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explanation of the distrust, and even the terror, of all root and branch
work which at once illumined and darkened the later post-Revolution
years of Burke’s life. For never by the methods of the Jacobins, nor by
any approximation thereto, was it possible, according to his lifelong
conception of human affairs, for any genuine amelioration of man’s lot
to be achieved. The facts of human nature, the constitution of a people,
the laws of social growth were all against it. The thing might, of course,
be tried, but it could not be done. For of nothing was Burke more con-
vinced, in his energies of reform no less than in his energies of resistance
to reform, than that no political work could stand, nor any people ad-
vance by a single step towards happiness, unless reform, if reform must
needs come, was cautious, gradual, reverent of the past, appreciative of
the present, and ruled by the central principle that the actual perfor-
mance of the constitution, whatever its defects, was immeasurably pref-
erable to the untried projects and promises of radical reformers.

We have still, however, to see that what for these reasons was judged
impracticable was likewise deemed undesirable. The attempt must fail.
But, for other reasons besides the certainty of failure, with all the disas-
ters it was sure to carry in its train, the attempt ought never to be made.
This is a point of vital moment. For it brings us back to the fact that
Burke’s conservatism was begotten not only of the analogies of organic
growth, nor of his generalised knowledge of men and affairs, nor yet of
his fears of radical ‘architects of ruin,’ but of his religious convictions.

(b) The Undesirability of Radical Reform
For the last word, and the deepest, of Burke’s conservatism has not yet
been said. If it were so, his political doctrine would be written only in
two chapters; the alarmist chapter of fears, and the persuasive chapter
which would convince us that, by the very constitution of human nature
on the one hand, and of civil society on the other, advance must inevita-
bly be slow; fear of the ruin rash wills may work, and acceptance of
those actualities of social existence which come fortified by the analogy
of organisms, and accredited by the wisdom and experience of past gen-
erations.

But Burke’s horizon as a thinker is not thus limited. He moves, as
we have said, in a larger and more philosophical orbit. Nor docs he rest
till he has linked on his conception of a people to those presuppositions
of sweeping generality already indicated—none other than those involved
in the assumption that the course of history and the destinies of nations
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are guided by the providence of God, and that therefore the constitution
of a state is ultimately the result of spiritual forces which are eternal and
supreme. Writers on Burke have rightly dwelt on his preference for the
historical method, on his constant appeal to the experience of men and
nations, on his fruitful application of biological analogies to the state.
And, justifiably enough, they have on these grounds enrolled him in the
ranks of inductive historical thinkers.67 But the truth is (as we have
already ventured to suggest) that, in the last resort, his method is deduc-
tive. What else can be said of a thinker who not only avows a passionate
theistic creed, but applies this creed with such assiduity that neither his
conservative faith nor his conservative fear can be adequately under-
stood apart from it? Nothing can be more evident, indeed, than that
Burke’s political teaching, however firmly grounded in historical and
analogical methods, does not find its final explanation in them.

This, to be sure, is a strong statement. But will any reader of Burke
condemn it as too strong, when he recalls the sustained and closely rea-
soned passage—and it is only one of many lesser passages—in which
this linking-up of political doctrine to religious faith finds its fullest
expression. It comes in the context of the Appeal from the New to the
Old Whigs, when he is urging the characteristic and highly conservative
doctrine that it is the situation of the individual, far more truly than his
choice, that is the arbiter of his duties:

‘Taking it for granted that I do not write to the disciples of the
Parisian philosophy, I may assume that the awful Author of our being is
the Author of our place in the order of existence; and that, having dis-
posed and marshalled us by a Divine tactic, not according to our will,
but according to His, He has in and by that disposition, virtually sub-
jected us to act the part which belongs to the place assigned us. We have
obligations to mankind at large, which are not in consequence of any
special voluntary pact. They arise from the relation of man to man, and
the relation of man to God, which relations are not 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 depends upon
those prior obligations. In some cases the subordinate relations are vol-
untary, 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 in-
scrutable 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 mak-
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ing. But out of physical causes, unknown to us, perhaps unknowable,
arise moral duties which, as we are able perfectly to comprehend, we
are bound indispensably to perform. Parents may not be consenting to
their moral relation; but, consenting or not, they are bound to a long
train of burthensome duties towards those with whom they have never
made a convention of any sort. Children are not consenting to their
relation, but their relation, without their actual consent, binds them to
its duties; or rather it implies their consent, because the presumed con-
sent of every rational creature is in unison with the predisposed order of
things.’ And the whole passage (which cannot further be quoted) winds
up with the words: ‘If you ask, Quern te Deus esse jussit? you will be
answered when you resolve this other question, Humana qua parte
locatus es in re?’68

It is impossible to regard this as other than one of the most impor-
tant passages in Burke’s writings. The more so because it is only what
we might expect from the study of his life. For religion was from first to
last so central a fact in his outlook upon the world that it would be
strange indeed if he were minded to leave it on the shore when he em-
barked on the sea of politics. It is needless to enlarge on this. His own
avowals are decisive: ‘We know, and what is better, we feel inwardly
that religion is the basis of civil society, and the source of all good and
of all comfort.’69 ‘On that religion,’ he declares elsewhere, referring to
Christianity, ‘according to our mode, all our laws and institutions stand
as upon their base.’70

Hence we may expect to find, and indeed it would be wonderful
were it otherwise, that this theistic faith not only colours but saturates
his political doctrine through and through. Far more, indeed, than a
reader might gather from the many wise and charming pages by which
Lord Morley has earned the gratitude of every student of Burke—if one
may venture thus to suggest what savours of criticism of a conscript
father of literature. ‘This brings me,’ says Lord Morley, ‘to remark a
really singular trait. In spite of the predominance of practical sagacity,
of the habits and spirit of public business, of vigorous actuality in Burke’s
character, yet at the bottom of all his thoughts about communities and
governments there lay a certain mysticism.... He was using no otiose
epithet, when he described the disposition of a stupendous wisdom “moul-
ding together the great mysterious incorporation of the human race.” To
him there actually was an element of mystery in the cohesion of men in
societies, in political obedience, in the sanctity of contract; in all that
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fabric of law and charter and obligation, whether written or unwritten,
which is the sheltering bulwark between civilisation and barbarism. When
reason and history had contributed all that they could to the explana-
tion, it seemed to him as if the vital force, the secret of organisation, the
binding framework, must still come from the impenetrable regions be-
yond reasoning and beyond history.’71

In one particular this passage is unimpeachable. It recognises ex-
plicitly enough the theistic meta-physic that lies behind Burke’s politics.
But why should this be regarded as ‘a really singular trait?’ Practicality
and religious faith are not necessarily divorced. Grant that to many minds
theism and politics lie far apart, and that from some minds the theism
has vanished. Yet these two classes do not exhaust the universe of politi-
cal discourse. Certainly the philosophers of history, both in France and
Germany, have for the most part regarded it as neither singular nor
impossible to find a place for Divine agency in human affairs. And,
apart from them, what are we to say of Plato, Coleridge, Hegel, Carlyle,
Mazzini, and T. H. Green? They are diverse enough, and their diversity
makes it all the more striking that they are at one in being constrained,
by such light of reason as was in them, to discern in the political life of
nations the action of more than merely secular forces. None of these,
hardly even Carlyle, was much in love with ‘the impenetrable regions
beyond reasoning,’ if there be such. None of them ever doubted that
Reason assured him that society rests on spiritual foundations. To ig-
nore this would be to dismiss spiritual idealism without a hearing.

Similarly with Burke. The vision of God, the faith in ‘stupendous
wisdom,’ the belief in a ‘Divine tactic’ in history were inwoven with his
whole interpretation of experience and outlook on the world. And though,
being neither theologian nor metaphysician, he never dreamed of prov-
ing these convictions (therein, no doubt, disclosing his limits as a thinker),
this does not touch the fact that he carried them with him, with a pas-
sionate insistence, into his politics. Apart from them his thought and his
utterance are in large measure unintelligible.

This becomes evident when we recall the intensity of his antipathy
to radical reform. For his contention here is not merely that reformers
can do little to construct, however easy they may find it to destroy, but
that, beyond comparatively narrow limits, they ought not to try. The
limitations he would lay upon them are more than those imposed by the
practical difficulties and dangers of their attempts. They are moral and
religious. They arise from the fact that ‘the place of every man deter-
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