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and reflecting man.’40 ‘Please God,’ he said on another occasion, when
describing his own procedure, ‘”I will walk with caution, whenever I
am not able clearly to see my way before me.’41 ‘It may be allowed,’ so
runs still another dictum, ‘to the temperament of the statesman to catch
his ultimate object with an intuitive glance; but his movements towards
it ought to be deliberate.’42 It was this deliberateness, this sobriety, this
rationality which constrained him, throughout his career, and even in
utmost stress and bitterness of party passions, to turn to principles as
the necessary rules and standard of the ‘prudence’ of his panegyric, and
not least to keep unwaveringly before him ‘the happiness of the whole’
as the end of all political work. And this utilitarian phrase finds rein-
forcement in the variant (one of many) that ‘those on whose account all
just authority exists’ are ‘the people to be governed.’43

It would, however, be a misnomer to call Burke utilitarian—at any
rate till we construe ‘happiness of the whole’ or ‘happiness of the people’
in the light of his conception of what a people is. For it will quickly
appear that this is vastly different from anything that is to be found in
the Radical gospel of Bentham and the Benthamites.

Chapter IV
What Is a People?
From the beginning of his political career Burke seems to have already
formed a definite conception of what a people is, which, if it changed at
all, changed only, as the years went on, in the direction of maturity and
clearness. The best expression of it is to be found in some pages of the
Appeal from the New to the Old Whigs, which are amongst the most
luminous in the whole of his writings. The passage is much too lengthy
for quotation; but this is the less necessary because the keynote of the
whole may be said to be struck in the three words, ‘discipline of nature.’
‘When great multitudes act together, under that discipline of nature, I
recognise the people.’44

What then is this ‘discipline of nature’ which thus avails to gather
men together and give them the unity of a people, or, to use the phrase
that meets us oftenest in Burke’s pages, of a civil society?

The answer is that it is that long and gradual process of historical
development, divinely guided, as Burke believed, through which the many
hands and many minds of successive generations slowly bring a society
out of the rude and undisciplined state, when as yet a ‘people’ cannot be
said to exist, into that state of organisation in which the varied elements
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30/John MacCunn

of a corporate life, throne, aristocracy, church, judiciary, parliament,
electorate, non-electorate, professions, trades, science, art, morality,
manners—all find their appropriate place and function. In a sense this
corporate life implies a compact or agreement. Burke says it does. He
speaks of ‘the original compact or agreement which gives its corporate
form and capacity to a State.’45 He even says that the idea of a people is
‘wholly artificial and made, like all other legal fictions, by common
agreement.’46 But these and other terms and phrases which he freely
borrows from the philosophy of the eighteenth century must never be
taken to mean that he thought, as Hobbes or Rousseau thought (or at
any rate say), that a ‘people’ was called into being once for all by an
explicit act of contract in some far-off imaginary past. If compact there
be, it is a compact of a kind that is tacitly rather than explicitly, gradu-
ally rather than by any single transaction, made, as the growth of corpo-
rate life advances from generation to generation. Much as he makes of
‘the original contract’ in arguing about 1688 against the New Whigs, it
is the contract ‘implied and expressed in the constitution of this coun-
try,’ not the contract as a single transaction.47 No idea, indeed, is more
repugnant to Burke than the notion that any mere multitude of men,
whether savage or civilised, should at a given time, and by their own
explicit choice, fabricate a state by contract. It filled him, he says, and it
is evident without his saying it, ‘with disgust and horror.’ ‘Alas!’ he
exclaims, ‘they little know how many a weary step is to be taken before
they can form themselves into a mass which has a truly politic personal-
ity.’48 For it is by ‘the discipline of nature,’ as it operates through the
centuries, and not by the abrupt initiatives of parties to an explicit con-
tract, that peoples and states are fashioned and perpetuated.

This was the conception of a ‘people’ that was central in Burke’s
thought from the beginning, and it carries in it further conclusions of
far-reaching significance.

One of these is that a ‘people’ is a highly complex unity. For when
Burke speaks of the ‘discipline of nature,’ the word ‘nature’ suggests to
him nothing whatever of the associations of artless, primitive simplicity,
social or political, that gathered round the fancied state of nature in the
minds of the disciples of Rousseau. That vision of a simplified social
life, a life that had escaped the inconveniences and limitations of sav-
agery, and yet had not fallen victim to the artificialities, vices, and ‘chains’
of advanced civilisation, had no charms at all for Burke. One of his
earliest literary adventures, The Vindication of Natural Society, was an
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The Political Philosophy of Burke/31

elaborate satire designed to unmask its hollowness by a reductio ad
absurdum. The picture repelled him. He regarded it as a proof that its
admirers were lacking in the barest rudiments of political knowledge
and wisdom. ‘When I hear of simplicity of contrivance aimed at and
boasted of in any new political constitutions, I am at no loss to decide
that the artificers are grossly ignorant of their trade or totally negligent
of their duty.’49 Two pregnant aphorisms justify this condemnation. The
one is that ‘art is man’s nature,’50 the other that ‘nature is never more
truly herself than in her grandest forms. The Apollo of Belvedere is as
much in nature as any clown in the rustic revels of Teniers.’51 For it is
only necessary to piece these together to develop the conclusion that we
shall never understand what the ‘discipline of nature’ can achieve till we
turn away from the ‘savage and incoherent’ life of primitive man to the
complex, richly differentiated, and highly organised structure of a civilised
society. To Burke the belauded state of nature of the Rousseauites is
little, if at all, better than the ‘city of pigs’ satirised by Plato in his
Republic, or than the ‘solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short’ life of
pre-social man as delineated in the trenchant pages of Hobbes. His con-
ception of ‘nature’ and the ‘natural’ is in its essence Greek to the core.
It is the Aristotelian conception of the organised ‘natural’ municipal
State read into the life of the modern nation.

Nor can it be doubted that the truth here rests with Aristotle and
Burke. It has become a commonplace of evolution that, the more fully
evolved societies become, they are, by the very laws of social growth,
immeasurably more richly integrated than the more primitive forms which
have sometimes carried captive the imagination of apostles of the simple
life. And though there is nothing in this, as many an ugly social fact too
clearly shows, to prevent the growth of societies, like other forms of
growth, from running to rankness and disease, so that luxurious, cor-
rupt, distempered, ill-conducted States need the remorseless knife of
revolutionary surgery; yet the laws of social development are not thereby
abrogated. For even when revolution, though it were ten times repeated,
has done its drastic work, the result is never a permanently simplified
society. On the contrary, the irrepressible vitality of the social system,
purified as by fire, reasserts itself, and the State finds itself once more
advancing in the path of growth which leads from the simple to the
complex, from loose aggregation to intimate integration of parts and
members, and which stretches onwards along that line of advance
whereby the unity of a people is intensified by the illimitable triumphs
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32/John MacCunn

of organised specialisation in its myriad forms. To try to reverse this
process, to re-trace this path—what is this but to fly in the face of all
that the history of institutions has to tell us of the growth of States?
Grant that there is a place for simplification. Grant that there is a time
for reform. The man is not to be envied who cannot, with Bentham,
execrate the complication, confusion, and unintelligibility of bad laws;
or who cannot with Paine anathematise the barriers between man and
man and ‘the wilderness of turnpike gates which have been set up be-
tween man and his Maker’ by bad governments; or who cannot with
Wordsworth lament the materialism and artificiality which choke the
truer life. Yet neither is it to be supposed that these moods and move-
ments are endings. They are really new beginnings. So far from being
the journey’s end, they are but places of regeneration where the spirit of
man renews its powers for fresh effort in its endless forward march.
Never can they bring those who face the facts of history to wish seri-
ously to set themselves to fight against the very laws of life. ‘As well
rock the grown man in the cradle of the infant,’ as Burke has it. In a
word, they cannot justify rebellion against ‘the discipline of nature.’

This leads to a further point. For it must be already evident that
Burke’s conception of a people as ‘under the discipline of nature’ in-
volves a complete divergence from that identification of a people with
the aggregate of its units, or a ‘greatest number’ of them, which, in the
generation that followed, was the distinctive mark of Bentham and the
Benthamites. In the light of Burke’s teaching all such arithmetical cat-
egories are seen in a moment to be thin and inadequate to the facts. A
mere mass of men, still less a mere majority of a mass of men, is not a
people. ‘It is said that 24,000,000 ought to prevail over 200,000. True,
if the constitution of a kingdom is a problem of arithmetic.’ So Burke
wrote,52 when denying the claims of a majority by count of heads to
work its will in politics; and the words are but one of many illustrations
of his decisive rejection of mathematical categories as inadequate to
social fact. For on his view, as must now be evident, a people cannot be
said to exist at all, save when the mere multitude or mass of men has
been organised by the discipline of nature in the long course of actual
historical evolution. Apart from this, a people dissolves into an incoher-
ent, disbanded mob which is the sheer negation of a civil society; for, as
it seems to be the law of life that the social organism, like other organ-
isms, advances towards organisation; and as it is through organisation
that it gets its work done, it cannot divest itself of this its character as a
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The Political Philosophy of Burke/33

developed society, without thereby ceasing to be a people in the true
sense of the word. The happiness of the whole, in other words, can
never be the happiness of a people or nation or civil society or common-
wealth (call it by what name we will) unless it be, as it was to Burke, as
to Plato, the happiness of an organic whole.

For Burke, as must now be evident, had firmly grasped our latter-
day conception of society. The eighteenth century had called society a
contract; the nineteenth has rebaptized it as an organism. And there can
be no doubt which of these categories Burke prefers. Not that he refuses
to call society a contract. He often does. For, as already said, he is far
from having divested himself of the terminology of his age. But, even in
the passages in which he does this, two points emerge quite clearly. The
one is that he is little, if at all, interested in the student’s question, whether
society had its actual historical origin in a contract. The contractual
theory becomes interesting to him, as a practical thinker, only when and
because it was made the ground of the claim that the members of an
existing State, and even a majority of their number, by the exercise of
that free individual choice which the notion of a contract suggests, could
overturn the existing constitution and set up a new one in its place—a
claim which he always withstood to the uttermost. And the second point
is that, though this implacable antagonism to the author of the Contrat
Social and all his following did not prevent him from using their terms—
‘contract,’ ‘pact,’ ‘convention,’ and suchlike—it led him to regard soci-
ety as a contract or convention of a peculiar kind. For the ‘contract’ he
has in mind always involves those slowly evolved, habitual, intimate,
living ties between the members and classes of the body politic which
are so clearly not the product of any explicit act of contract between
man and man, or class and class that they have driven our sociologists
to lift society above the categories of law and plunge it deep in the
categories of biology. Nor is it too much to say that all the main impli-
cations which justify the currency of this now somewhat trite analogy
are to be found in Burke’s pages. Justly does Lord Morley (writing in
1879) conclude his illuminating estimate of Burke’s life and writings53

with the prophecy that Burke ‘will be more frequently and more seri-
ously referred to within the next twenty years than he has been within
the whole of the last eighty.’ It will be strange if it is otherwise in the
century that has now begun, for though Burke’s words are often those
of the eighteenth century, his thought is that of the nineteenth. Far more
so than the thought, not only of Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau who
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34/John MacCunn

moved in the atmosphere of contract, but of Bentham, Cobden, and
even Mill, who, though they had left contract behind, had not yet ad-
vanced to the conception of organism. ‘Society,’ so runs the classical
confession of his faith on this point, ‘society is indeed a contract. Sub-
ordinate contracts for objects of mere occasional interest may be dis-
solved at pleasure—but the State ought not to be considered as nothing
better than a partnership agreement in a trade of pepper and coffee,
calico or tobacco, or some other such low concern, to be taken up for a
little temporary interest, and to be dissolved by the fancy of the parties.
It is to be looked on with other reverence; because it is not a partnership
in things subservient only to the gross animal existence of a temporary
and perishable nature. It is a partnership in all science; a partnership in
all art; a partnership in every virtue, and in all perfection. As the ends of
such a partnership cannot be obtained in many generations, it becomes
a partnership not only between those who are living, but between those
who are living, those who are dead, and those who are to be born. Each
contract of each particular State is but a clause in the great primaeval
contract of eternal society, linking the lower with the higher natures,
connecting the visible and invisible world, according to a fixed compact
sanctioned by the inviolable oath which holds all physical and all moral
natures each in their appointed place. This law is not subject to the will
of those who by an obligation above them, and infinitely superior, are
bound to submit their will to that law.’54

This passage is decisive. It parts Burke by a gulf from both Rousseau
and Bentham. For Contract it, in effect, substitutes Growth: for Great-
est Number it reads Social Organism. The categories of law and arith-
metic are dethroned, and the conceptions of biology advanced to the
supremacy.

Yet this supremacy is not unqualified; and it is to Burke’s credit that
he is awake to its limitations. Not only did he see, and say, that the
conception of society as an organism was merely analogical; he
recognised the precise point on which the analogy is weak, and may
readily, by its assimilation of social to natural organisms, pass into a
pernicious dogmatism. For the writers, from Locke, and even from
Hobbes onwards, who invoked the contract, were not without their rea-
sons. They saw that a political system, if it is to be justifiable, must rest,
in some sense, upon agreement, choice, or consent. The real reason why
they make so much of their fancied contract is not that they thought they
were offering the world a chapter in the history of origins, in which,
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The Political Philosophy of Burke/35

indeed, they had but a feeble interest, but that the conception enabled
them to find a place for human will and private judgment in the consti-
tution of society. Even Hobbes, apologist of despotism though he be,
recognises individual will in the contractual act by which the contract-
ing parties enslave themselves for ever. Nor are these claims for indi-
vidual will gratuitous or irrational. For however appropriate it may be,
because closer to the facts, to call society an organism, it is admittedly
one of the dangers of the conception that, in thus closely assimilating
the social to the natural order, it is prone to do less than justice to the
part that is played by individual wills in all social and political causa-
tion. ‘Constitutions,’ we are told, in well-worn words, ‘grow and are
not made.’ The positive statement is true, but it would be better to leave
out the ‘not.’ Constitutions grow and are made. For whatever be the
process of growth, it must find room for that initiative and energy of
individual wills to which it is difficult to find a sufficiently close anal-
ogy in the growth of plant or animal. However helpful biological cat-
egories may be, they must not be suffered to obscure the undoubted fact
that, from the clan or the family onwards, and most of all in a civilised
society, the wills of the units are capable of much.

This is what Burke sees, and his perception of it appears with much
clearness in several passages, which are the more noteworthy because
there is so much denunciation elsewhere in his writings of the radicals
who were bold enough to claim that they could choose their own rulers,
and frame a government for themselves. In one of these passages he is
arguing against the theory that States have necessarily the same stages
of infancy, manhood, and decrepitude as are found in the lives of the
individuals who compose them. ‘Parallels of this sort,’ he proceeds,
‘rather furnish similitudes to illustrate or to adorn than supply analogies
from whence to reason. The objects which are attempted to be forced
into an analogy are not found in the same classes of existence. Individu-
als are physical beings, subject to laws universal and invariable. The
immediate cause acting in these laws may be obscure: the general re-
sults are subjects of certain calculation. But commonwealths are not
physical but moral essences. They are artificial combinations; and, in
their proximate efficient cause, the arbitrary productions of the human
mind. We are not yet acquainted with the laws which necessarily influ-
ence the stability of that kind of work made by that kind of agent.’55

The force of this is obvious. It makes three statements, each of the
utmost importance: the first, that the ‘similitude’ between the individual
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36/John MacCunn

and the social organism does not by any means run upon all fours; the
second, that this is so because the ‘things forced into an analogy are not
found in the same classes of existence’; and the third, that the human
mind is ‘the proximate efficient cause’ in the construction and mainte-
nance of the State. And to these we may add two corollaries, the first
from the immediate context and the other from an earlier piece. The one
is the fact, so suggestive of the romance of politics, that, by intervention
of individual agency, many events occur, in the vicissitudes of States, as
contrasted with the uniformity of the physical world, so unexpected that
they are often set down to chance or divine interposition. ‘The death of
a man at a critical juncture, his disgust, his retreat, his disgrace, have
brought innumerable calamities on a whole nation. A common soldier, a
child, a girl at the door of an inn, have changed the face of fortune, and
almost of nature.’56 The other corollary is practical, and words can
hardly be stronger in the protest they carry against the political quietism
which may all too easily flow from the acceptance of the given social
system as if it were a part of the unalterable order of nature. It is worth
quoting at length: ‘These analogies between bodies natural and politic,
though they may sometimes illustrate arguments, furnish no argument
of themselves. They are but too often used under the colour of a spe-
cious philosophy, to find apologies for the despair of laziness and pusil-
lanimity, and to excuse the want of all manly efforts, when the exigen-
cies of our country call for them more loudly. How often has public
calamity been arrested on the very brink of ruin by the seasonable en-
ergy of a single man.... I am as sure as I am of my being that one vigor-
ous mind, without office, without situation, without public function, of
any kind (at the time when the want of such a thing is felt), I say, one
such man, confiding in the aid of God, and full of just reliance in his
own fortitude, vigour, enterprise, and perseverance, would first draw to
him some few like himself, and then that multitudes, hardly thought to
be in existence, would appear and troop about him.’57 And it is in keep-
ing with these sentences that one of his latest injunctions to his friends,
when the sands of life were running, was ‘Never succumb.’

But Burke went much further even than this. For where, one may
well ask, is a belief in ‘the proximate efficient causation’ of individual
wills more forcibly affirmed than in the many hundred flaming pages in
the Reflections and the Regicide Peace, in which he was diffusing the
terror? For Burke diffused the terror because he felt it. He was con-
vinced that the radicals in England, like the revolutionists in France,
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had capacities for infinite mischief. Miss Burney tells us, in words not
easily forgotten, how, in his later years, he could not even speak of the
Revolution without his face immediately assuming ‘the expression of a
man who is going to defend himself against murderers.’ Critics may call
this panic, but, even if it were, it sprang from the entirely deliberate
conviction, again and again repeated, that the Radicals of his day, if not
withstood to the face, had it in them not only to wreck the constitution of
England, but even to destroy civilisation and usher in a new barbarism.
And his words of alarm and denunciation were levelled against not only
the outstanding leaders, but the rank and file, the mob of Paris, who had
given so notable a demonstration of ‘the proximate efficient causation
of the human mind’ by overturning, as it were in the twinkling of an eye,
an ancient, imposing, and (as men had thought) a firmly rooted monar-
chy. ‘It is asserted that this Government’ (i.e. the Revolutionary Gov-
ernment) ‘promises stability. God of His mercy forbid. If it should, noth-
ing upon earth besides itself can be stable.’58

The result of all this is manifest. It makes it evident that Burke’s
conception of a ‘people’ has two aspects, not easy to reconcile. On the
one hand, he has grasped the idea that society is an organism—grasped
it so firmly as to see and say that the social system comes to maturity in
obedience to laws of growth that are above and beyond the competence
of individual wills to alter. And when this aspect is to the front, one rises
from his pages all but convinced that it is the whole political duty of
man to recognise the social system as if it were part of the fixed order of
nature, and to accept his situation as a thing decreed for him and not
chosen by him. On the other hand, we meet the conviction, no less firmly
held, that the proximate efficient causation of the human mind is so
masterful a force, that human wills may even overturn the constitution
of the state and lay civilisation in ruins.

Not that he leaves these two aspects apart and in antagonism. He at
least suggests a synthesis in the pregnant principle that ‘art is man’s
nature,’ and that there is therefore a large sense of ‘nature’ and the
‘natural’ wide enough to include human agency. Even more important is
the theistic faith—of which we shall see more in the sequel— which
prompts the far-reaching principle that, as man’s nature and the State
are alike the manifestations of the Divine will, they must be presumed to
be harmoniously adapted each to the other. Nor is there any principle in
the whole of his writings with which Burke is more in earnest than this.

How far these principles avail to make his thought self-consistent,
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