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and in particular how far they reconcile his frank recognition of the
efficient causation of the human mind in the making of the State, with
his undoubted anticipation of the latter-day notion that society is an
organism—this is a question we shall be in a better position to answer
when we have seen something of the influence of his conception of a
‘people’ upon his practical conservatism.

Chapter V
Conservatism
(a) The Impracticability of Radical Reform
Burke’s conservatism is not a conservatism of sentiment, and still less
of prejudice. It is the conservatism of principles. And there are two
principles of wide generality on which it rests. The one is the conviction
that, by the very nature of a civilised society as well as by the nature of
man, all radical reconstruction of a political system is, to put the matter
bluntly, simply a thing that cannot be done, though, of course, it may be
attempted: the other, that, for the same reasons, reinforced by the fact
that man is a moral and religious, as well as a political being, it is a
thing which ought not to be attempted. We may take these points in turn.

Turning to the first, it may be granted that it is an arguable question
whether the latter-day conception of society as an organism tells more
in favour of conservatism or of radicalism. But there can be no doubt as
to its influence on Burke. In his case, it is conservative to the core. For,
from a wide survey of life, he returned with a deep and unalterable
conviction that, whatever happiness be within reach of a people—and
he never lost Bight of the happiness of the people as the ultimate end—
this is only to be won slowly, and by making the most of existing condi-
tions which, so far as the efforts of any single generation are concerned,
are in great measure inexorable. This seemed to him to follow from that
conception of a people which we have just been examining. For a civilised
society, like all highly developed products, has come to be so manifoldly
differentiated in organs and functions, and so cunningly integrated in
the relation of its parts, that the resulting whole is a miracle of
organisation. Add to this that of the elements thus unified—and in these
elements fall; to be included not only institutions, but the ideas, senti-
ments, and habits that gather round them—by far the greater number, as
indeed the very notion of organic growth suggests, send their roots deep
into the past, and Burke’s inference lies ready to hand. He draws it at
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The Political Philosophy of Burke/39

any rate without any hesitation. For what is it but a monstrous and
upstart usurpation that any man or association of men should set them-
selves up, at a given epoch of a nation’s life, to reconstruct de novo a
product like this? It is too great, too complex, too intricately fashioned,
too firmly rooted in the persistent trend of historic tendencies. Better,
because saner, to accept it, in essential features at any rate, as if it were
part of the order of nature, as in the higher sense of ‘nature’ it is, and to
dispose our lives and frame our projects accordingly. For never, if Burke
is to be believed, does the path to the happiness of men and nations lie
through sweeping innovation; always it lies in doing justice to the past,
in welcoming what it has achieved as ‘an entailed inheritance,’ and even
in the hour of reform, when reform is needful as it sometimes is, in
carrying it through in a spirit of gratitude and reverence towards exist-
ing institutions, which, as they certainly have not been made, are as
certainly not to be remade, by the energies of any single generation of
radical reformers, however ardent their passion for human happiness
may be.

This is the secret of those passionate exhortations in which Burke
adjures the reformer to approach the defects of his country as he would
the wounds of a father, with pious awe and trembling solicitude; this
that constrains him to require of the statesman a heart full of sensibility,
a love and respect for his kind, and a fear of himself; this that prompts
the avowal that he would rather distrust his judgment than condemn his
species; this that inspires the faith that, though the individual may be
foolish, the species is wise; this that evokes the declaration that if he
cannot reform with equity he will not reform at all; this that impels him
to affirm that all titles rest ultimately on prescription; this that brings
him to invest even the machinery of an existing constitution with a sacro-
sanctity it can never really possess; and this, not least, that inflames him
to eye all revolutionists, nay, even all radical reformers, with the con-
tempt of the skilled mechanician when he sees the bungler meddling
with the springs and balances of a delicate machine,59 or, as we might
more fitly say, with the indignation of the surgical expert when he sees
the knife of the quack menacing the still more delicate organism of the
human body. This is his ever-recurring refrain. And, in the later days
especially, when Revolution theory and Revolution excess had stirred
him to the depths, it waxes so shrill and passionate as almost to drown
the soberer mood in which he had sometimes paid his tribute to ‘the
great law of change,’ and even recognised it as a condition of the con-
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40/John MacCunn

servation of society.60

Nor is this conservatism merely a general inference from the anal-
ogy of the organism, with all its suggestions of gradual, persistent growth
and continuity. It has also definite and specific grounds, drawn more
directly from his immense knowledge of men and affairs. And amongst
these two are salient.

(a) In the first place, he was convinced that the distance between
any plan or programme of radical reform and its realisation was, by the
very constitution of human nature, vast. ‘The little catechism of the
Rights of Man,’ to take the instance that was most to the front, could be
quickly got by heart, and new constitutions rapidly enough excogitated
by the resourceful arts of an Abbe Sieyes and the pens of ready writers.
But it is simplicity itself to fancy that from these, and suchlike things, it
can be other than a long and arduous road to the engrafting of them
upon the slowly won habits and habitual sentiments and ‘just preju-
dices’ of an organised people. No thinker, indeed, has ever grasped more
firmly than Burke the fact that man’s habits and sentiments lag far be-
hind his ideas; and that whilst ideas, theories, projects, declarations may
capture the imagination at a stroke, they can be wrought into life only
under inexorable limits of time. It is here that his psychology profoundly
influences his politics. Hence the frequent antithesis in his pages be-
tween habits and sentiments without ideas, and ideas without sentiments
and habits, and his avowed preference for the former. ‘Politics ought to
be adjusted not to human reasonings but to human nature.’61 Hence,
too, his tenderness towards what may appear to be no more than hoary
prejudices. For it is largely of ‘just prejudices’ — so he will have it—
that the substance of men’s duties is made. What else are we to make of
the averment that ‘the moral sentiments’ are ‘so nearly connected with
early prejudice as to be almost one and the same thing.’62

Not, of course, that he had any wish that politicians should part
company with ideas. He had certainly ideas enough of his own, and we
have already seen his unstinted tribute to principles. But there is always
the per contra that, if men of affairs are not to degenerate into vapouring
theorists and ‘political aeronauts,’ they must respect the nature of the
human material in which, as political craftsmen, they have to work;
and, holding fast to ‘prudence, the mother of all the virtues,’ recognise
the force of circumstances with which, whether they like it or not, they
must needs reckon. This was a lesson he himself had early learnt. Once,
in a sentence startling enough—it was comparatively early in his ca-
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The Political Philosophy of Burke/41

reer— he told the House that ‘he had taken his ideas of liberty very low;
in order that they should stick to him, and that he might stick to them, to
the end of his life.’63 It was only his way of saying that he took a sober
view of what reform could do. And this spirit grew upon him, as might
be expected, in direct proportion as reform began to pass into (what
seemed to him) revolution. We hear less, far less in the later years, of the
reforms that are the conservation of the state, and more of the innova-
tions, which are not reforms, of ‘speculatists,’ ‘fanatics,’ ‘theorists,’
and ‘able architects of ruin.’

(b) To this we must add the further principle, and there is none more
consistently urged, that the practicability of any reform is to be mea-
sured, not merely with reference to the particular grievances and abuses
it is meant to extinguish, but by its effects upon the body-politic as a
whole. ‘There are many things in reformation,’ he said in 1780, when
discussing parliamentary reform, ‘which would be proper to be done, if
other things can be done along with them; but which, if they cannot be
so accompanied, ought not to be done at all.’64 The caution that under-
lies the words, it may be granted, became excessive. Nay, let it be said at
once, it passed into the political valetudinarianism which shrinks from
touching even the insignificant parts of a constitution from a nervous
fear of the far-reaching effects upon an organic whole so delicately bal-
anced and so permeable to influence. Yet, if this be true, it does but
accentuate the point before us. When we laugh at the valetudinarian of
private life, we need not grudge him the true perception, hidden some-
times from his robuster neighbours, that the human body is an organic
whole. Similarly in politics, fear of reform is often enough far more
than the blind panic of alarmists for what may happen to this particular
institution or that, this particular interest or that, with which they may
chance to have thrown in their lot. It may come also, in worthier and
more patriotic form, from the entirely true perception that, in matters
social, to act upon the part is inevitably to influence the whole, and that
no serious reforms are circumscribed in their effects within the horizon
and control of their authors. This is what Burke saw from the outset of
his career. Again and again, with a reiteration which, but for the varied
splendours of his rhetoric, would be wearisome, he claims that he al-
ways looked at his country and its institutions as a whole. ‘The diversi-
fied but connected fabric of universal justice’—so runs his declaration
to the electors of Bristol in 1780—‘is well cramped and bolted together
in all its parts; and depend upon it I have never employed, and I never
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42/John MacCunn

shall employ, any engine of power which may come into my hands to
wrench it asunder. All shall stand, if I can help it, and all shall stand
connected.’ This runs throughout; and its result is natural enough. It led
him to magnify, perhaps beyond all other political writers, the dangers
as well as the difficulties of reform; and eventually, we must add, to
think, not without contempt and fury, that the radical theorists, in the
darkness of their fancied illumination, were grotesquely ignorant of the
magnitude and perils of the task to which they had set their hands. To
put it plainly, they did not know what they were doing; because, in their
concern for man’s rights, they forgot his nature, and in their raw haste
to reform understood neither the complexity nor the vulnerability of the
society they were reforming. This did not prevent him from saying with
entire sincerity to the end of his days that there was a time for reform.
He never went back upon that. But it certainly brought him, in his later
years, to resist and denounce wellnigh every reformer with whom he
found himself confronted.

All this, however, may well seem so far from convincing as rather
to provoke a question. For what, we may ask, has become of the human
mind which Burke so frankly recognised as ‘the proximate efficient cause’
of events? Has he not admitted its initiative? Has he not said, on many a
warning page, that it can even work havoc with civilisation? If so, it is
surely not rash to believe that it can do something. And if it can do so
much as even reform a representative system, not to say carry through a
revolution, as in 1688 it did, why should it be thought a thing impossible
that radical minds and radical ideals should build up the democratic
state \ If a common soldier or a girl at the door of an inn can change the
course of history, is there no room for the combined energies of radical
reformers?

To such questions as these it is not easy to find a completely satisfy-
ing answer in Burke. He recognises the proximate efficient causation of
the human mind so explicitly in the life of states that he makes it diffi-
cult to see why there should be so little room for it in even thoroughgo-
ing reconstructive work. He can speak with eloquence, as we have seen,
of what one vigorous mind, confiding in the aid of God and his own
fortitude, can do in averting calamity, by rallying supporters to his side.
Why, then, it is natural to ask, should this be the monopoly of the con-
servative spirit? Nay, was not Burke himself a reformer? ‘He was no
enemy to reformation. Almost every business in which he was much
concerned, from the first day he sat in that House to that hour, was a
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The Political Philosophy of Burke/43

business of reformation; and when he had not been employed in correct-
ing, he had been employed in resisting abuses’65—this is what he said of
himself in a speech in the House in 1790. And the best illustrative com-
ment on his words is a list drawn up by Buckle of the measures of
reform to which he put his hand.

‘Not only did he attack the absurd laws against forestalling and
regrating, but by advocating the freedom of trade, he struck at the root
of all similar prohibitions. He supported those just claims of the Catho-
lics which, during his lifetime, were obstinately refused; but which were
conceded, many years after his death, as the only means of preserving
the integrity of the empire. He supported the petition of the Dissenters,
that they might be relieved from the restrictions to which, for the benefit
of the Church of England, they were subjected. Into other departments
of politics he carried the same spirit. He opposed the cruel laws against
insolvents by which, in the time of George III, our statute-book was still
defaced; and he vainly attempted to soften the penal code, the increasing
severity of which was one of the worst features of that bad reign. He
wished to abolish the old plan of enlisting soldiers for life—a barbarous
and impolitic practice, as the English legislature began to perceive sev-
eral years later. He attacked the slave-trade, which, being an ancient
usage, the king wished to preserve as part of the British constitution. He
refuted, but owing to the prejudices of the age, was unable to subvert,
the dangerous power exercised by the judges, who, in criminal prosecu-
tions for libel, confined the jury to the mere question of publication,
thus taking the real issue into their own hands, and making themselves
the arbiters of the fate of those who were so unfortunate as to be placed
at their bar. And, what many will think not the least of his merits, he was
the first in that long line of financial reformers to whom we are deeply
indebted. Notwithstanding the difficulties thrown in his way, he carried
through Parliament a series of Bills by which several useless places
were entirely abolished, and, in the single office of paymaster-general, a
saving effected to the country of £25,000 a year.’66

This is a notable record, and in the light of it, as supplement to his
general doctrine as to the causation of the human mind, it is the most
natural thing in the world that the reader of Burke should feel inclined to
press the question why the radical reformers who followed Price or Paine
should be resisted and vilified, when they were only doing their best to
carry reform into the political constitution with the same thoroughness
with which Burke himself had dealt with matters—slavery, for instance,
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44/John MacCunn

or freeing of trade, or economic reform— not less important to the hap-
piness of a people.

This question, however, is not without its answer; and this lies along
quite definite lines. It turns, in fact, upon the two closely related convic-
tions: firstly, that a civil society, just because it is a highly developed
organism, is peculiarly vulnerable; and secondly, that though the minds
and wills of men may play their part, and that part far from slight, in the
growth and conservation of states, they may be all too easily perverted
into the instruments of social disintegration and misery. For not only
was Burke, with the wide outlook of a student of history, alive to the
fact that nations and even civilisations have perished in the past, and
may perish in the future; he came to believe, especially in the lurid light
of events in France, that they may disintegrate with an incalculable and
calamitous rapidity. It is easy to say that his fears were excessive; easy
to contend (in the light of what has happened since) that neither England
nor Europe was really on the brink of the ‘red ruin and the breaking up
of laws,’ which was his dream by night and his spectre by day; easy to
point out that the conjuncture of conditions which precipitated events in
France did not exist in Great Britain. Yet it does not follow that his fears
were theoretically unreasonable. For what is it but the truth, and not a
little of the tragedy of human life is due to it, that all the slow and hardly
won results of organic growth may be in many ways undone at a stroke?
It is so in vegetable and animal life, when blight and parasitism do their
swift, insidious work. It is so with a human character which, fashioned
by the fostering care of years, may be precipitated towards declension
by a single, sudden, grievous lapse. It is so in commerce, when a great
business, built up by years of industry, may be ruined by the speculative
folly of an hour. Is it not so also in the life of states, in which the sensi-
tive complexity of social structure offers to the turbulent wills of their
members opportunities of working mischief on the largest scale? For it
is not to be denied that human wills may assert themselves in what
Burke regarded as a fatally wrong way. They may shut their eyes to the
experience of the past, and scoff at the teaching of history, as Paine and
Godwin and Bentham did. They may glory, as these men gloried, in an
ignorant irreverence for ancient institutions. They may prefer, with light
hearts, to fling all their energies into new beginnings; and if they have
the courage of their convictions, they may proceed, after the fashion of
the men of 1789, to realise their ideals forthwith, if need be, by pike and
guillotine. It is at such times that states may be undone by the very
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The Political Philosophy of Burke/45

agencies, the wills of men, which, duly restrained and rightly directed,
might have become the proximate causes of national strength, stability,
and happiness. This was the fear that seems to have haunted Burke in
his later years. His conception of society as organic never led him to
think that constitutions grow like plants or animals, or to fail to realise
that political parties, and even individuals, can leave their mark on a
social system. But he also realised, with an acute perception, that inter-
ference with a social system is one thing, and the control of the results of
interference another. Too many, it is to be feared, fail to recognise the
depth of the distinction. For it is the snare of all reformers to succumb to
the illusion that their control of the movements which they initiate is in
proportion to the energy, honesty, and hopefulness of their initiative.
They fail to make allowance for the extent to which the life of a nation
all the while goes on its own way, not of course uninfluenced by the
efforts of politicians to direct it, yet nevertheless obedient to forces which
remain imperfectly under control. Statesmen have before now enacted a
Corn Law— to discover after many days that they were starving a people;
or passed a Poor Law—to leave posterity to find out that they were
pauperising a community. Or a company of merchants have established
a trading company, all unaware that they were annexing a dependency
or preparing the way for a protectorate. Or reformers may press for-
ward radical measures till they have, all unwittingly, pressed them across
the line that parts reform from revolution. One may not say that the
initiative is easy, but it is sometimes child’s play as compared with the
control of what has been initiated. For there is a chemistry of politics as
well as of laboratories; and the new combinations of human elements
and reagents may liberate, if not create, unexpected forces such as even
the most far-sighted political manipulators cannot foresee, and still less
control. Beyond a doubt Danton and Robespierre believed they were
reconstructing the French state; what neither they nor the collective wis-
dom of the Convention saw was that they were unchaining a spirit which
was, in brief space, to carry them whither they would not, and to end by
devouring them and their following. ‘How unknown is a man, or a body
of men to itself,’ exclaims Carlyle, moralising upon the irony of Fate
that used the revolutionists for its purposes, not for theirs. It was no
abnormal phenomenon. It is a commonplace, because it is a common
experience, of all political life that political forces seldom observe the
limits or follow the forecasts of those who set them in motion.

It is at any rate in reflections such as these that we must seek the
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