
Burke’s Conservatism

`  HARVEY C. MANSFIELD

I
n this essay, I will approach the question of Burke’s conservatism by con-
sidering the thought of two scholars whom it has been my pleasure to
know and learn from: Peter J. Stanlis and Leo Strauss.
To Peter Stanlis I owe a particular debt. He helped me when I was young

by inviting me to lecture at his university, to contribute to a volume of essays
on Burke that he collected, and to join the fraternity of Burke scholars that
he led. Stanlis’s signal work on Burke was his Edmund Burke and the Nat-
ural Law, first published in 1958. His main point is in the title; it is that Burke
was a natural law philosopher, or thinker. Natural law, Stanlis believed, is the
idea most required and most overlooked, or most derided, in our age of pos-
itivism and relativism, in which unguided human will is held to be the only
motive of action. It was no small aggravation to this situation that the thinker
best equipped to guide us back to natural law, Edmund Burke, was generally
interpreted to share the positivist or utilitarian view that was the source of
the difficulty. Stanlis set out to establish, on the contrary, that Burke was not
a positivist but a natural law thinker and, indeed, our best resource against
positivism. It was done, he acknowledged in the preface to his book, with the
help of his friends Ross J. S. Hoffman, Russell Kirk, and Louis I. Bredvold; but
the accomplishment was essentially his. Since the publication of Stanlis’s
book, every Burke scholar has had to confront its argument and deal with its
evidence. Of course, not everyone agrees; and, as is common with the ap-
pearance of any new, strong theme, many say it goes too far. But they admit
the force of his point.

Also acknowledged in Stanlis’s preface is Leo Strauss’s book Natural Right
and History (1953), of which the last chapter, “The Crisis of Modern Natural
Right,” was, in part, a study of Burke. Although Strauss refers to Burke’s re-
liance on natural law,1 so that Stanlis rightly says that his original conviction
was confirmed and deepened by reading Strauss, Strauss does not make
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1. Leo Strauss, Natural Right and History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1953),
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Imaginative Whig, edited by Ian Crowe, University of Missouri Press, 2005. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=3570830.
Created from nottingham on 2018-05-25 05:51:07.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

5.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f M

is
so

ur
i P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



that his theme. Whereas Stanlis considers Burke to be above all a natural law
thinker, Strauss looks to him foremost for his understanding of prudence.

Neither Stanlis nor Strauss makes a point of Burke’s conservatism, and
for good reason. Burke himself does not use the term, and it is unwise to as-
sume one knows a better name for a thinker than that thinker has found for
himself. “Conservatism” is not a term that stands on its own feet; it arose in
contrast and opposition to “liberalism” or “progressivism.” It is a reactive
word, a correlative that presupposes the continuing existence of the party
that those now called conservatives first attempted, unsuccessfully, to stifle.
But for us, in our time, the liberal party being very much alive, Burke can
well appear as conservative.

Stanlis presents Burke as “our master teacher” against positivism and its
attendant ills of statism, totalitarianism, anarchy, and popular tyranny.2 He
has been accused of enlisting Burke on the right side of the Cold War, as if
that were a crime; but, in fact, in the section at the end of his book called
“The Contemporary Need of Burke’s Political Philosophy,” Stanlis avoids
polemics and claims that everybody’s understanding will be improved by
reading Burke as he does. “Burke,” he says, “is a restorative of the Christian-
humanist wisdom of Europe, based on the Natural Law.”3 Strauss, too, pre-
sents Burke’s thought as “a return to the premodern conception of natural
right.”4 For both scholars, Burke represents a visible return to a better past.
They could have found other conservatisms that do not feature a return to
natural law, as Stanlis has it, or to classic natural right, as Strauss prefers.
They could have gone to nineteenth-century German philosophers, to Hegel
especially. But none of the German philosophers presents himself as making
a return of this kind or, as Burke said, to “the authors of sound antiquity.”5

To return to these authors implies their superiority to present thinkers, and
the German philosophers did not want to admit that point. In contrast to the
early modem philosophers, the Germans were willing to praise the ancient
authors and eager to bid them welcome to a new, revised modernity that 
had room for them. But their hospitality took the form of appropriation into
their own systems—or system, since mainly I am speaking of Hegel, the mas-
ter appropriator and systematizer. The rules of the house would be main-
tained, and the ancient authors would live as permanent guests or resident
aliens. With Burke, however, we see an attempt at return, for which the dis-
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2. Peter J. Stanlis, Edmund Burke and the Natural Law (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan
Press, 1958), 249.

3. Ibid.
4. Strauss, Natural Right, 294–5
5. Quoted by Strauss, ibid., 295.
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tinction between modern revolutionary natural rights and traditional natural
law (Stanlis) or modern and premodern natural right (Strauss) must be main-
tained and, more, kept in view.

Conservatism is, first of all, a return, a return to natural law or classic nat-
ural right, seen, at least potentially, in its own terms, as distinct from a re-
vised modern natural right that absorbs the ancient authors and turns them
to its own account. Perhaps both Stanlis and Strauss wanted to consider the
possibility of return as opposed to appropriation, the name for this possibility
being “conservatism.” Burke shows us the advantages and disadvantages 
of conservatism. Its first advantage is to admit or proclaim the necessity of 
return in opposition to the German philosophers who try to pass off their
headlong advance toward the end of history and beyond as the summary of
wisdom.

Stanlis and Strauss could have made other choices of conservatisms that
do not feature a return to the ancients. They could have fixed on Locke, who
provided a conservative check on the individual wills he loosed with the spirit
and institutions of constitutionalism. They could have brought up the Amer-
ican Founders, who developed Locke’s constitutionalism. They could have
looked at Tocqueville, who did his best to keep democracy conservative. But
none of these stood for return. Locke and the Americans were expressly for
modernity, despite their wariness of its excesses. Their constitutional remedies
for its political dangers were innovations drawn from modernity itself. Tocque-
ville emphatically rejected any return to the premodern social state, includ-
ing thought and institutions, that he called aristocracy. He, too, found the
cures for modern democracy’s ills in the practices of democracy. (He shared
Burke’s allergic reaction to theory that will be discussed below.) Tocqueville
saw nothing but trouble in the reactionaries of his time, their notion of return
being not to the sound authors of antiquity but to throne and altar.

“Return” means not only recapturing the theses of Plato, Aristotle, and
Aquinas, thus accepting their superiority to modern understandings, but also
showing how one could live today by their principles. “One” might be either
an individual or a society, but let us suppose the two combined: the situation
of a responsible individual who returns to the Socratic or Thomistic tradition
of political philosophy. What political advice would he give to his own soci-
ety and that of others? One cannot return to the classics without taking ac-
count of the obstacles to return, the widespread influence and acceptance of
modern principles and practices. The very word return implies that we have
turned or drifted away from what we conceive of returning to. Obviously, the
reason for turning away will be the reason why there will be resistance to re-
turn: how should one deal with it?
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It would seem that one must either oppose modernity root and branch or
compromise with it. Here Stanlis and Strauss diverge. Although Stanlis does
not make a point of the need for compromise, he allows that we today prac-
tice individual rights in a way and to a degree that would have profoundly dis-
turbed Burke. “The sovereignty of natural law” that Stanlis advances for our
approval does not require us to return to the rule of gentlemen under the
British constitution as explained by Burke. But Stanlis does not find that
Burke himself found it necessary to compromise with modernity. He calls
Burke “[e]ssentially a Thomist in his political philosophy.”6

Strauss, on the other hand, makes clear his view that Burke compromised.
He refers to the closing passage of Burke’s Thoughts on French Affairs
(1791), where Burke says of the French Revolution, with seeming resigna-
tion, “they, who persist in opposing this mighty current in human affairs . . .
will not be resolute and firm, but perverse and obstinate.” From this state-
ment, which appears nowhere else in Burke’s writings, Strauss concludes,
contentiously, that Burke is “oblivious of the nobility of last-ditch resistance.”
Burke, he adds, is “at the pole opposite to Cato, who dared to espouse a lost
cause.”7 Strauss’s judgment has attracted the attention of Burke scholars,
who find it harsh. It might seem harsh even from Strauss’s standpoint, be-
cause two pages earlier he had described Burke’s opposition as “intransi-
gent”8—intransigent, it appears, all the way to the last ditch, where it suf-
fered sudden collapse. Nor does one know for sure whether the “nobility” of
last-ditch resistance also makes it prudent in Strauss’s eyes; in fact, one
fears not. Yet Strauss said that Burke returned to the classics for the sake of
prudence, not nobility. Strauss begins his study of Burke by saying that Burke
looked on the British constitution “in a spirit akin to” the way Cicero had
looked on the Roman constitution. But he closes that section of his book by
distinguishing Burke from Cicero.9 Cicero did not abandon the notion, dear
to classical political philosophy, that societies are founded by superior indi-
viduals, whereas Burke did abandon that notion together with the notion of
the best regime which allows superior individuals to be guided by political
philosophy. Cato—Strauss’s hero of the lost cause—stood for the uncorrupt
republic but not for political philosophy as did Cicero. Lucan said of him that
“the winners had their cause approved by the gods, the losers by Cato.”10
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6. Stanlis, Edmund Burke, 249.
7. Strauss, Natural Right, 318. See Francis Canavan, Edmund Burke: Prescription and Prov-

idence (Durham, N.C.: Carolina Academic Press, 1987), 153, for comment on the uniqueness of
this sentiment in Burke’s writings.

8. Strauss, Natural Right, 316.
9. Ibid., 295, 321–22.

10. Lucan, Civil War (1:128).
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Cato’s ancestor, Cato Major, the one who wanted Carthage destroyed (so
that its cause would be lost for sure), stood for return to the Rome that existed
before it was corrupted by philosophy. It seems that Cicero, who helped to
make Greek philosophy respectable in Rome, is the better example.

Cicero may have seemed to compromise with Roman corruption when he
“chooses to describe the Roman polity rather than to invent a new one,”11

but Strauss argues that in fact he did not. Though he adapted classical politi-
cal philosophy, he did not essentially compromise it. On the contrary, Cicero
kept political philosophy alive in Rome, and beyond Rome, precisely by
adapting it to Rome. At the same time he helped to ensure that the uncorrupt
Roman republic would not be a lost cause. Last-ditch resistance, Strauss re-
marks, “in a way which no man can foresee . . . may contribute greatly to-
ward keeping awake the recollection of the immense loss sustained by man-
kind, [and] may inspire and strengthen the desire and hope for its recovery.”12

Thus may the nobility of a lost cause prove to be useful; it is right sustained,
we know not how or when, by its noble nature, or by nature. Strauss appears
to assure us that, by a kind of classical philosopher’s providence, we can
never be sure that a cause is lost. When political philosophy keeps a lost
cause alive, however, it charges a price. So we now have the recollection of
the Roman republic together with the muted criticism that accompanies Ci-
cero’s praise.

It may be, however, that the antiphilosophical Romans pose a lesser threat
to classical philosophy than the modern philosophers with their motley,
pseudophilosophical company of enthusiastic cheerleaders (such as Tom
Paine) and grim reformers (such as Maximilien Robespierre). Cicero was able
to claim that the Roman republic was endorsed by philosophy as the best
regime, but Burke faces modern philosophers and pseudophilosophers who
inspired the French Revolution and have attacked the British constitution.
Theorists themselves, these revolutionaries could not be opposed merely by
invoking theory. The tradition of classical philosophy, to which Burke might
wish to return, has been interrupted by a revolutionary “speculatism” (Burke’s
word) that has perverted it. In this difficult situation, Burke chose to deny, in
company with classical and against modern philosophy, the ability of theory
to be the sole or sufficient guide of practice. Here Stanlis and Strauss con-
verge again, with a difference of nuance.

Stanlis, like Strauss, brings up Burke’s close affinity with Cicero,13 but he
does not note the differences between Burke and Cicero mentioned by Strauss:
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12. Ibid., 318.
13. Stanlis, Edmund Burke, 123.
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the lack in Burke, as opposed to Cicero, of any notion of the best regime
and of the founding of a regime all at once. For Stanlis, Burke’s idea of pru-
dence is part of, or, at least, “fused” with, natural law.14 This connection passes
from the principles of natural law to the circumstances, first, of the law of
nations and, second, of each particular country’s constitution. Stanlis regards
Burke’s attacks on abstract theory as confined to the revolutionary tradition
of natural rights introduced by Hobbes. His ample treatment of Burke’s idea
of prudence aims to establish that reliance on prudence is not a sign of re-
sort to expediency or of incipient utilitarianism, as the positivist interpreters
of Burke alleged. He discusses Burke’s idea of prescription but does not
dwell on it. He does not allude to difficulties in the way of holding prescrip-
tion to be part of natural law, as asserted by Burke for the first time in the
tradition of natural law. Might not prescription be considered compromise
with modernity rather than return to the tradition? Strauss says that Burke
“may be said to have restored the older view,” and “may be said to have re-
turned to Aristotle in particular [emphases added].” He indicates that Burke
himself may have wished rather to defend the British constitution than to re-
turn to classical philosophy as a whole, but he found a point of agreement or
similarity between his need to oppose modern speculatism and the modera-
tion of the ancients in face of the political ambition of theory and theorists.
Burke is not able to adapt the British constitution to the classical best regime,
as Cicero did the Roman; he chooses, or is compelled, to abandon the best
regime and replace it with a notion less dependent on theory and less chal-
lenging to practice. But which is it? Did Burke choose to abandon the best
regime or was he compelled to do so? Strauss speaks of “[t]he practical
character of Burke’s thought,” and remarks that he did not write a single
theoretical work on the principles of politics. Yet he adhered throughout his
life to the same principles. Strauss undertakes to show the coherence of
those principles, to bring out the theory uniting them. But to do so he begins
from Burke’s hostility to theory as such, in contrast to Stanlis. Hostility to
theory may be shown in a certain disregard for the seriousness of its lan-
guage; hence, as Strauss says, Burke “did not hesitate to use the language
of modern natural right whenever that could assist him in persuading his
modern audience.”15

Strauss states that the practical character of Burke’s thought partly ex-
plains why he did not hesitate to adopt modern language; perhaps the theo-
retical implications of Burke’s thought hold the rest of the explanation. But,
if he wanted to persuade a modern audience, would he not have been com-
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14. Ibid., 124.
15. Strauss, Natural Right, 303, 296.
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pelled to use modern language, at least rhetorically or provisionally? And
this rhetorical use, in his case as opposed to Cicero’s, would more readily
compromise any wholehearted return to classical philosophy, which modern
philosophy openly rejects. Burke could not adopt the British constitution
ironically as Cicero adopted the Roman republic.

We are being brought to the conclusion that conservatism is part return to
a better past, part acceptance of a better present. The better present repre-
sents undeniable progress in the moderns over the ancients, as, for exam-
ple, in the British constitution over the Roman republic.

Strauss proceeds to show what language of modern natural right Burke
did not hesitate to use. In fact, he seems to indicate that Burke subscribed to
this language. But he notes that Burke did not conclude from these doctrines
“a right to participation in political power.”16 Thus Burke draws a line between
having natural rights and having the right of consent. He understands the
state of nature as the home only of our “naked, shivering nature,” so that the
passage to civil society is not, as it is for Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau, based
on the consent of men seeking to preserve themselves as already complete
in their natures, however vulnerable they may be. For Burke, men go to civil
society to complete their natures, which are not merely vulnerable, but also
lacking in virtues and in higher wants. The passage into civil society cannot
be seen as being due to consent since men are not in a condition to consent
or to know what they might consent to. And, if government is not originally
by consent of the governed, neither is it so subsequently. “The people is so
little the master of the constitution that it is its creature,” says Strauss.17

Then civil society with all its conventions is the true state of nature.
Burke mixes together human nature and human convention in a way quite

opposed to the liberal social-contract thinkers, especially to Locke and to
the Americans who built their government on the principle of consent. In this
way, Burke tries to hold the line, the line he has drawn, against modern lib-
eralism. He uses the language of rights in the state of nature but interprets
them differently so as to draw a different political conclusion, one hostile to
democratic republicanism. A successful general Burke was not. He did not
select a line that could be defended. Opposing the principle of consent, he
could not distinguish the American revolution from the French, and he was
compelled, despite his moderate, Whiggish love of freedom, to endorse the
cause of the French aristocratic émigrés. One can see him becoming a ser-
vant to reaction in his famous, beautiful paean to Marie Antoinette. Strauss
praises Burke’s “polemical overstatements” for tearing away the disguises of

Burke’s Conservatism ` 65

16. Ibid., 297.
17. Ibid., 299.

Imaginative Whig, edited by Ian Crowe, University of Missouri Press, 2005. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=3570830.
Created from nottingham on 2018-05-25 05:51:07.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

5.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f M

is
so

ur
i P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



the new morality of the rights of man.18 Just as the regicide of Louis XVI re-
veals the true motive of those who question authority in the name of the
rights of man, so the guillotining of Marie Antoinette exposes their heartless-
ness. Burke contrasts that heartlessness with the bygone chivalry of French
knights. But how can he recapture chivalry for his time? Burke did not think
to anticipate Tocqueville by looking to the conservative formalism of the
American lawyers as a democratic substitute for medieval chivalry. Instead
of coming to terms with democratic consent, Burke made himself available
to the reaction both on the continent and at home. “Much to admire, little to
agree with,” was William Pitt’s judgment on Burke’s postrevolutionary polit-
ical oratory. Instead of choosing a last ditch he could defend, Burke chose
one that was soon overrun.

Yet Burke does have a surrogate for the principle of consent that he denies
to be a consequence of the rights of man, and this is the idea of prescription.
Prescription, for Burke, is a “great fundamental part of natural law.” It oper-
ates in civil society, not in the state of nature. It describes the manner of
growth of property and constitutions and lays down the method of inheritance.
Prescription results from prudent response to felt or expressed grievances in
the people, in such manner that change from what is established is, at best,
unnoticed by the people or, at least, regarded by them as necessary to a
restoration of what is established. Being necessary in particular circumstances,
no change sets a precedent for, or establishes a principle of future, change.
The people have their wants satisfied without having to exercise their judg-
ment or their foresight, faculties in which they are deficient. Prudence comes
from experience, and the idea of prescription preforms experience so that it
comes in degrees, gradually. Any abrupt change will always be interpreted
in terms of the inherited status quo, thus as requiring only adjustment, never
a change in visible form or principle. It is the job of statesmen to see experi-
ence as the people will feel it, and so to make it continuous. Strauss thought,
and in this he differed from Stanlis, that prescription was Burke’s central
idea, his great innovation if you will. But prescription demands that the given
state of affairs be accepted, or, at most, adjusted; it seems to exclude the
policy of return. Although prescription is a theoretical innovation upon the
classic theory of natural law, it is also related to the modern principle of con-
sent. It is both an adjustment to consent, as supplying a better way to get the
satisfaction that is promised from consent, and a denial, in that it refuses
any right of consent. But prescription is not in any case return to premodern
natural right. Burke’s return to the prudence of the classics, after prudent
adoption of the language of modern natural right, leads immediately to the
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very principle of prudent adjustment, away from return. When the return is
to prudence, it doubles back upon itself and becomes adjustment, which is a
kind of advance—even a kind of progress.

Conservatism does not know whether to go back or go slow. Going back
comes from the desire to recapture prudence from the hostility and neglect
of modern natural right. Going slow results from the application of prudence
to curb the dangerous theory of modern natural right, in Burke’s case to
substitute prescription for consent. Strauss shows first how Burke argues the
case for practice against modern theory; he does it in a way that the case
against modern theory becomes a case against theory as such. Then he shows
how the case against theory rests on a theory itself—how prescription signifies
a turn to history understood as secularized providence. The last stage shows
the turn to history leading to the modern theory of individuality as opposed
to the very virtues, including prudence, the guide of the virtues, that Burke
wanted to protect against modern natural right. Let us see how Strauss’s ar-
gument proceeds.

In nine paragraphs, Strauss lays down a defense of practice against the
encroachments of theoretical science.19 The defense is credited to Burke,
but it makes sense on its own. It is useful today both to support the indepen-
dence of practical statesmen and to repel the ambitious levity of theoreticians
and scientists.

Strauss says, through Burke, that practice and prudence are distinguished
from theory by being concerned with the particular and changeable, whereas
theory is concerned with the universal and unchangeable. Theory can speak
to ends but not to means, which depend on circumstances and chance. Theo-
reticians are likely to be blind to changes arising from chance; though they
often talk as prophets, they are also often surprised by new situations. Re-
liance on history might seem to require concern for the unique, but Burke
understands such a habit as another form of speculatism. The use of pre-
scription, one must suppose, is not a reliance on history but a way of dealing
with new situations. When normal means will not work, the statesman must
interpret his departure from the normal as a matter of necessity, not as a
change of policy.

Legalism is another way in which theoreticians try to simplify difficult sit-
uations and to make prudence unnecessary. Theoreticians tend in general to
simplify, ignoring the complexity of practical decisions that never conform to
the simplest case on which their theories are built—for example, the state of
nature. Yet, at the same time, theory is too subtle and refined. In order to make
diverse factors appear simple and universal, theory goes beyond common
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experience and tries to see the normal and ordinary in terms of the extreme
and extraordinary. Its refined solutions cannot be understood, and will not be
trusted, by ordinary people.

Furthermore, practice presupposes an attachment to one’s own country
or people or whatever particular group, whereas theory is detached and neu-
tral. The wider horizon of theory endangers the narrow concentration that
any practitioner needs. And practice cannot wait; practical men must act
before all the evidence has been carefully weighed. When they act, they
cannot change their minds and go back to the same situation that existed
before they acted, as can theoreticians. Practice is limited by past decisions,
while theory is free to look at everything anew. Theory deals with true and
false; practice, however, is occupied with good and evil. Often, prejudice is a
greater friend to the good than is truth. Speculation likes to innovate and
cares nothing for established custom, but society rests on consent that can-
not be obtained without deferring to a people’s prejudices and customs. So-
ciety is imperfect, while theory demands the perfect and, thus, often makes
a practicable but imperfect reform of an imperfect situation more difficult or
impossible.

These words giving the reasons why practice resists the intrusions of
theory hold the permanent contribution of conservatism to political wisdom in
modem times. It does not supply sufficient wisdom because the bias of con-
servatism in favor of tradition compels it to depart from the good and often
leaves conservatives at a disadvantage and on the defensive. As we have
seen, conservatives do not know whether in any particular case the wish to
follow tradition will lead them to go back in order to recover the past or to go
slow in order to maintain continuity between present and past. “Traditional”
can have either of these two opposed meanings. Going back is potentially
disruptive, even revolutionary (think of the “Republican revolution” of 1994–
1995), but going slow means compromise with the unwisdom of modern
natural right (“tax collector for the Welfare State”). Neither tactic is depend-
ably better than the other—its correlate—and a conservative statesman will
never know in advance which will be the wiser choice.

What this means, of course, is that, despite its hostility to theory, conser-
vatism itself becomes a theory. But since it is an ambivalent theory without
a single, determinate practical consequence, it is paradoxically less mislead-
ing as a guide for action than liberalism, which always wants to go forward.
Conservatism is in the position of always leaning against the progressivism
of liberalism, and it is liable to being thrown off balance should going for-
ward be the right direction to go. But its overall superiority to progressivism
seems clear. It seems that for both Stanlis and Strauss, conservatism is an
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approximation of the good, essentially wrong because of its identification of
the good with the old, yet, on the whole, to be preferred to identification of the
good with the new, the simple, the material, the extreme, and the universal.
Conservatism is a party position depending for its superiority less on its own
wisdom than on the almost unfailing unwisdom of its opponents, of which
Burke made so telling a display.

Is there a modern politics superior to conservatism? Strauss notes that
Burke “parts company with the Aristotelian tradition by disparaging theory
and especially metaphysics.”20 Strauss says that Burke did not have a “clear
conviction” of the ultimate superiority of theory. Burke did once say to a
professor who had written to him, expressing his sense of the greater impor-
tance of Burke’s political occupation, that on the contrary: “The contempla-
tive virtue is in the order of things above the active; at least I have always
thought it so.”21 But it is true that Burke did not conspicuously call moral
virtue second to intellectual virtue, as did Aristotle.22 What would we find
recommended to us by Aristotle?

Earlier in Natural Right and History, in the chapter on “Classic Natural
Right,” Strauss briefly sets forth Aristotle’s mutable natural right.23 Here is a
critical account of the capacity of theory that stands comparison with Burke’s.
Aristotle, Strauss says, distinguishes an extreme situation of necessity, in
which a society’s existence or independence is in doubt, from a normal situ-
ation in which the rules of justice apply. Now, the typical solution of modern
natural right is to assimilate the normal situation to the extreme, and thus,
following Machiavelli, to make necessity the guide for all situations. Burke’s
idea of prescription, opposing this solution, is to assimilate the necessary
exception to the normal, thus making necessity disappear from view, or, at
least, appear subordinate to the normal. But it is characteristic of Aristotle,
as Strauss presents him, to keep the distinction between the normal and the
extreme situation in view, at least of the statesman, if not the people. It takes
a statesman to decide concretely which situation he faces and whether he
should follow justice or necessity. Such a statesman would be conspicuous
for his intellect. But today those reputed to have intellect are intellectuals 
or professors who have the status of experts. If literary, they are experts in
twaddle; if scientific, experts in jargon. These are the ones who today would
succeed to the rule of the wise, were that principle to be substituted for
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20. Ibid., 311.
21. Harvey C. Mansfield, ed., Selected Letters of Edmund Burke (Chicago: University of Chi-

cago Press, 1984), 104–6; Burke then quoted Ovid to the point—a writer of sound antiquity?
22. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1178a10.
23. Strauss, Natural Right, 159–61.
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conservatism. Burke had an inkling of such a calamity, and that is why he
plumped for the rule of prudent gentlemen. And, since gentlemen are not now
available, we need to find effectual conservatives of whatever name or party
whose politics is marked by suspicion of intellectuals. Intellectual conserva-
tives are needed, as we know from the example of Burke himself, but they
must behave with due modesty and must nurture an inhibition against pro-
ducing hasty solutions of their own.
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