—the good opinion of
others no longer carries for them an enormous and inseparable value—and
so they part with a salutary self-doubt. Unrestrained by the conventional
wish to consult and to receive correction, they break through all the ordinary
limits on greed and aggrandizement. Their actions now are driven by calcu-
lation rather than duty and take account of no greater interest than the
thought of their own advantage.

Such a defection from humanity Burke thought wrong in the people just
as it was wrong in kings. What he most deplored in the French Revolution,
and indeed in the very idea of revolution, was its tendency to shake people
free from the unreasoning and generous acceptance that enters into the per-
formance of duties. A revolution moves people to act for themselves—to
pass, from an implicit and enlarged, to an explicit and contracted, view of
their obligations toward things that they cannot see or know. That is why “with
or without right, a revolution will be the very last resource of the thinking
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and the good.” But in this train of thought, Burke is also concerned with a
hidden and a more-than-political threat. It is human nature, he thinks, to be
gregarious, to acquire and cherish attachments, to act from habit and trust
rather than speculation. Yet human nature too is something we can lose. With-
out the fear of man, we would become a race of beings consistently and
theoretically self-interested; whereas, armed with that fear, we confirm in our-
selves and exhibit to others the principle of continuity in nature: we show that
we “have chosen our nature rather than our speculations.”2 The fear of man
therefore seems identical in practice with the revulsion we feel from suffering
or committing acts of brutality and disgrace. It is the strongest element that
persists in modern morality of the ancient fear of God.

Recall that, according to the crucial sentence of A Letter to a Noble Lord,
the full danger that Burke alludes to has only recently been realized. It is
“now the case”—a symptom peculiar to his own age. It remains perplexing
how such a catastrophe could ever occur. We are not asked to suppose this
fall predestined. Nor would it be characteristic of Burke to conceive of a vast
process of disenchantment that unfolds regardless of human belief and the
will to believe. To grasp his motive, one has to recover the sources of Burke’s
politics in his premises as a moral psychologist. Follow that central clue, or
so I will argue, and his drift becomes clear enough.

Burke’s philosophical idiom resembles Hume’s in addressing a human na-
ture that we know by observation and acquaintance. Yet his mood when he
describes a change for the worse in human affairs is often, one might almost
say normally, apocalyptic. Underlying his rhetoric and his argumentative
procedures is an intimation that one may come to know human nature vividly
by confronting whatever is not natural. So, for example, writing against Richard
Price’s celebration of the leading-in-triumph of the queen of France from
Versailles to Paris, Burke will urge that he feels “differently” from the Rev-
erend Dr. Price “because it is natural I should”: the affirmation gains partic-
ular force by contrast with his portrait of the revolutionists as people “at war
with nature” or even “at war with Heaven itself.” Metaphors like these have a
compound character. They are dramatic to a high degree, and they are alle-
gorical. The world they evoke is not the world of ordinary experience but
that of Macbeth and Paradise Lost. This is Burke’s way of accusing the revo-
lutionists of Satanic ambition—an inexplicable revolt against a benign sov-
ereignty. Yet he also charges the revolutionists with forgetting common needs;
in reply, Burke sometimes thinks it enough to speak in a voice of common
sense. Thus: “Old establishments are tried by their effects. If the people are
happy, united, wealthy, and powerful, we presume the rest.” Or again, in re-
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sponse to the universal claims of the rights of man: men “have a right to the
fruits of their industry; and to the means of making their industry fruitful.
They have a right to the acquisitions of their parents; to the nourishment and
improvement of their offspring; to instruction in life, and to consolation in
death.” Sometimes variations on a single word suffice: “To make us love our
country, our country ought to be lovely.”3 And so on. Why does Burke at a
moment of world-historical crisis draw equally on the most dignified strain of
tragic poetry and the commonplace maxims of everyday life?

This cunning and wonderfully varied style was an unforced expression of
his temperament, but, if asked to defend it, he could have replied that he
was cooperating with a natural tendency of the imagination. A descriptive
and polemical phrase such as “their liberty is not liberal” comforts like a
salve against an irritant. But there seem to be states of excitement beyond
the reach of that comfort, and to learn Burke’s view of such states we have
to turn from the language of pleasure and pain to the language of love and
dread. Help in interpreting the moral psychology of his writings may be drawn
from his early Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sub-
lime and Beautiful (1757).

The origin of our ideas of the sublime and beautiful lies in the human ap-
petite to be roused by strong excitement, and in a tendency of the mind to
gravitate to scenes of such excitement. This is a nonmoral pressure on all
thought and on all action. With an array of instances, drawn from literature and
the arts as well as from life, Burke persuades us that nothing but his theory
will cover the evidence. Our eagerness to experiment with the sublime and
beautiful (unpredictable and even destructive as the effects may be) does not
proceed from a desire for truth or for any kind of useful knowledge—so little
so, indeed, that the moment a sublime or beautiful sensation is rationally ex-
plained, it loses its hold on us. The idea of the sublime is a result of a stand-
off between our admiration and our ignorance of its cause. Such experience
is not confined to the arts, and Burke’s discussion does not, at last, mainly
concern the arts. We are eager, he says, to encounter scenes of actual life
that have the power to excite and overawe. This irreducible and nonrational
appetite is his real subject.

Two short passages are essential to his argument. “[W]e do not sufficiently
distinguish what we would by no means chuse to do, from what we should
be eager enough to see if it was once done. We delight in seeing things,
which so far from doing, our heartiest wishes would be to see redressed.”
And “It is our ignorance of things that causes all our admiration, and chiefly
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excites our passions. Knowledge and acquaintance make the most striking
causes affect but little. It is thus with the vulgar, and all men are as the vulgar
in what they do not understand.”4 Burke, then, is interested in the nonrational
motive that keeps us riveted to a scene of eruption or disaster, a scene of
threatened or imminent peril from an agent capable of thwarting our will. His
front rank of examples includes an earthquake and a hanging. But accord-
ing to Burke, the human propensity to take up the position of a spectator at
a catastrophe is not to be lamented as merely wicked or mischievous. This
spectacular interest seems a necessary condition also of every feeling of
compassion and every act we may perform of emergency assistance. Still,
the interest is premoral and, to repeat, it is also nonmoral. It may impel us to
join the scene in a rush of enthusiasm that leads to violence. Plainly, too,
though Burke does not say so, there must be people of strong susceptibility
who aim to get as close as they can to such scenes, who are aware of and
even cultivate the tendency in themselves. Many artists and journalists be-
long to this category. So do some political theorists, including Burke.

The leading textual exhibits of the Philosophical Enquiry, its quotations
from secular and sacred literature, represent the exalted and harrowing in-
tensity of faith and the preternatural exertions of human beings in time of
war. When writing on politics and morals and not on the sublime, Burke
spoke of all religions in their militant phase as a tremendous and regrettable
source of violence. For religions, unless restrained by external authority or
schooled in self-restraint by their own success, are always interested in carry-
ing excitement to a dangerous pitch. In his speech of 1792 on the petition of
Unitarians for repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts, he remarks: “Old re-
ligious factions are volcanoes burnt out; on the lava, and ashes, and squalid
scoriae of old eruptions grow the peaceful olive, the cheering vine, and the
sustaining corn . . . But when a new fire bursts out, a face of desolations comes
on, not to be rectified in ages.”5 The Reformation and the religious wars it
brought on were, according to Burke, among the few previous revolutions as
great in kind as the revolution in France. He calls the latest revolution the
“most astonishing” chiefly because it was the most sudden.

Every statesman conversant with the human craving for excitement, if
appealed to by sufferers from a genuine grievance, has a duty to concert the
powers of government as far as possible to remedy the discontents. He has
one other duty just as imposing, though it may be less perceptible. Even as
he conveys to established authority the substance of the protest, he must
strive to keep down its violence—not only among the multitude but in deal-
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4. Burke, Writings, 1:223, 1:233–34 [1.15, 2.[4].]
5. Burke, Works, 6:117.
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ing with others behind the scenes who may be secret prompters to disorder.
In this category Burke would include “[t]urbulent, discontented men of qual-
ity,”6 as well as those who, often unknown to themselves, take a quasi-
aesthetic pleasure in raising the fever of a crowd or toughening the martial
spirit of a nation.7

Burke did most to enforce this understanding of statesmanship during his
years as representative of Bristol, when he produced the Speech on Concili-
ation with America (1775), the Letter to the Sheriffs of Bristol (1777), and
the Speech Previous to the Election (1780). In these years especially, he
seems to have been acutely aware of the savagery of mob action, and, at
the same time, to have stayed in touch with elements in the mood of popular
protest that could be reasoned with. His uncannily accurate and rather dis-
agreeable portrait of Americans as a national type, in the Speech on Concili-
ation, was meant to make his countrymen stand back from “this recent peo-
ple.” The speech, never in so many words, advises the English to keep their
distance from the Americans as a possibly dangerous example. Burke por-
trays the colonists as the fiercest among the natural offspring of British lib-
erty—a youthful people already “prodigious” in a way that should make the
rulers of Britain pause before extending either a hand or a fist. His portrait of
the industry of whaling in America typifies this admonitory approach: “no
sea but what is vexed by their fisheries.” The Americans are a people “still in
the gristle,” as Burke says with mixed intentions; yet the gigantic infant that
is America now seems far on the way to becoming an irresistible power. It is
the sublime potency and potential greatness of the colonies that impels him
finally to say that, when he beholds the stride they have made in sixty years
of mercantile improvement, “My rigour relents. I pardon something to the
spirit of Liberty.”8

This is intended as an exemplary act of self-detachment, a stepping down
from anxious excitement to an almost contemplative calm. Burke mimes,
with words, the gesture of withdrawing oneself from a contest and gracefully
allowing equal dignity to one’s opponent. He does it to offset the powers that
are working up the English people to the feverish excitement of civil war.
The order and moderation of the march of phrases—“My rigour relents. I
pardon something”—works as a benediction to cool the fever.

Many details of Burke’s Speech Previous to the Election (also known as
the Speech at the Guildhall at Bristol) exhibit the same movement of mind
by which he seeks to quell an uproar among his listeners. This performance
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6. Burke, Reflections, 201.
7. On the unconscious work of aesthetic motives in politics, see George Kateb, “Aestheticism

and Morality: Their Cooperation and Hostility,” Political Theory 28, no. 1 (February 2000): 5–37.
8. Burke, Writings, 3:117–18.
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of autumn 1780, however, is retrospective rather than anticipatory. It confirms
Burke’s pride in an action already taken, his decision to stand fast when a
mob was clamoring to enforce its will, and when authority was almost pre-
pared to appease the mob. Throughout the week of the Gordon Riots in the
summer of that year, Burke had done much to prevent the crowd taking its
satisfaction against the innocent. He will recall the steadiness of his conduct
near the end of the speech. Meanwhile, he uses his moral authority to reassert
his belief that the madness of the Gordon mob proved the necessity of the
act of repealing of an anti-Catholic law, the very act by parliament that many
blamed for inciting the riots:

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 that Omnipo-
tence itself is competent to alter the essential constitution of right and
wrong, sure I am, that such things, as they and I, are possessed of no
such power. No man carries further than I do the policy of making gov-
ernment pleasing to the people. But the widest range of this politick com-
plaisance is confined within the limits of justice. I would not only consult
the interest of the people, but I would cheerfully gratify their humours. We
are all a sort of children that must be soothed and managed. . . . But I
never will act the tyrant for their amusement. If they will mix malice in
their sports, I shall never consent to throw them any living, sentient, crea-
ture whatsoever, no not so much as a kitling, to torment.9

We are bound, says Burke, to act according to the constitution of our nature,
and individual conscience is part of that constitution. Whatever judgment his
own conscience makes, no external power can alter, not even Omnipotence
itself and not the suffrage of the people in an emergency. But the most re-
markable detail of this passage comes at the end: the suggestion that a love
of power, or love of mischief that reveals itself in cruelty, is inseparable from
human nature.

Burke admits the necessity of curbing such instincts; yet the recognition
of their prevalence does not degrade his fellow beings in his eyes. “We are
all a sort of children,” with a childish proneness to wayward pleasure even at
the physical expense of others. Burke’s leniency in practice toward mem-
bers of the Gordon mob was consistent with his theory. He wrote a memo-
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9. On Empire, Liberty, and Reform, 256. Compare the similar sentiment in Burke, Reflec-
tions: “the people at large can never become the subject of punishment by any human hand. It is
therefore of infinite importance that they should not be suffered to imagine that their will, any
more than that of kings, is the standard of right and wrong” (258).
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randum in 1780, on the executions of persons convicted of criminal acts dur-
ing the riots, which concludes with a list of circumstances for mercy: “Not
being principal. Probable want of early and deliberate purposes. Youth; Sex
(where the highest malice does not appear). Intoxication and levity, or mere
wantonness of any kind.”10 This is a comprehensive list of exemptions. It adds
up to saying that only those who have committed savage deeds, or instigated
others to commit them, should be given capital punishments.

The suggestion that members of a crowd be dealt with legally as delinquent
children was not prompted by mere paternalism on Burke’s part. Three years
later, he would speak in the same way of the young officers of the East India
Company who, he supposed, had tasted too early the austere insolence of
command:

There is nothing in the boys we send to India worse than the boys whom
we are whipping at school, or that we see trailing a pike, or bending over
a desk at home. But as English youth in India drink the intoxicating draught
of authority and dominion before their heads are able to bear it, and as
they are full grown in fortune long before they are ripe in principle, nei-
ther nature nor reason have any opportunity to exert themselves for rem-
edy of the excess of their premature power. The consequences of their
conduct, which in good minds, (and many of theirs are probably such)
might produce penitence or amendment, are unable to pursue the rapid-
ity of their flight. Their prey is lodged in England; and the cries of India
are given to the seas and winds, to be blown about, in every breaking up
of the monsoon, over a remote and unhearing ocean.11

A signal test of the statesmanship whose elements Burke believed were “a
disposition to preserve, and an ability to improve” occurs when a leader is
required to condemn persons of considerable power and executive authority
for the benefit of persons of lower station “whom we are used to consider as
strangers.” Such public acts may seem to reverse the Burkean maxim that
we owe a primary loyalty to “the little platoon we belong to in society.”12 But
I disagree with what has become the usual reading of the passage in the
Reflections about the little platoon, the reading that takes it to refer to a
neighborhood or an organic community of some sort. It seems to me likelier
that Burke had in mind a social class or even a political party: a group united
by a standard as well as by loyalty, whose members have come together
from diverse origins.
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Similarly, what moves him in the passage on the young men of the East
India Company is the idea of the reach of human sympathy over a distance.
This, for Burke, evokes a miracle of the moral world that may offset the cru-
elty of the people acting from a savage enthusiasm or the cruelty of men in
power ruling with an “austere domination.” The same effect of sympathy
passing across a wide distance, when the feelings of those on the scene have
failed, would become a motive of his description of the queen of France—sud-
denly helpless with “such disasters fallen upon her in a nation of gallant
men, in a nation of men of honour and of cavaliers.”13 Once more, in the
peroration of his speech in opening the impeachment of Warren Hastings,
Burke emphasizes the way intense moral feeling may operate without regard
for the proximity or remoteness of its object: “I believe, my Lords, that the
sun in his beneficent progress round the world does not behold a more glori-
ous sight than that of men, separated from a remote people by the material
bounds and barriers of nature, united by the bond of a social and moral com-
munity, all the Commons of England resenting as their own, the indignities
and cruelties that are offered to all the people of India.”14 The concrete ap-
plication of these words would have been plain to contemporaries who had
read Burke’s committee reports and heard his earlier speeches on India.

The governorship of Warren Hastings, as Burke saw it, had been a negation
of humanity. It brought ruin to the amenities of life in an empire that should
have been conceived as a partnership. By many particular acts, Hastings had
inverted the meaning of the natural duties of government. In place of a flour-
ishing trade, with mutual benefits fixed by the imperial center, he put a well-
ordered scheme for the extraction of wealth from conquered provinces, by
which money was not paid to farmers to extend their lands under cultivation,
but farmers instead had to pay out extortionate bribes to the Company to
assure a continuation of what meager sustenance they enjoyed. The Com-
pany, in turn, underwrote its commerce with investments drawn from its col-
lected bribes, and the profits in England went back into the company cof-
fers. Perfect identity of interests between the empire and the Company was
so thoroughly presumed that it never had to be proved. To add a final layer
of coercive control, Hastings imported into India English justice, with an En-
glish severity of punishment, under the administration of a judge, Sir Elijah
Impey, whose salary depended on the favor of Hastings himself. This last adap-
tation of government by fear betokened, as Burke saw it, an ultimate subver-
sion of “the natural equality of mankind at large”—an unexplained but recur-
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14. Burke, Writings, 6:457–58.
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rent phrase from the impeachment, and a phrase by which Burke must have
meant, above all, equality before the law. A rich and powerful man has no
right to a different kind of justice than a man who is poor and weak. One re-
calls the judgment by Macaulay of Lord Clive, that “he considered oriential pol-
itics as a game in which nothing was unfair.”15 Burke felt the same about Hast-
ings at a time when the stakes had risen and the fault was unpardonable.

But there is another and perhaps a more helpful clue to Burke’s sense in
speaking of humanity in general and the natural equality of mankind at large.
In 1786, Burke sent a letter to a correspondent, Mary Palmer, who had asked
why he bore down so relentlessly on Warren Hastings. The answer she sup-
posed must lie in party strategy or personal antagonism. Burke replied that
he had never met Hastings, and had set eyes on him only once, but he knew
him “in his actions and his writings.”16 What then did he know? The writings
in question must have been chiefly the memoranda Hastings wrote as an
officer of the Company, along with the records of his testimony before the
secret select committee on India, which Burke, as a member of a later com-
mittee and then as a manager of the impeachment, would have been per-
mitted freely to examine. Two specimens from Hastings’s testimony of De-
cember 8, 1774, suggest the character that here emerged sharply enough to
capture such a man “in his actions and his writings.” Discussing the Rohilla
war, Hastings recalls his balanced appraisal of risks and opportunities:

I own that the convenience of possessing the Rohilla country was not
sufficient reason for invading it. I never said it was; but if they had afforded
a just provocation for invading these countries, and we saw advantages
in invading it, though neither cause was alone sufficient to produce that
effect, yet both united would certainly justify it, and the most rigid specu-
lators would approve so fair a conclusion.17

The “rigid speculators” Hastings has in view are moral casuists whose ideas
of virtue he does not take seriously. This is a familiar way of talking, and al-
most of feeling, to a reader of Burke. “Speculator” is a term that he, too,
likes to employ with an undertone of scorn. But Hastings, in his parliamen-
tary testimony, is, in fact, a satirist in the opposite cause: one of the strong
justifying his persecution of the weak. His irony is a kind of gloating over
those whom he has conquered. So, too, in the testimony of January 16,
1775, he avers, with a muffled show of scruple: “I shall be always ready to
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15. Thomas Babington Macaulay, Critical and Historical Essays, 2 vols. (New York: Every-
man, 1907), 1:508.

16. Burke, Correspondence, 5:255.
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well, 1910), vols. 1–2, Warren Hastings, 1:70.
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profess that I do reckon the probable acquisition of wealth among my reasons
for taking up arms against my neighbors. I never in any period of my life,
though long engaged in public affairs, gave my consent for taking up arms
in an unjust cause and I never shall but in cases of very notorious enormity
give my consent to take up arms in an unprofitable one.”18 A strangely mis-
placed joke by a man of power celebrating the rule of cunning that has forged
his own success. Burke, for his part, always shunned the practice of adduc-
ing the profit of an act as a pawn for its injustice—“so much actual crime
against so much contingent advantage.”19 If Hastings’s policy is not wrong
(Burke must have felt as he read the testimony) then nothing is wrong.

The contrast with Burke’s own ideas of prudence comes out starkly if we
compare the passage of A Letter to a Noble Lord, where he speaks of his ser-
vices in drafting an economic policy in the early 1780s, and goes on to re-
call his motive in leading the prosecution of the East India Company:

But in truth, these services I am called to account for, are not those on
which I value myself the most. If I were to call for a reward (which I have
never done) it should be for those in which for fourteen years, without in-
termission, I shewed the most industry, and had the least success; I mean
in the affairs of India. They are those on which I value myself the most;
most for the importance; most for the labour; most for the judgment;
most for constancy and perseverance in the pursuit. Others may value
them most for the intention. In that, surely, they are not mistaken.20

Note that, unlike Hastings, Burke does not presume to judge his own inten-
tions. No man should be the judge in his own cause. It is others, he says,
who can speak reliably of his intentions. By contrast, Hastings has striven to
appear most benevolent exactly where he was most self-serving, and has
assured the result by acting as the judge in his own cause. He had done the
same by proxy in India, when he procured the services of Impey in a new-
model company court.

Burke, in the 1790s, nicknamed the East India Company men “Jacobins.”
It may be asked what train of thought could make this seem an appropriate
designation. Hastings was not a demagogue or even a democrat; nor was he
a turbulent man of quality. Even so, much of his conduct warrants Burke’s
choice of epithet, in ways that allow us to extend the meaning of Jacobin-
ism. A cool practitioner of the arts of wire-pulling, deception, and bribery,
Hastings rose to eminence in India by the subversion of due process, by the
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18. State-Papers, 1:72.
19. Burke, Reflections, 244.
20. On Empire, Liberty, and Reform, 483–84.
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confiscation of property, and by the planning and execution of tactical wars.
All this he justified in the name of imperial expansion and commercial devel-
opment. And yet the Jacobins, according to Burke, were at war with human
nature itself; could the same truly be said of Warren Hastings? Burke’s an-
swer is uncompromising, but it cannot be abridged from the committee re-
ports and speeches that he devoted to India starting in 1781. This is a unique
and extended chapter of Burke’s career, as all his biographers have acknowl-
edged—different from all the rest and yet, by its total drift, giving an impres-
sive coherence to Burke’s absorption in many other causes.

Carl Cone thought the fourteen-year-long prosecution of Hastings a noble
enterprise, but he concluded that, in finally acquitting Hastings on all counts,
the House of Lords acted in accordance with the canons of evidence peculiar
to such a proceeding.21 P. J. Marshall, whose Impeachment of Warren Hast-
ings is probably as close to an impartial account as we will get, judged that
the prosecution, though mistaken in some details, had been guided by a
consistent idea of the public good. The most recent full-scale commentator
on Burke and India, Frederick Whelan, is more sympathetic to the substance
of Burke’s argument than either of these predecessors, if I read them right;
but even Whelan remarks, in an interesting note, that by singling out Warren
Hastings, Burke conveniently found a scapegoat for the abuses of an entire
system. This, says Whelan, was precisely the rhetorical strategy of condensa-
tion or amalgam that Burke deplored in the Jacobins, and he wonders if Burke
ever pondered the resemblance.22 All these scholars of Burke agree in as-
cribing to his pursuit of Hastings an excess of energy, a kind of public spirit
that, for better or worse, is indifferent to expedience and to public reward.
They also agree that the case exhibits a mismatch, perceived by some at the
time but never by Burke, between his dedication in the service of reform and
the stock of penalties and reprimands available against the well-placed
governor-general of Bengal.

But suppose we look at Burke’s proceedings on India from a point of view
that is prior to politics. Set to one side the formality of the trial and the need
within its structure to put the accusations into narrative form and provide a
list of charges and assign speakers to address those charges. Let us ask, in-
stead, what it was about Hastings’s actions that made Burke think that the
best use of his talents, in the second half of his political career, was to expose
and denounce this man as an example to posterity. The answer, I suggest,
lies in Hastings’s trespass against the principle of natural piety. I believe this
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21. Carl B. Cone, Burke and the Nature of Politics, 2 vols. (Lexington: University Press of
Kentucky, 1957–1964), 2:248–56.

22. Frederick G. Whelan, Edmund Burke and India (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press,
1996), 32ln70.
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is the answer even though natural piety is not a phrase that Burke himself
uses or an idea that he explicitly invokes.

There have been many ways of conceiving of natural piety. Francis Bacon,
in his essay “Of Superstition,” classified it as a sociable virtue, alongside
sense, philosophy, laws, reputation, “all which may be guides to an outward
moral virtue, though religion were not.”23 Wordsworth, whose uses of the
word nature are often close to Burke’s, thought of natural piety as a prin-
ciple of deep and inviolable continuity in individual life—“I could wish my
days to be / Bound each to each by natural piety.” Burke’s understanding of
the idea is at once less prudential than Bacon’s and less personal than Words-
worth’s. It includes respect for society and nature as elements of a single
human environment. So he writes in the Reflections: “I do not like to see any
thing destroyed; any void produced in society; any ruin on the face of the
land.”24 The conservation of resources in society and nature alike is for him
an irreducible good. Burke likes to see things deliberately built and to see
things preserved; he approves a steady maintenance of the energy of soci-
ety as an aspect of its flourishing; stately monuments and abundant harvests
may show that this overriding good is in the minds of those who govern. Yet
all of these possibilities had been set back or reversed by Hastings’s conduct
as governor of Bengal.

Maybe the best-known passage in Burke’s later writings is his description
of the British constitution as placed in “a just correspondence and symmetry
with the order of the world.”25 A similar passage that seems to me as impor-
tant—though instructively different in its texture of metaphor—may be found
in the Appeal from the New to the Old Whigs (1791). The doctrine of that
work in no way contradicts the doctrine of the Reflections: on the British con-
stitution, the defense of aristocracy, and the appeal to nature over specula-
tion, these books of 1790 and 1791 speak with a single voice. Yet a vast dif-
ference of idiom separates them. The Appeal is a public and polemical work
written in the third person. For Burke, those conditions prescribed a certain
decorum of restraint. The disparity of tone and address between the Appeal
and the Reflections seems to have prompted some further important differ-
ences between these major statements of Burke’s antirevolutionary creed.

The Appeal embodies a gesture of piety toward a constitutional ideal which
Burke takes to represent the deepest tradition of the Whig party. There is no
reason to doubt his sincerity here, unless, like Thomas Paine, one is writing
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23. “Of Superstition” in Francis Bacon: A Selection of his Works, ed. Sidney Warhaft (Odyssey
Press: New York, 1965), 89.

24. Burke, Reflections, 309.
25. Ibid., 184.
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suspiciously in order to create suspicion. The Appeal may even have been
intended to heal the rift in the Whig party that Burke’s own defection had
partly caused. True, it accepts allies only on its own terms. Still, this was a
book that could be recommended to, and was doubtless meant to be read
by, the sort of reader who could make no headway in the Reflections. The
Appeal throughout is mindful of its duty to offer a continuous argument, and
there is something lawyerlike in its precision, cold, slow, logical, and definite.
It goes into details about 1688, the very details that Burke in the earlier work
had abridged, and it gives reasons for regarding the settlement of 1689 as a
political model, reasons of a sort that the Reflections had only implied. That
book was a denunciation; this book is a brief.

The passage I have in mind from the Appeal concerns the bonds by which
we are connected in our own society and implicitly connected in human na-
ture itself:

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 matters of
choice. On the contrary, the force of all the pacts which we enter into
with any particular person, or number of persons amongst mankind, de-
pends upon those prior obligations. In some cases the subordinate rela-
tions are voluntary, in others they are necessary—but the duties are all
compulsive. When we marry, the choice is voluntary, but the duties are
not matter of choice. They are dictated by the nature of the situation.
Dark and inscrutable are the ways by which we come into the world. 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 unknow-
able, arise moral duties, which, as we are able perfectly to comprehend,
we are bound indispensably to perform. Parents may not be consenting
to their moral relation; but consenting or not, they are bound to a long
train of burthensome duties toward those with whom they have never
made a convention of any sort. Children are not consenting to their rela-
tion, but their relation, without their actual consent, binds them to its duties;
or rather it implies their consent, because the presumed consent of every
rational creature is in unison with the predisposed order of things. Men
come in that manner into a community with the social state of their par-
ents, endowed with all the benefits, loaded with all the duties, of their sit-
uation. If the social ties and ligaments, spun out of those physical rela-
tions which are the elements of the commonwealth, in most cases begin,
and always continue, independently of our will; so without any stipulation
on our own part, are we bound by that relation called our country, which
comprehends (as it has been well said) “all the charities of all.” Nor are
we left without powerful instincts to make this duty as dear and grateful
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to us, as it is awful and coercive. Our country is not a thing of mere
physical locality. It consists, in a great measure, in the antient order into
which we are born. We may have the same geographical situation, but
another country; as we may have the same country in another soil. The
place that determines our duty to our country is a social, civil relation.26

This intricate and carefully pondered explanation of the way obligations
emerge from nature, and the way the imperatives of conduct are founded in
the prehistory of human relations and experience, means to confront us with
a familiar truth that metaphysics tends to evade.

We draw on the same motives in making an instant response and in offer-
ing the most intricate reasoning about an event that prompts us to act. To 
illustrate the parallel, Burke chooses two revealing examples of obligations
that begin in nature and are ratified by the will and judgment: first, the chosen
relation between a man and a woman in marriage; and second, the given re-
lation of a child to parents. The duties springing from these distinct obligations
are, according to Burke, equally compulsory; and he is interested in the way
that “the social ties and ligaments, spun out of those physical relations which
are the elements of the commonwealth, in most cases begin, and always con-
tinue, independently of our will.” The pair of examples vindicates the justice
of natural affections—we are right to feel closely about the things close to
us—but it does not imply that habitual bonds mark a proper limit of human
sympathies. For we are always in the course of “spinning out” relations whose
full scope we cannot comprehend. Burke’s point is that the background of
our reflex feelings of attachment is exactly the same as the background of our
voluntary feelings. It does not follow here, as it does in the Reflections, that
the way of nature is to pass from strong local attachments to weak general
ones or that the test of voluntary feelings lies in their coherence with reflex
feelings. Rather the Appeal interprets natural feeling, as mediated by society,
in a manner consistent with Burke’s belief that society itself is an artifice.
“The place that determines our duty to our country is a social, civil rela-
tion”—that is, it springs from convention, even though the relation has been
settled before our birth.

What is most remarkable in this passage is the impression it conveys of a
dense layering of moral relations. This complexity then is felt to guide the in-
terpretation of moral duties, though it defeats any simple deduction of pres-
ent from past. “Dark and inscrutable are the ways by which we come into
the world”: the distance that abstracts us from history also imparts to histor-
ical knowledge its peculiar solidity. We are creatures who are so formed that
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26. Burke, Works, 3:79–80.
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we must also choose what we have been given. Where the Reflections spoke
of “this choice of inheritance” in the language of religious analogy, the Appeal
recasts it in a largely secular idiom. Hume could have approved of the train
of thought by which Burke here shows how our duties arise from our situa-
tion. He could not have approved of the parallel passage in the Reflections
where Burke speaks of “the disposition of a stupendous wisdom, moulding
together the great mysterious incorporation of the human race.”27 On the
contrary, Hume would have condemned, as superstitious in principle, such a
cultivation of reasonless trust. But the piety of the Appeal is founded on
“civil, social” reason, chastened only by an acknowledgment of the limits of
reason.

If these two passages of the later Burke, on the inscrutable origin of human
obligations and the mysterious incorporation of the human race, reveal op-
posed emphases of his attempt to justify morality by an appeal to human
nature, a further complication of his argument emerges in the conclusion of
Thoughts on French Affairs (1791). Here Burke appears to concede that all
progress in society is a result of human adaptation and that the result may
change the character of morality itself to the point of annulling what had
once seemed permanent truths:

If a great change is to be made in human affairs, the minds of men will be
fitted to it, the general opinions and feelings will draw that way. Every
fear, every hope, will forward it; and then they, who persist in opposing
this mighty current in human affairs, will appear rather to resist the de-
crees of Providence itself, than the mere designs of men. They will not be
resolute and firm, but perverse and obstinate.28

This was the passage Matthew Arnold quoted in “The Function of Criticism
at the Present Time” to exemplify the sublime intellectual virtue of disinter-
estedness: Burke was a true critic, willing to think against himself.29 That
may overstate the degree of Burke’s actual self-doubt. Even so, a significant
shading has been added as Burke moves from the Reflections to the Appeal
and then to the Thoughts. One notices a shift in the grounds of judgment.
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27. Burke, Reflections, 184.
28. Burke, Works, 3:393.
29. “That return of Burke upon himself,” wrote Arnold, “has always seemed to me one of the

finest things in English literature, or indeed in any literature. That is what I call living by ideas:
when one side of a question has long had your earnest support, when all your feelings are en-
gaged, when you hear all round you no language but one, when your party talks this language
like a steam-engine and can imagine no other,—still to be able to think, still to be irresistibly car-
ried, if so be it, by the current of thought to the opposite side of the question, and, like Balaam,
to be unable to speak anything but what the Lord has put in your mouth. I know nothing more
striking, and I must add that I know nothing more un-English” (Essays in Criticism [London: J. M.
Dent, 1906], 18).
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Where, in the Reflections, the ultimate tribunal of morals had been the un-
alterable wisdom that created the human race—where, in the Appeal, the
source of authority was located in a distant past beyond the reach of analy-
sis—in Thoughts on French Affairs, Burke defers to nothing but the habits of
thought that historically come to dominate a society.

The passages, to repeat, are visibly the work of a single mind, and yet
they exhibit tendencies more varied than is common in Burke over the span
of only thirteen months. If I were asked to prove their coherence with each
other, I would turn for help to the writings of Wordsworth, a thinker who, in
responding to the French Revolution, followed Burke’s train of speculation in
reverse—beginning with a secular naturalism and ending with trust in a fab-
ric of moral relations spread out over time. Some lines of book 1 of The Pre-
lude remember Burke’s metaphor in the Appeal and propound a doctrine of
human nature that seems consistent with Burke’s developing view in the
writings of 1790–1791:

Dust as we are, the immortal spirit grows
Like harmony in music; there is a dark
Inscrutable workmanship that reconciles

Discordant elements, makes them cling together 
In one society.

Wordsworth is speaking here of the associations in one mind, whereas Burke
has in view the associations that occur all across society through our in-
escapable connection with other persons. Allowing for that difference, Words-
worth’s homage to the natural selection of feelings shows how an accidental
origin may lead to an organized and providential result: the conclusion that
Burke arrived at concerning human history and society. Again, in book 2 of
The Prelude, when Wordsworth says that the spirit may know itself immortal
without confidence in a divine cause, he writes in the key of Burke’s sugges-
tion about how we are held together and pressed forward “without any stipu-
lation on our part”:

I was left alone
Seeking the visible world, nor knowing why.
The props of my affections were removed,
And yet the building stood, as if sustained
By its own spirit!30
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30. The Prelude: A Parallel Text, ed. J. C. Maxwell (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1971), 1:340–
44, 2:277–81.
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The powerful human instincts that, according to Burke, render our duties “as
dear and grateful to us” as they are “awful and coercive” are shown by Words-
worth to suffice to hold the building upright. Such instincts have the quality—
to borrow another of Wordsworth’s phrases—of “vows made for us” even
though we remember making none. The language of Wordsworth and Burke
as they expound this doctrine seems finally as distinct from modern secular
morality as it is from the idiom of Christian natural law. Utilitarian and conse-
quentialist philosophers commonly speak of moral action as following from
reflection and embodying an overt and conscious choice. Burke, on the other
hand, if one reads him through his interpreter Wordsworth, speaks of choice
as if it meant the ratification of an attachment one has already acknowledged
in imperceptible ways.

Viewed in this light, An Appeal from the New to the Old Whigs explains
but also deepens the understanding of human nature that is at the heart of
Burke’s Reflections. Yet the later work also marks a distinct shift in bearings.
It does not present itself, in any sense, as a satire on reform by a defender of
the social order. Instead, with its dry application to detail and patient recount-
ing of constitutional precedent—so different from the grand alternation of
mockery and lament that shapes the texture of the Reflections—the Appeal
offers itself from start to finish as the work of a reformer. This accounts for
the disparity of stance as we move from the Reflections to the Appeal.

One finds in the Reflections, almost characteristically, language of the fol-
lowing sort. The “great masses” of property “which excite envy, and tempt
rapacity, must be put out of the possibility of danger. Then they form a nat-
ural rampart about the lesser properties in all their gradations.” “Our liberty”
is naturally associated with a “liberal descent,” which “carries an imposing
and majestic aspect” and includes “a pedigree, and illustrating ancestors,”
along with “ensigns armorial,” a portrait gallery and monumental inscriptions.
The collected wisdom of humanity is “the general bank and capital of na-
tions, and of ages.” All these phrases suggest the particular accent of the
Reflections, but they are far from the norm of Burke’s writings generally, and
in this sense the Appeal is the more characteristic work. The difference is
most marked in the rival descriptions that the two books offer of the bonds
between generations. In the Reflections, Burke tells us that society is not a
contract but a partnership, “not only between those who are living, but be-
tween those who are living, those who are dead, and those who are to be
born.” He deplores those who “commit waste on the inheritance, by destroy-
ing at their pleasure the whole original fabric of their society.” By changing
the state, he adds, “as often, and as much, and in as many ways as there are
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floating fancies or fashions, the whole chain and continuity of the common-
wealth would be broken. No one generation could link with the other. Men
would become little better than the flies of a summer.”31 In speaking so im-
pressively of inheritance, of the original fabric, and of canonized forefathers,
the Reflections lays its main stress on the connection between past and pres-
ent. The present is taught to look back with reverence on the example of the
past.

In the Appeal, the emphasis falls instead on the connection between the
present and the future:

The burthen of proof lies heavily on those who tear to pieces the whole
frame and contexture of their country, that they could find no other way
of settling a government fit to obtain its rational ends, except that which
they have pursued by means unfavourable to all the present happiness of
millions of people, and to the utter ruin of several hundreds of thousands.
In their political arrangements, men have no right to put the well-being of
the present generation wholly out of the question. Perhaps the only moral
trust with any certainty in our hands, is the care of our own time. With 
regard to futurity, we are to treat it like a ward. We are not so to attempt
an improvement of his fortune, as to put the capital of his estate to any
hazard.32

This explanation mixes a high Enlightenment regard for the hope of improve-
ment with a pragmatic refusal to wager a present for a speculative good.
Burke does not exclude from the sense of his maxim an idea one may asso-
ciate with the political philosophy of Kant: that the perception of a present
inadequacy carries with it an imperative for reform. Yet Burke does not, like
Kant, envisage a process of continuous reform whose end is the removal of
all obstacles to human happiness. Of course, even to suggest the compari-
son with Kant must seem absurd to a reader of the Reflections. It is not ab-
surd to a reader of the Appeal.

Burke was held to his moderate ideas of reform, perhaps, by a certain fatal-
ism regarding collective enterprises. He says that we ought to look on futu-
rity as a guardian looks on his ward. This is not the relation of a parent to a
child; it is the relation of a shepherd to a flock whose numbers he cannot
count, or that of a builder of adequate shelter to a family whose identity he
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31. Burke, Reflections, 208, 185, 251, 261, 259. Burke’s “flies of a summer” are drawn from
a metaphor in Hume’s essay “Of the Original Contract,” in which the overlapping character of
human generations is said to render impracticable a social contract drawn up without regard, for
precedent—as if each generation went off the stage and another succeeded at once “as is the
case with silk-worms and butterflies.”

32. Burke, Works, 3:15.
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does not know. The idea is paternalist in some degree, but it is not especially
nostalgic. We are not instructed to pass on, unchanged, a property that pre-
vious residents found equal to their needs. Improvement has joined with
preservation as part of the essence of the design. We, of the present genera-
tion, are no longer pictured as curators guiding novice visitors to an admired
past, showing them the unfamiliar portraits in the gallery, or helping them to
translate the inscriptions. We are seen to owe most to the present itself, but
we likewise owe something to the future, something that we alone can deliver.
Nor is it enough that we enrich the future—money is not allowed by Burke
to be a universal medium for the conversion of duties into positive results.
When he speaks of tearing to pieces the whole frame and contexture of a
country, one is reminded of the sentence in the Reflections about his aver-
sion to seeing any thing destroyed.

That intuition has become an earnest belief in the Appeal. For Burke now
writes with the principle in mind that a later philosopher would call “the ethics
of fear.”33 Given a conflict between a realizable short-term benefit and a
peril that is vast in scope and materially possible but would jeopardize the
future of humanity or the future of the earth, we must always decide against
the course of action that poses the immeasurable danger. Grant that Burke
is a conservationist regarding human things. The grammar of the long sen-
tence quoted above leaves no doubt that he is likewise a conservationist re-
garding the nonhuman environment. Before he can approve of the destruc-
tion of any thing, he must be sure that great and permanent benefits will
atone for the loss, and that the design of the policy rules out even a limited
chance of unlimited catastrophe.

Let us reconsider the apparent fatalism about the success of revolution
which Burke confessed, at the end of Thoughts on French Affairs, to that es-
say’s private readership of Whig and Tory statesmen. “The evil is stated in
my opinion as it exists,” he says; but if the system he apprehends as evil
should become the guiding hope of the next generation, then those who
resist will be remembered not as “resolute and firm, but perverse and obsti-
nate.” In its context, this was a statement only about the French Revolution.
I think something can be learned by reading it as a warning about democracy
generally which follows from Burke’s adherence to an ethics of fear. Reading
it that way, we come to see the Thoughts as a postscript to the full-scale
prophecy of the Reflections, and the comparison throws into relief a final dif-
ference between the Reflections and the Appeal.
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33. See Hans Jonas, The Imperative of Responsibility (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1984). “Stated primitively,” the principle holds that where the survival of human nature or of 
the earth is at stake “the prophecy of doom is to be given greater heed than the prophecy of
bliss” (31).
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Burke in the Reflections had never entertained the possibility that democ-
racy might work—might work so well indeed as to consist with “government;
with public force; with the discipline and obedience of armies; with the col-
lection of an effective and well-distributed revenue.”34 Yet he had earlier, in
his Speech on Conciliation with America, registered a disturbance in the
form of an almost inscrutable irony, when faced with evidence that under the
prohibitions of the Intolerable Acts, Massachusetts had survived for months
in the absence of colonial government. Burke had recognized then the com-
plexion of events, but with a wariness that had its rueful side and a plain re-
luctance to search the evidence more closely. “Anarchy is found tolerable”—
that was how things looked, to him. The Americans were a strange and new
people. And it is just because we do not want any more Americas that we
had better make our peace with this America: “I am much against any further
experiments, which tend to put to the proof any more of these allowed opin-
ions, which contribute so much to the publick tranquillity.”35 Burke’s thought
here is ambiguous enough to cover a hidden inference, namely that if the
state of society in Massachusetts is tolerable after all, the real name of its
condition is not anarchy. The “concussions” that keep putting approved opin-
ions to the test may end by changing the nature of the opinions that are ap-
proved. As if silenced by this premonition, Burke in the Reflections suppresses
all mention of the American colonies, just as, in the same book, he confines
his allusions to the Puritan revolution in England to the ad hominem asides
on Hugh Peters and Oliver Cromwell.

Yet, in the Appeal, America comes back into view. The motive admittedly
is local and polemical. Burke aims to repel the charge that he favored the
American cause because he believed the colonists were justified in seeking
“more liberty”; actually his argument had been for concession, not for ap-
proval of American independence—a distinction (whether meaningful in
practice or not) that is preserved in his major utterances and his correspon-
dence. Burke seems to have believed that, in modern Europe and its trans-
atlantic offspring, no democracy could last for long. On the other hand, if a
democracy did succeed, its example would be the death warrant of aristo-
cratic society and politics. It is for those who cherish that society and its pol-
itics that he sounds the warning note at the end of Thoughts on French Affairs.
He is writing to scare them, not to avow his own indifference or skepticism.
Certainly Burke did believe that such changes could happen, since he be-
lieved that human sentiments are, by nature, adaptable. Yet he suspected
that the result would have the character of a strange and monstrous mutation.
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34. Burke, Reflections, 152.
35. On Empire, Liberty, and Reform, 88–89.
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Elsewhere in his writings, we can catch him testing his fear by setting down
in unembellished prose the drab truths of social adaptation. “Man is a gre-
garious animal,” he writes in a letter of January 1790. “He will by degrees
provide some convenience suitable to this his natural disposition; and this
strange thing may, some time or other, assume more habitable form. The
fish at length will make a shell which will fit him.”36

At one level I think it is clear Burke regards this as a joke. The fish will
still be a fish; the shell rightly belongs to another kind of creature; those
who look at the masquerade are free to laugh if they can. And yet Burke
himself has given us to understand that manners are fitted to nature in soci-
ety as a vestment to the body: we eventually become what we affect to be.
The process may begin with a fish hiding under a shell and end with some-
thing new in the natural world. Such a development will take more than a
generation to complete: that seems to be the inference from Thoughts on
French Affairs. But that is just what troubles Burke. Once the change is thor-
oughly rooted in our nature, it will take on the character of custom, and to
eradicate it then becomes a work of great violence, requiring another revo-
lution with effects perhaps more evil than the first. Burke, in the Appeal from
the New to the Old Whigs, is writing when he still believes that the fish does
not require a shell and would do better without it. In all the writings on France
I have discussed, he argues that the attempt to evolve a new sort of political
creature—a democratic citizen who acts from virtue for the sake of liberty
and not from calculation for the sake of utility—has come from a delusive
hope and is destined to fail catastrophically.

One need not agree that Burke was a fair or a wholly justified prophet
against democracy—I do not believe that he was—to recognize the strength
and the psychological coherence of his appeal from politics to human na-
ture. This is the shared feature of the argument of his later writings that
gives them a more than parochial importance and resonance. It forms the
ground note of his responses to the extraordinary events of the 1780s, and it
could have been predicted from Burke’s steady belief that the principles of
politics are the principles of morality enlarged. His appeal is to self-knowledge
as a virtue. But, for him, this is a virtue possible only in a politics limited by
duties toward the past and the future alike. Outside the bounds of a restrained
liberty, we glimpse the restless energy and the ambition of a savage new
species: “Their humanity is at their horizon—and, like the horizon, it always
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36. Burke, Correspondence, 6:80; possibly a mischievous memory from a distance of Trin-
culo in The Tempest finding shelter under Caliban: “What have we here? A man or a fish? Dead or
alive?. . . . My best way is to creep under his gaberdine; there is no other shelter hereabout. . . . I
will here shroud till the dregs of the storm be past” (5.2.24–41).
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flies before them.”37 The ostensible subject of that sentence from A Letter to
a Noble Lord is Jacobinism, yet its reach is wider than the French Revolu-
tion. It is a sentence about Macbeth and about Regan and Cornwall. Like
many of Burke’s aphorisms, it has a question under it. What could it be like
to stay within the horizon of humanity? to treat human life alone as sufficiently
dignified to be worthy of our care?

Let me close by drawing on a remark by a friend, not a scholar of Burke
but a reader, when a recent discussion of his political thought had stalled at
a concrete inquiry from a social scientist. What advice does Burke offer us
now, and what can one gain from reading him? The friend, a philosopher in-
terested in the nature of self-knowledge, found words for a reply that I can-
not improve on. “There seems no need to look very far to find the value of
what Burke is doing. It is the value of the elegiac. Burke writes about things
that are passing out of view, or out of reach, things that are being destroyed,
however involuntarily. It is an inseparable good to reflect on such things, be-
cause the past holds resources that we can’t guess at in advance.”38 This
does seem a distinctive note of Burke’s appeal to human nature—a concern
with the past but not for its own sake and not for the sake of any utilitarian
lesson. Knowledge of the past is conceived of rather as part of self-knowledge.
As you learn what has been thought and done, you learn what may be
thought and done. It would be false to say that either kind of discovery is
meant primarily to assist the other. The two belong to a sustained act of atten-
tion in which, for a moment, the irretrievable losses of history and the sym-
pathies of the imagination are one.
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37. On Empire, Liberty, and Reform, 503.
38. The speaker was Akeel Bilgrami.
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