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from his heart? But it has a less impressive force, when we remember
that it came from a political soldier-of-fortune whose allegiance to any
country in particular was so loose that, in his shallow-rooted, nomadic
life, he played, not without self-glorification, the role of citizen of three.
This was what Burke distrusted and abhorred. It was in sharpest con-
tradiction, as must now be evident, to all he believed and felt about the
growth of the social and political affections. That no cold relation can
be a zealous citizen, that the locality of the affections enriches life, that
personal friendship can be grafted upon political comradeship, that ‘the
combined and mutually reflected charities’ of ‘our state, our hearths,
our sepulchres, and our altars’ must be inseparably interwoven in the
national life27—these were amongst his most passionate convictions.
And, true to the same spirit, he held the faith that a single-minded and
unfaltering patriotism must needs be the normal path to the service of
mankind. But as the idea of mankind, the species, the race, was still, in
his day as in ours, vague, undefined, and imperfectly realised, it is not to
be wondered at that, to a mind like his, intent upon actualities and impa-
tient of abstractions, it was still in the idea of the nation, say rather in
the realised idea of the British people, that he found the central source of
his political inspiration.

This, however, will be more evident when we pass from this brief
sketch of his general attitude to the substance of his teaching as to what
a nation is.

Chapter III
‘Prudence’
One of the most interesting points about a man of affairs is the way in
which he approaches and solves his practical problems. Is it by the
reasoning that links together means and ends; or is it by the swift intui-
tive decision that seems to reason not at all; or is it, in whole or in part,
by appeal to authority, be it the authority of traditions or persons or
institutions; or is it rather by some combination of all three methods?

Now this is a matter on which Burke is explicit. He has left us in no
possible uncertainty as to what he deems the paramount virtue of the
man of affairs. ‘Prudence’ he declares, ‘is not only the first in rank of
the virtues, political and moral, but she is the director, the regulator, the
standard of them all.’28 This being so, the question that emerges is obvi-
ous: What is this ‘prudence’ that is thus so unhesitatingly promoted to
the primacy?
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24/John MacCunn

Clearly, to begin with, it is to be sharply distinguished from the
characteristic virtue of the theorist. The theorist thinks first and last of
truth and error: the man of affairs is concerned with good and evil. The
theorist has but one thing before him at a time; his problem is simplified
by the familiar, necessary artifice of abstraction, more or less rigor-
ously applied: the statesman is confronted by all the baffling complexity
of concrete situations in which considerations of good and evil, advan-
tage and disadvantage, meet and cross and intermingle in ever varying
proportions and combinations. Unlike the abstract thinker, he must see,
or try to see, everything and neglect nothing. Hence the peculiar, and
sometimes crushing, difficulty of the statesman’s task. Moving, as he
must, in the troubled, perplexing, and shifting medium of concrete cir-
cumstances, and thrust on by the imperious urgency of crises that brook
no delay, he cannot indulge in that suspense of judgment, which is one
of the virtues of the theorist, nor pause to work out his problems theo-
retically. Time forbids it. Nor can he have recourse to thinkers or theo-
rists who will solve his problems for him. Easy and light would be the
burden of the statesman if, in the urgent hour of his perplexity, he could
turn to some political adviser, some casuist in politics, to find his prob-
lems theoretically anticipated, and their solutions already made. But no
such thing is possible. The nature of political fact precludes it. In the
complex interaction of human wills and social forces and endlessly vary-
ing circumstances, the problems, if they be serious, are such as no theo-
retical acuteness can have foreseen, and no theoretical foresight solved
by anticipation. And just for that reason there is no course open to the
man of affairs but to take upon his own shoulders the burden of facing
his problems for himself, and solving them to the best of his ability by
his own ‘prudence.’ For if the tangled knots of politics are to be dealt
with, it will not be by the philosopher who unravels them at his leisure:
sooner or later, and often enough sooner rather than later, they must be
cut by the statesman who is fortunate enough to possess the practical
wisdom, the ‘prudence,’ to grasp and weigh the circumstances of the
situation, and the nerve to decide what the day or the hour or the mo-
ment requires to be done. Small wonder therefore if Burke sets such
store on ‘prudence’ as to dignify it as the mother of all the virtues. For
his glorification of prudence, like Aristotle’s laudation of fr“nhsij,29 is
but the inevitable complement of that doctrine of ‘circumstances’ which,
as we have already seen, led him roundly to declare that no lines could
be theoretically laid down for civil and political wisdom.30
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The Political Philosophy of Burke/25

And yet it must not be supposed that, because ‘prudence’ does not
come to its decisions by theory, it is therefore purely intuitive. For how-
ever sharp the contrast between the statesman and the theorist or ‘pro-
fessor,’ as Burke sometimes calls him, it does not imply that ‘prudence’
can dispense with principles and the application of principles to facts.
And it is of especial importance to take note of this, not only because the
practical man (as he calls himself) is notoriously apt, in contempt for
theory, to pin his faith to instinctive common sense, but because Burke
himself has, often enough, been taxed with substituting prejudice for
judgment and drawing his inferences with his passions rather than his
understanding. Nothing could be further from the mark. For the ‘pru-
dence’ of Burke’s panegyric is neither a sense nor an instinct. It is apt to
be mistaken for such because its decisions are often so swift as to seem
intuitive. But as Burke himself remarks, in speaking of judgments of
taste,31 this celerity of its operation is no proof that it needs a distinct
faculty to account for it. For whatever intuitive element it may, and
indeed must, include, seeing that no man can in matters of detail go on
deliberating for ever, and however passions and even prejudices may
colour its valuations, it is fundamentally a virtue of the reason. He has
himself said so. ‘I have ever abhorred,’ so runs a declaration of his later
years, ‘since the first dawn of my understanding to this its obscure twi-
light, all the operations of opinion, fancy, inclination, and will in the
affairs of government, where only a sovereign reason, paramount to all
forms of legislation and administration, should dictate.’32

Not that it is difficult to find passages which, on a superficial pe-
rusal, might seem to have a very different ring. One occurs in the ‘Speech
on American Taxation’: ‘If you apprehend that on a concession you
shall be pushed by metaphysical process to the extreme lines, and ar-
gued out of your whole authority, my advice is this: when you have
recovered your old, your strong, your tenable position, then face about—
stop short—do nothing more—reason not at all—oppose the ancient
policy and practice of the empire, as a rampart against the speculations
of innovators on both sides of the question; and you will stand on great,
manly, and sure ground.’ The words are strong, but it would be a seri-
ous mistake to take them as if meant to carry a depreciation of the rea-
son declared to be sovereign and paramount. They are levelled only
against that bastard reason which all his life he detested—the reason of
the one-ideaed fanatic of ‘the hocus-pocus of abstraction,’ who, having
seized an abstract principle, insists upon pushing it to the extreme of
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26/John MacCunn

logical illation, in all ‘the nakedness of metaphysical abstraction,’ and
in defiance of the inevitable friction of concrete circumstances. Nor is it
the man who in this fashion pushes principles to extremes (as if he were
reasoning in a vacuum) who thereby establishes his claim to rationality.
Rationality in politics at any rate, whatever it may be in the abstract
sciences, is more convincingly evidenced by holding fast to principles in
presence of the stubborn difficulties of actual fact, which it is much
easier to ignore than to rationalise. This is the kind of reason at any rate
that Burke had in view from the first dawn of his understanding to its
obscure twilight. Nor did he the less believe it to be ‘paramount’ be-
cause he set himself so copiously to denounce the abstract theorists and
metaphysicians of politics.

It follows that the man of affairs whose sovereign virtue is ‘pru-
dence,’ who is also the statesman after Burke’s own heart, is likewise
the man of principles, and far removed from the type who blindly trusts
his instincts, even when he calls his instincts his conscience. ‘Without
the light and guide of sound, well-understood principles,’ so runs one of
many similar statements, which may be taken as conclusive, ‘all reason-
ings on politics, as in everything else, would be only a confused jumble
of particular facts and details, without the means of drawing out any
sort of theoretical or practical conclusion.’33 Two things, therefore, Burke
would have us distinguish. The one, which he distrusts, is to act upon
theory; the other, which he commends, to act upon principles. The first
of these can never be other than the way of fanatics or madmen: the
second is the path of sanity and statesmanship. These two things, it may
be granted, are not easy to sunder. For when principles are not only
definite but coherent, as the principles held by Burke will be found to
be, it is obvious that the line between acting on a theory and acting on
principles becomes difficult to draw. And it is doubtless the perception
of this that brings this denouncer of theories to declare at times (though
not often) that he has no aversion to theories. ‘I do not vilify theory and
speculation,’ he says, ‘no, because that would be to vilify reason itself.
Neque decipitur ratio, neque decipit unquam.’34 And though this was
said (in 1782) before the theories of the ‘French philosophers’ had un-
sealed the vials of his invective, he could repeat the same thing ten years
later: ‘I do not put abstract ideas wholly out of any question, because I
well know that, under that name, I should dismiss principles.’35 We might
wish that he had pushed these admissions further. These pages indeed
will fail of their object if they do not make it evident that all his life
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The Political Philosophy of Burke/27

through, Burke’s political judgments were rooted in theory to an extent
which he seems imperfectly to have realised. So much so that it is im-
possible to suppress the wish that a mind so essentially philosophical
had done more to gather into systematic shape the mass of singularly
coherent principles which readers are left to glean from his pages for
themselves. But to ask for this would be to ask that Burke should be
other than he was. By profession he was a statesman, not a theorist.
And when, with the practicalities of day and hour before him, he grasped
a principle, his first instinct was, not to weave it into a system of thought,
but to use it and apply it to circumstances. The result followed. Forth-
with the principle, ceasing to be an abstract thought, was utilised as a
rule and instrument of ‘prudence,’ and as such became subject to all the
inevitable abatements and qualifications which must always come when
thought weds fact, and theory meets practice.

It will be the object of succeeding chapters to extricate these prin-
ciples, and to exhibit them in their coherency. But meanwhile we may,
with advantage, limit ourselves to one particular group, the interest of
which lies in the fact that they are so frankly utilitarian. Almost indeed
we might fancy at times, when we encounter them, that somehow we
had strayed from the pages of Burke into those of Bentham. Thus we
read that ‘it is the direct office of wisdom to look to the consequences of
the acts we do; if it be not this, it is worth nothing.’36 If this be not
utilitarian, what is? Yet it is not more utilitarian than many other utter-
ances equally explicit: ‘The object of the State is (so far as may be) the
happiness of the whole.... The happiness or misery of mankind, esti-
mated by their feelings and sentiments, and not by any theories of their
rights, is, and ought to be, the standard for the conduct of legislators
towards the people.”37

Nor can there be a doubt that these were principles on which Burke
himself consistently acted. Dazzled by his rhetoric and the passion of
his utterance, the world has come to think of him too much as a man of
emotions and intuitions; and critics of his own day, and since, have dealt
with him too often as if he were an inflammable political partisan and
combatant, betrayed by political and even personal passions into all
manner of emotional exaggerations and prejudiced judgments. ‘He loved
to exaggerate every thing’; says Lord Holland, ‘when exasperated by
the slightest opposition, even on accidental topics of conversation, he
always pushed his principles, his opinions, and even his impressions of
the moment to the extreme.’38 So he did. Restraint, either in feeling or
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28/John MacCunn

utterance, was not in his temperament. But the correction to this, and to
all similar verdicts, lies in words of his own: ‘Vehement passion does
not always indicate an infirm judgment.’ For though the passion, not to
say the fury, of Burke’s utterance is not to be denied—who would dream
of denying it who recalls the pages of the Reflections or the Regicide
Peace?—the inference is not that, because Burke said many vehement
things, he was no wise man, but rather that no so profoundly wise man
ever said so many vehement things. Few pages are richer than his in
luminous sentences that have the serene light of wisdom on them. ‘I am
most afraid of the weakest reasonings, because they discover the stron-
gest passions.’ ‘He censures God who quarrels with the imperfections
of men.’ ‘The tyranny of a multitude is a multiplied tyranny.’ ‘Kings
will be tyrants from policy when subjects are rebels from principle.’
‘Those who attempt to level never equalise.’ ‘Equal neglect is not im-
partial kindness.’ ‘They who always labour can have no sound judg-
ment.’ ‘Wisdom is not the most severe corrector of folly.’ ‘But calamity
is unhappily the usual reason for reflection; and the pride of men will
not often suffer reason to have any scope until it can be no longer of any
service’— these may serve as bricks from the temple. Similarly with
innumerable sustained passages too lengthy for quotation. For, in truth,
when due allowance is made for the fact that all his life long Burke was
on his own avowal a passionate combatant in the stormy strifes of poli-
tics, the distinctive mark of his genius is its sanity. Even in those pieces
where the whirlwind of his passion and invective is at its height, his
wisdom and rationality are never far off. This is apparent even in the
Regicide Peace, for, though these fiery pages ransack the English lan-
guage to find vituperative missiles— robbers, assassins, cannibals—it
is in them we find towards the end of the Third Letter—a tribute to the
old Greek virtue of moderation. ‘Our physical well-being, our moral
worth, our social happiness, our political tranquillity, all depend on that
control of all our appetites and passions, which the ancients designed by
the cardinal virtue of temperance.’39 And it is in keeping with the words
that the Letter ends on the note of ‘responsibility.’ Nor was it without
good reason, though the immoderation of his words often obscures the
fact, that the virtues to which perhaps above all others he laid claim,
were consistency and sobriety of judgment. ‘In reality,’ he wrote to his
intimate friend Laurence, when the hand of death was already on him
(the topic was the prosecution of Hastings), ‘you know that I am no
enthusiast, but according to the powers that God has given me, a sober
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