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mines his duty,’ and that these duties of one’s station are to be accepted,
not because we cannot, if we will, revolt against them, but because in
respect of the fundamental relationships at any rate, we have been ‘dis-
posed and marshalled by a Divine tactic,’ and thereby ‘virtually sub-
jected to act the part which belongs to the place assigned us.’ Few writ-
ers have gone further than Burke in this direction. Almost, at times, he
would persuade us that it is a sin to lay a finger on the ark of the consti-
tution. He tells us that ‘duties are not voluntary’: he adds that ‘duty and
will are even contradictory terms’;72 and though we may quarrel with
the ethical terminology, it is none the less well fitted to emphasise the
rigour of the restraints of moral and political, which are also for him
those of religious, obligation. Nor is this a merely general attitude. On
the contrary it determines his position in respect of specific questions of
the first magnitude. We may take these, briefly, in turn, and first that
reverence for the past which is perhaps the characteristic of Burke’s
writings best known to the general reader.

Chapter VI
The Wisdom of Our Ancestors
In nothing is Burke more pre-eminently in harmony with the spirit of the
nineteenth century than in that reverence for the past, for lack of which
the writers of the eighteenth have been severely handled even by latter-
day radicals. ‘No one,’ says Mill, in his great essay on Coleridge, ‘can
calculate what struggles, which the cause of improvement has yet to
undergo, might have been spared, if the philosophers of the eighteenth
century had done anything like justice to the past.’ Burke at any rate did
justice to it. His very name is a symbol for reverence towards all that is
old and venerable. Who has not met the familiar words that ‘people will
not look forward to posterity who never look backward to their ances-
tors’? Who fails to recognise the almost equally familiar declaration:
‘We fear God; we look up with awe to kings; with affection to parlia-
ments; with duty to magistrates; with reverence to priests; and with
respect to nobility’? And what reader can forget the passages which
come crowding on the memory in defence and laudation of prescrip-
tion? ‘Prescription is the most solid of all titles, not only to property,
but, which is to secure that property, to government.’ ‘All titles termi-
nate in prescription.’ ‘Nor is prescription of government formed upon
blind unmeaning prejudices—for man is a most unwise and most wise
being. The individual is foolish;... but the species is wise, and when time
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The Political Philosophy of Burke/51

is given to it, as a species it almost always acts right.’73 Nor does he
hesitate again and again to hold a brief even for prejudice, which in-
deed, if only it be inveterate, has never had an apologist to equal him.
‘Prejudice,’ he writes, ‘is of ready application in the emergency; it pre-
viously engages the mind in a steady course of wisdom and virtue, and
does not leave the man hesitating in the moment of decision, sceptical,
puzzled, and unresolved. Prejudice renders a man’s virtue his habit; and
not a series of unconnected acts. Through just prejudice, his duty be-
comes a part of his nature.’74 He even goes a step further. Nothing is
easier than to find sentences in which he urges what sounds like a sur-
render of individual judgment altogether in the presence of principles
and institutions which come clothed in the loyalties and experiences of
successive generations. Three may suffice. In one he declares himself
obliged ‘by an infinitely overwhelming balance of authority, to prefer
the collective wisdom of ages to the abilities of any two men living.’75 In
the second he makes the characteristic confession: ‘We are afraid to put
men to live and trade each on his own private stock of reason;... indi-
viduals would do better to avail themselves of the general bank and
capital of nations and of ages.’76 The third is even more pronounced:
‘Thanks to our sullen resistance to innovation, thanks to the cold slug-
gishness of our national character, we still bear the stamp of our forefa-
thers.... We know that we have made no discoveries, and we think that
no discoveries are to be made, in morality; nor many in the great prin-
ciples of government, nor in the ideas of liberty, which were understood
long before we were born, altogether as well as they will be after the
grave has heaped its mould upon our presumption, and the silent tomb
shall have imposed its law on our pert loquacity.’77

It is needless, however, to labour this point. These passages are
sufficient to justify us in taking many others to a like effect as read, and
in going on to inquire into the grounds upon which this reverential, and,
as some might think, this all too deferential attitude to the past may be
said to rest. And this is the more important because it is so easy to
surrender to the notion (not, one suspects, uncommon) that Burke is
simply the prejudiced prophet of authority—the authority of usages and
institutions and beliefs that stand sponsored by old use and wont and the
wisdom of ancestors.

This, however, would be a flagrant misinterpretation. For, if we are
to characterise Burke by a single epithet, that epithet would not be apostle
of authority. As already suggested, it would be apostle of ‘prudence.’
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52/John MacCunn

Grant that the appeal to prescription is strong, sweeping, and at times
almost unqualified; it is nevertheless not final. It does not really involve
the deposition of that reason which he declared, as we have seen, to be
alone ‘sovereign’ in all matters political. For, when all is said, it is not
reverence that is the mother of the virtues; it is ‘prudence.’ And where
this virtue of the practical reason is supreme, there can be no such thing
as the surrender of the judgment in presence even of the most venerated
authorities. That this holds true of Burke we can see in more ways than
one. We can see it, for example, in his handling of precedents. Of course
he is fond of citing precedents. One of the greatest of his pieces, the
Appeal from the New to the Old Whigs, suggests this by its very title.
And it lies on the surface that he assigns to precedents a value which
was to Tom Paine a stumbling-block, and to Bentham foolishness. But
he is not for that reason to be confused with those lawyers of politics to
whom a precedent is a solution. ‘Cases,’ he says, ‘are dead things, prin-
ciples are living and productive.’78 For the genuine value of precedents,
on his view of them, lies not in their being reproducible in the letter,
which indeed is usually impossible in face of changed circumstances,
but in their serving to enlighten the practical judgment, as object-les-
sons of the ways in which men of affairs go to meet their problems. Nor
does it need much proof that the man whose practical judgment is alive,
the man in whom ‘prudence’ is truly the mother of the political virtues,
is at the opposite pole from that of the precedent-ridden lawyer of poli-
tics. ‘Legislators ought to do what lawyers cannot.’79

The same line of thought recurs in Burke’s estimate of the value of
the study of history. He loved history. He even aspired to write history.
But this did not prevent him from laughing at the shallow partisans who
would degrade history into an arsenal of controversial weapons, or from
despising the pedants who, blind to the incalculable combinations of
circumstance, expect to find in the past ready-made solutions of diffi-
culties which every man of affairs must meet for himself. ‘Not that I
derogate from the use of history. It is a great improver of the under-
standing, by showing both men and affairs in a great variety of views.
From this source much political wisdom may be learned; that is, may be
learned as habit, not as precept; and as an exercise to strengthen the
mind as furnishing materials to enlarge and enrich it, not as a repertory
of cases and precedents for a lawyer: if it were, a thousand times better
would it be that a statesman had never learned to read.’80

Similarly in his attitude towards the authority of great names or
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venerable institutions: though reverential to the verge of superstition, it
is not slavish. He never abdicates, nor would he have any statesman
abdicate, his rational judgment. ‘Prudence in new cases,’ he says, ‘can
do nothing on grounds of retrospect.’81 And if, as in some of the pas-
sages cited above, he counsels a self-distrust which is not easy to distin-
guish from surrender, this attitude was one which he was firmly con-
vinced was dictated by reason itself. For his liturgy to the past is in-
spired not by the mere love of bygone things— he protests again and
again that he is no antiquarian —nor yet, in more than part, by the
sentiment and romance that gathered round all that was old and vener-
able to a mind like Scott’s. It has a deeper, a more practical, and a more
rational root in two further convictions which go hand-in-hand in his
scheme of things.

(a) The one of these is that every institution, nay, every prejudice
that has long held its ground, is a deposit of experience—the experience
which the many minds and hands of successive generations have been
hoarding up in ‘the bank and capital of nations, and of the ages.’ Here
are his words: ‘Then what is the standard of expedience? Expedience is
that which is good for the community and good for every individual in
it. Now, this expedience is the desideratum to be sought either without
the experience of means, or with that experience. If without, as in the
case of the fabrication of a new commonwealth, I will hear the learned
arguing what promises to be expedient; but if we are to judge of a com-
monwealth actually existing, the first thing I enquire is what has been
found expedient or inexpedient. And I will not take their promise rather
than the performance of the constitution.’82 Nowhere is his position put
with greater clearness. Expedience is the ultimate end. So far his face
was to the future. So far he was, in a sense, a utilitarian. But to this
there are two qualifications: the one—on which enough has been said—
that expedience always means, in his vocabulary, what is expedient for
a people as an organic whole; the other, that it is only in and through the
long and gradual process of social organisation that discovery is made
of the institutions and the principles of civil and religious liberty whereby
the expedient can best be realised. Not that he ever thought ‘the perfor-
mance of the constitution’ to be faultless. He was well aware that per-
fection was not to be found in it, nor in any other human contrivance.
No, he was only convinced that with all its corruptions, to which he by
no means closed his eyes, it had experimentally proved itself immeasur-
ably better than anything that radical reform had to put in its place.
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54/John MacCunn

(b) But, then, we must not suppose that experience, ‘the arguments
of states and kingdoms’ as he called it, weighed for so much simply
because it embodied the experience of ancestors. There was the further
reason that the experience of a people, as disclosed in the course of its
history, was regarded by him as providentially guided. In his eyes it was
nothing less than ‘the known march of the ordinary providence of God.’83

Had it been merely secular experience, it would have been much; but as
experience with the Divine imprimatur, it was immeasurably more.

It is here that Burke is at the opposite pole to that of the radicals,
both of his own day and of that which was immediately to follow. The
past was nothing to them. To the irreverent soul of Paine history was
nothing but a horrid spectacle of ‘ruffian torturing ruffian.’ To the prac-
tical mind of Bentham, to whom the ‘wisdom of ancestors’ was the
wisdom of the cradle, it was of value only in so far as something might
be learnt from its follies and its crimes. Nor was it enough for Burke to
escape these lamentable limitations by insisting, as Mill did at a later
day, that reformers must learn to do justice to the past, or, with the
evolutionists of the nineteenth century, that past and present are insepa-
rable phases of one continuous development. Nothing could satisfy him
short of the faith that the whole drama of a nation’s life was the revela-
tion of a ‘Divine tactic.’ He does not prove his point. He does not dream
of attempting to prove it. He made no claim to furnish a philosophy of
history. But there can be no doubt at all that it was an unalterable con-
viction, apart from which his profound reverence for the past can nei-
ther be understood nor justified.

Hence, too, the peculiar passion of detestation which all too freely
suffused his polemic against the radical reformers for their contempt for
the lessons of history. Not only were they setting at nought the experi-
ence of their species; they were guilty, in his eyes, of a kind of practical
atheism. Hence, too, the ferocity of his invective. It is not politics. It is
not toleration. It is not charity. But it is intelligible. For he who habitu-
ally sees in the constitution under which he rejoices to live nothing less
than the handiwork of God, will certainly be more tempted than his
more secularly minded neighbours to denounce radical reforms as ‘prodi-
gies of sacrilege.’ This, of course, must not be taken to mean that he
stigmatised all radicals as atheists, though the word flows so easily from
his pen as almost to suggest it. On the contrary he remarks, when assail-
ing Dr. Price in the Reflections, that the signal for revolutions has often
been given from pulpits. But there can be no doubt at all that he re-
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The Political Philosophy of Burke/55

garded radicalism, whether in pulpits or out of them, as both in its prin-
ciples and methods antagonistic to ‘the known march of the ordinary
providence of God.’

It is this indeed which raises one of the most serious difficulties
which the student of Burke encounters. So masterful is the force of his
religious faith, that it becomes difficult to reconcile his fears for the
future with a faith so masterful. For if the experience of the past bears
witness so convincingly to Divine plan and agency, this surely might
seem to carry the suggestion that the political theories of radicalism,
especially if they be as ill-grounded as he declares them to be, are not
likely to seriously turn aside the march of the providence of God. Is the
arm of omnipotence to be shortened? Is Divine control to cease with the
eighteenth century of the Christian era? Is Whig ascendency the one
way given under heaven and among men for political salvation? If the
essence of religion be, as it has been well defined, a ‘faith in the conser-
vation of values,’ why all these dire forebodings that all that is most
precious in England, and even in civilisation, will crumble and perish
before radical assault? These are questions that cannot be repressed.
Nor are they questions which it is easy to answer. For if Divine agency
in human affairs is to be invoked at all, it must be supposed to operate
continuously and throughout. And if it be affirmed, as by Burke it is
affirmed, that it has operated all through the past, so that its achieved
results are the object of all but idolatry, it might not unreasonably be
inferred that it would need something more deadly than radicals and
radical ideals, which after all Burke himself not seldom treats with con-
tempt, to plunge the future in a godless anarchy.

Burke’s inferences, however, took a different direction. At an early
stage he had come to the conviction, which steadily grew upon him to
the end of his days, that the Revolution was something far more formi-
dable than a merely political movement. In its inspiration, in its leaders,
in its aims, he believed it to have struck an unholy alliance with infidel-
ity and atheism. He calls it’ atheism by establishment.’84 Nor did he
entertain the shadow of a doubt that, were it suffered to run its course, it
would not only subvert political institutions but rob the world of its
religious faith. And whatever he may have thought of the avowed the-
ism of Rousseau or Price or Paine, of which he cannot have been igno-
rant, it certainly did nothing, even in the slightest degree, to qualify this
forecast. The result followed. His religious faith in the providence of
God in history, which we might expect would have allayed his fears,
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