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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

An unsolved problem in  the  l i t e r a t u r e  on Edmund B urke 's  p o l i t i ­

c a l  philosophy i s  whether B u rk e 's  thought i s  avowedly an ti-m e tap h y sica l, 

as some of h is  pronouncements in d ic a te ,  o r whether he r e j e c t s  only a  type 

of m etaphysics and i t s  m isap p lica tio n  to  p o l i t i c s .  Furtherm ore, i f  Burke 

has a  m etaphysics, as  I  s h a l l  m ain ta in , what a re  th e  s u s ta in in g  p r in c ip le s  

of th a t  m etaphysics? In  th e  p re se n t work I  « i l l  a ttem pt to  answer th ese  

q u e s tio n s  in  th e  l i g h t  of B u rk e 's  p o l i t i c a l  though t.

The con troversy  surrounding th e  q u estio n  o f a  Burkean meta­

p h y sics  has le d  to  two b a s ic a lly  opposed in te r p r e ta t io n s .  On th e  one 

hand, many sc h o la rs  co n sid e r Burke as belonging to  th e  u t i l i t a r i a n  t r a d i ­

t io n  i n  m o ra lity  and p o l i t i c s ;  on th e  o th e r , many p lace  him in  th e  c la s ­

s i c a l  n a tu ra l  law t r a d i t i o n .  The exponents of th e  form er view see him 

as a n ti-m e ta p h y s ic a l, d ism issin g  th e  e ff ic a c y  of sp e c u la tiv e  reason . 

R ep re se n ta tiv e s  of th e  l a t t e r  see th e  evidence f o r  n a tu ra l  law as a 

co rn e rsto n e  o f a  m etaphysics w ith in  B u rk e 's  p o l i t i c a l  th eo ry .

In  o rd er to  d e fin e  th e  n a tu re  o f th e  problem and to  c o n trib u te  

to  i t s  s o lu t io n , I  have env isioned  th e  fo llow ing  aims f o r  t h i s  d i s s e r ta ­

t io n .  These g o a ls  a re  l i s t e d  in  th e  o rd e r of t h e i r  im portance, not 

acco rd ing  to  th e  sequence of t h e i r  development w ith in  th e  body of the



essay  i t s e l f .

F i r s t ,  I  aim to  dem onstrate th a t  B u rk e 's  p o l i t i c a l  philosophy 

has a m etaphysical "basis as  does h is  philosophy o f God and human n a tu re . 

H is m etaphysics p ro v id es , th e re fo re ,  th e  p h ilo so p h ic a l s c a ffo ld in g  and 

them atic  g u id e lin e s  f o r  t h i s  p o l i t i c a l  ph ilosophy . This dem onstration  

in v o lv es  neg ativ e  and p o s it iv e  e lem en ts.

N egative ly , in  th e  course o f my p re s e n ta tio n , i t  i s  im portan t 

th a t  I  make two q u a l i f i c a t io n s . ( l )  Burke i s  n o t a p ro fe s s io n a l meta­

p h y s ic ian . He i s  n o t to  be reg ard ed  as  ano ther o f th e  sy stem a tic  meta­

p h y sic ian s  belonging to  a  t r a d i t io n  from P la to  through th e  modem r a t i o ­

n a l i s t s .  He sh ares  many o f t h e i r  conclusions b u t l i t t l e  o f t h e i r  method­

ology. In  f a c t ,  h is  m etaphysical views a re  more m a tte rs  o f assum ption 

than  argued co n clu sio n s , (s )  The m etaphysical elem ents o f B u rk e 's  thought 

a re  recognized  by him to  d i f f e r  from th e  popu lar m etaphysics o f h is  day. 

Burke i s  no r a t i o n a l i s t .  As a  p o l i t i c a l  a c t i v i s t ,  he i s  s e n s i t iv e  f i r s t  

and forem ost to  claim ing no th ing  p o l i t i c a l l y  s u b s ta n t ia l  u n le ss  i t  be 

m an ifested  in  p o l i t i c a l  ex p erien ce . In  o th e r  words, h is  m etaphysical 

b e l ie f s  a re  no t p re c ep ts  brought a  p r io r i  to  th e  p o l i t i c a l  a ren a . They 

a re  t r u th s  which, because they  a re  re v e a le d  i n  and g ive  i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y  

to  ex perience , a re  n e c e s sa r ily  e x p e r ie n t ia l .

P o s i t iv e ly ,  I  w i l l  i n i t i a l l y  show th a t  B u rk e 's  m etaphysics 

fe a tu re s  th e  p r in c ip le s  o f change and s t a b i l i t y , r e f l e c t in g  a  u n iv e rse  

of o rd e r . To reg a rd  e i th e r  p r in c ip le  a t  th e  expense o f th e  o th e r i s  to  

d i s t o r t  h is  conception  o f n a tu re  and, hence, o f p o l i t i c s .  These appar­

e n tly  d isco rd an t p r in c ip le s  d is c lo s e  a  r e a l i t y  where, through th e  s tru g ­

g lin g  in te rp la y  o f opposed fo rc e s , a  reaso n ab le  and p u rp o sefu l harmony



i n  n a tu re  and s o c ie ty  emerge. T h ere fo re , Burke’s  m etaphysics r e f l e c t s  

th e  r e a l i t y  and constancy of change w ith in  th e  co n tex t o f a  s ta b le ,  h ie r ­

a rc h ic a l ly  s tru c tu re d  u n iv e rse , as c re a te d  and su s ta in e d  by God.

Next, I  wish to  co n sid e r th e  evidence f o r  argu ing  th a t  Burke 

has an a n ti-m e ta p h y sic a l p o s i t io n . I  hope to  r e f u te  any such conclusion  

by showing th a t ,  a lthough  through choice n o t a  sp e c u la tiv e  p h ilo so p h e r, 

h is  in v e c tiv e  i s  aimed a g a in s t  a  f a l s e  m etaphysics—a r a t i o n a l i s t i c ,  

d eductive  m etaphysics, o b liv io u s  to  co n cre te  f a c t s ,  im posing i t s  u top­

ia n  a b s t r a c t  scheme upon s o c ie ty . There a re  many g e n e ra l p h ilo so p h ic  

d e s c r ip tio n s  o f Burke, such as u t i l i t a r i a n ,  p ra g m a tis t, e m p ir ic is t ,  h i s -  

t o r i c i s t ,  and o r g a n ic is t . In  f a i r n e s s ,  y e t  w ithou t g re a t  d e t a i l ;  I  s h a l l  

examine th e  most noted and comprehensive of th e se  d e s c r ip t io n s :  u t i l i ­

ta r ia n ism . I  in te n d  to  show th a t  u t i l i t a r i a n i s m  i s  an inadequate  i n t e r ­

p re ta t io n  of B urke’s  p o s it io n .

F in a l ly ,  I  aim to  lo c a te  B urke’s m etaphysics on a  p h ilo so p h ic  

spectrum . In  o th e r  words, I  in te n d  to  id e n t i f y  in  a  g e n e ra l way th e  

p h ilo so p h ic a l movement w ith  which B urke’s  though t i s  most com patib le. I  

hope to  be ab le  to  achieve t h i s  w ithou t damage to  th e  com plexity o f h is  

th o u g h t. The r e a l i s t  q u a l i ty  o f h is  m etaphysics i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  ig n o re , 

and I  s h a l l  a rgue , in  p a r t i c u la r ,  th a t  th e re  a re  p a r a l l e l s  w ith  th e  

re a lism  of th e  A r is to te lia n -T h o m is tic  t r a d i t i o n .  Yet t h i s  aim i s  secon­

dary  to  th e  dem onstration  of B urke’s  m etaphysics and i t s  p r in c ip le s .

The above g o a ls  w i l l  be developed in  th e  fo llo w in g  manner. In  

C hapter Two, I  s h a l l  d isc u ss  "The Problem o f a  Burkean M etaphysics."

T his w i l l  o b lig e  me to  sea rch  ou t th e  evidence by Burke which i s  o fte n  

taken  as  r e f l e c t in g  an a n ti-m e ta p h y s ic a l a t t i t u d e .  T his evidence does



indeed , a t  l e a s t ,  r e f l e c t  B u rk e 's  su sp ic io n  about r a t i o n a l i s t  m etaphysics. 

H ere in , I  s h a l l  tu rn  to  c e r ta in  u t i l i t a r i a n  in t e r p r e ta t io n s  of B u rk e 's  

th o u g h t, e s p e c ia l ly  a tte n d in g  to  th e  claim ed r e je c t io n  of any m etaphysi­

c a l  fo u n d a tio n  to  h is  th o u g h t.

I t  i s  im p o rtan t to  understand  th a t  I  have som ething s p e c i f ic  

and l im ite d  in  mind f o r  t h i s  c h a p te r . I  do n o t want to  a n t ic ip a te  in  

t h i s  c h ap te r  th e  main argument o f my p r o je c t .  I  want only to  e s ta b l i s h  

th a t  B u rk e 's  thought i s  n o t a n ti-m e ta p h y s ic a l. I  do no t in te n d  to  argue 

here  th a t  he has a  p a r t i c u la r  m etaphysics; t h a t  w i l l  come l a t e r .  T his 

c h a p te r , th en , i s  a  g round-break ing  f o r  an e d if ic e  to  be r a is e d  in  suc­

ceeding  c h a p te rs .

In  C hapter Three th e  p re s e n ta tio n  o f "The Case f o r  B u rk e 's  

M etaphysics" b e g in s . T h is  w i l l  f i r s t  e n t a i l  a  c o n s id e ra tio n  o f what 

m etaphysics i s ,  and an u n d ers tan d in g  o f th e  ta s k  o f th e  m etaphysic ian .

The n a tu re  and ta s k  o f m etaphysics in  t h i s  co n tex t w i l l  be tra c e d  w ith in  

th e  bounds o f th e  A ris to te lia n -T h o m is tic  p h ilo so p h ia  p e re n n is . I t  i s  

w ith in  t h i s  r e a l i s t  framework th a t  B u rk e 's  m etaphysics w i l l  be shown to  

r e s t .  I  w i l l  p re se n t th e  case f o r  a  Burkean m etaphysics, co n cen tra tin g  

on th o se  elem ents th a t  seem most p iv o ta l ,  and which serve  b e s t  to  i n t e ­

g ra te  th e  whole substance  o f h is  th o u g h t.

I n  t h i s  c h ap te r I  s h a l l  focus in  p a r t i c u l a r  on th e  e lem ents of 

change and s t a b i l i t y ,  and t h e i r  r e la t io n s h ip  to  B urke 's  n o tio n  o f sub­

s ta n c e , e ssen ce , and n a tu re .  These e lem ents s u s ta in  th e  th e s i s  o f an 

o rd ered , i n t e l l i g i b l e ,  h i e r a r c h ic a l ly , developm enta l, and purposive con­

s t i t u t e d  r e a l i t y .  My th e s i s  w i l l  g a in  f u r th e r  c l a r i f i c a t i o n  in  t h i s  

c h a p te r  by way of a  co n c ise  com parison and c o n tr a s t  w ith  c e r ta in  French



Enlightenm ent th in k e rs  and w ith  John Locke in  reg a rd  to  c e r ta in  o f t h e i r  

id e a s  concerning th e se  e lem en ts. F in a l ly ,  a f t e r  s e p a ra tin g  B u rk e 's  meta­

ph y sics  from a  m etaphysics o f r a d ic a l  e x is te n t ia l is m  and extreme e ssen - 

t ia l i s m , w ith  t h e i r  in o rd in a te  emphasis upon change o r s t a b i l i t y  re sp e c ­

t iv e ly ,  h is  philosophy w i l l  be shown to  r e f l e c t  a  fa v o ra b le  comparison 

w ith  p h ilo so p h ic a l e x is te n t ia l is m .

In  C hapter Four th e se  elem ents o f B u rk e 's  m etaphysics w i l l  be 

more s p e c i f ic a l ly  tra c e d  through h is  philosophy of God and human n a tu re . 

L inks between h is  m etaphysics and p o l i t i c a l  philosophy w i l l  be sought 

th roughout t h i s  s tudy , b u t they  w i l l  e s p e c ia l ly  come to  l i g h t  when th e  

d iscu ss io n  of human n a tu re  i s  extended to  a  c o n s id e ra tio n  o f B u rk e 's  

th e o r ie s  of l i b e r ty  and e q u a l i ty .  The p h ilo so p h ic a l p r in c ip le s  of o rd e r 

as rev ea led  in  th e  tre a tm en t o f change and s t a b i l i t y  w i l l  re c e iv e  f u r th e r  

a m p lif ic a tio n  in  t h i s  ch ap te r , re v e a lin g  them selves as  th e  th em atic  th re a d s  

th a t  connect th e  v a rio u s  p a r ts  o f B u rk e 's  m etaphysics.

An example o f how th e  elem ents o f h is  m etaphysics come to g e th e r  

occurs in  h is  view o f human n a tu re . F o r Burke human n a tu re  i s  s t r u c ­

tu re d  y e t dynamic. The essence o f man rem ains c o n sta n t amid h i s to r i c a l  

and s o c ia l  changes. Human n a tu re  i s  bo th  r a t io n a l  and s o c ia l ,  a lthough  

sen tim en t and fe e l in g  o fte n  predom inate. Man e x is t s  f o r  a  purpose, t h i s  

purpose being th e  p e r fe c t in g  of h is  n a tu re  in  s o c ie ty .  The w il l  and 

d esig n s  of God, e s p e c ia l ly  a s  known to  man through th e  n a tu ra l  law, re v e a l 

in  p a r t ,  th e  u n iv e rs a l  moral laws f o r  th e  p e r fe c t in g  o f human n a tu re .

In  C hapter F ive I  w i l l  co n sid er th e  te le o lo g ic a l  and n a tu ra l  

law elem ents o f  B u rk e 's  m etaphysics. This w il l  undersco re  y e t ag a in  th e  

p r in c ip le s  o f o rd e r and th e  p a r t s  th a t  change and s t a b i l i t y  p lay  th rough­



out h is  ph ilosophy. The elem ent of te le o lo g y  evolves from th e  d iscu ss io n  

of change, God, and human n a tu re , p o in tin g  to  th e  purposefu lness o f a l l  

r e a l i t y  f o r  Burke. At t h i s  p o in t th e  ch ao tic  d is tu rb an ce  of e v i l  w i l l  be 

d iscu ssed  in  c o n tra s t  w ith  th e  t e l i c  c h a ra c te r  o f r e a l i t y .

An in te g r a l  elem ent of th e  argument f o r  B u rk e 's  m etaphysics i s  

th e  concept o f n a tu ra l  law. Although t h i s  s p e c if ic  l in k  in  B u rk e 's  p h ilo ­

sophy has been th e  s u b je c t o f re c e n t secondary l i t e r a t u r e , i t  cannot be 

ignored  i±  my th e s i s  i s  to  be s u s ta in e d . More im p o r ta n tly , I  w il l  apply 

th e  p rev io u s ly  o u tlin e d  m etaphysical p r in c ip le s  to  an assessm ent o f the  

n a tu ra l  law foundation  of B u rk e 's  p o l i t i c s .  T his law has a  u n iv e rs a l  and 

tim e le ss  a p p lic a tio n  to  a l l  mankind, s u s ta in in g  th e  o rd e rly  y e t develop­

m ental v i t a l i t y  o f r e a l i t y .

Throughout t h i s  study  I  w i l l  b rin g  c r i t ic is m  to  bear on c e r ta in  

p o in ts  o f B u rk e 's  thought o r manner o f p h ilo so p h is iz in g . Although my 

sym pathies both a t  th e  le v e l  o f m etaphysics and p o l i t i c a l  p r in c ip le s  l i e  

w ith  Burke, I  w il l  no t s k i r t  a re a s  o f weakness in  h is  though t.

I t  i s  my hope th a t  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  marked between B u rk e 's  

m etaphysics and p o l i t i c a l  though t w i l l  no t only c o n tr ib u te  to  an in c reased  

understand ing  of a  r ic h  and f e r t i l e  mind, b u t th a t  i t  w i l l  prove tim ely  

to  th o se  who search  f o r  a  p o l i t i c a l  v is io n  w ith  a  foundation  in  th e  o rder 

o f r e a l i t y ,  no t sim ply in  id eo lo g y . The only v ia b le  s e t t in g  f o r  p o l i ­

t i c s  i s  one th a t  seeks i t s  su p p o rt beyond th e  a s p ir a t io n s  o f th e  oppressed 

o r th e  desig n s  o f u to p ian  v is io n a r ie s .  P o l i t i c s  must r e f l e c t  r e a l i t y  as 

i t  i s ,  n o t ju s t  as  we wish i t  to  b e . And to  know what r e a l i t y  i s ,  we 

need to  seek a b a s is  f o r  p o l i t i c a l  thought in  a  m etaphysics which d i s ­

c lo se s  be in g , and t h i s  I  b e lie v e  Edmund Burke has done.



CHAPTER TWO 

THE PROBLEM OF A BURKEAN METAPHYSICS

My concern i s  to  support th e  p o s i t io n  th a t  Edmund B urke 's  

p o l i t i c a l  philosophy has a  m etaphysical fo u n d a tio n  and to  in d ic a te  what 

th a t  foundation  i s .  In  t h i s  ch ap te r I  w i l l  show some of th e  com plex ities 

invo lved  in  d isco v e rin g  and secu rin g  t h i s  p o s i t io n .

These com plex ities  in  B u rk e 's  thought a re  in  la rg e  p a r t  due 

to  th e  fo llow ing  e lem ents. F i r s t ,  alm ost a l l  o f h is  w r it in g s , speeches, 

and l e t t e r s  d e a l w ith  th e  occurrence o f some p o l i t i c a l  even t o r c r i s i s .  

Second, s in ce  he w rite s  in  response  to  s p e c i f ic  e v e n ts , such as th e  Cath­

o l ic  problem in  I r e la n d , o r th e  American o r French re v o lu tio n s , he gener­

a l ly  engages in  u rg ing  a c tio n  o r response to  th e se  c r i s e s .  Consequently, 

th e  purpose o f h is  w ritin g  i s  no t th a t  o f composing a  sy stem a tic  p o l i t i ­

c a l  ph ilosophy . H is w r it in g , a lthough  e lo q u en t, i s  born of h a s te .^

T h ird , much o f B u rk e 's  though t i s  couched in  th e  p h ilo so p h ic a l and p o l i ­

t i c a l  p a rlan ce  in  vogue in  th e  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry . Y et, w hile  using  

th i s  ja rg o n , he in fu se s  i t  w ith  h is  own meaning th a t  p lace s  h is  thought

John Plam enatz w rite s  o f B u rk e 's  s ty le s  " I  can th in k  o f no 
one who can argue a  case a t  such unneccessary  le n g th  w ithou t wearying 
th e  re a d e r ."  John Plam enatz, Man and S ocietys P o l i t i c a l  and S o c ia l Theory, 
v o l . 1: M ach iav elli th rough Rousseau (New York: McGraw-Hill Book C o.,
1963) ,  pp. 332- 3 3 .



o fte n  a t  v a rian ce  w ith  th e  meanings g iven  th e se  term s by h is  contempo­

r a r i e s .  He u ses  such term s as  " u t i l i t y , "  "expediency," and " n a tu ra l  

r ig h t s "  in  a  manner th a t  n e i th e r  e ig h te e n th  cen tu ry  n a tu ra l  r ig h t  th e o r­

i s t s  nor u t i l i t a r i a n s  and e m p ir ic is ts  would employ. This len d s to  th e  

ap p aren t am biguity o f some o f B u rk e 's  language. F o u rth , th e  complexi­

t i e s  surrounding  th e  fo u n d a tio n s  of h is  philosophy a re  heightened  by th e  

vary ing  in te r p r e ta t io n s  in  th e  secondary l i t e r a t u r e  o f h is  though t.

Those most prom inent in  denying a  m etaphysical base to  B u rk e 's  p o l i t i c s
2

most commonly mark him a  u t i l i t a r i a n .

S ince Burke does n o t w rite  in  a  sy stem a tic  manner, one must 

re a d  him very  c a re fu l ly  in  o rd e r to  uncover th e  fundam entals of h is
•3

philosophy.-^ S t i l l ,  a  c a re fu l read in g  o f him w il l  re v e a l a  p o l i t i c a l  

philosophy th a t ,  f a r  from d isp a rag in g  reaso n , and f a r  from being a n t i -  

m e taphysica l, in  f a c t  re v e a ls  a  f irm  m etaphysical grounding th a t  i s  o rd e rly  

and co n tin g en t upon G od's c r e a t iv e ,  conserv ing  power.

I t  i s  necessa ry  t h a t  any f a l s e  e x p ec ta tio n s  a  propos B u rk e 's  

m etaphysics be l a id  to  r e s t  b e fo re  we proceed w ith  our in q u iry . There 

i s  no sy stem a tic  tre a tm en t o f m etaphysica l p r in c ip le s  in  Burke. None­

th e le s s ,  evidence f o r  a  m etaphysica l b a s is  o f h is  p o l i t i c a l  philosophy

^ n  th e  l a t t e r  p o rtio n  o f t h i s  c h ap te r, re p re s e n ta t iv e  u t i l i ­
t a r i a n  assessm ents o f B u rk e 's  philosophy  w i l l  be co n sid ered .

F r e d e r ic k  D reyer c o n sid e rs  t h i s  problem when he w rite s  th a t  
"Burke, th e  p h ilo so p h e r, d id  n o t w r ite  a  t r e a t i s e  in  which h is  p o l i t i c a l  
th eo ry  was co h eren tly  and sy s te m a tic a lly  expounded. . . . The d is c lo ­
su re s  o f philosophy  a re  a t  b e s t  p a r t i a l  and fragm entary  ; moreover they  
do n o t a t  f i r s t  g lance  f i t  e a s i ly  in to  a  c o n s is te n t w hole." F red e ric k  
D reyer, "Edmund Burke: The P h ilo so p h er in  A c tio n ,"  S tu d ie s  in  Burke and
H is Time 15 (1973-74):121.



not only e x i s t s  th roughou t h is  works, h u t such m etaphysics i s  a  neces­

sary  co n d itio n  f o r  a c o r re c t  comprehension o f h is  p o l i t i c a l  th o u g h t.

To seek a  fo u n d a tio n  f o r  B u rk e 's  p o l i t i c a l  philosophy  in  a  

m etaphysical p o s i t io n  i s  n o t to  suggest th a t  Burke p h ilo so p h iz e s  in  a 

r a t i o n a l i s t i c ,  d eductive  fa s h io n . P a r from i t .  The p h ilo so p h ic a l under- 

p in in g s  found in  Burke a re  d o g m atica lly  s ta te d ,  as i f  th e  fo r c e ,  c l a r i t y , 

and im pact o f th e  t r u th  i t s e l f  shou ld  he s e l f - e v id e n t .  He o f f e r s  s l ig h t

e f f o r t  in  argum entation . As a  p o l i t i c i a n  hy p ro fe s s io n , Burke speaks
h

of h im se lf as  th e  "p h ilo so p h er in  a c t io n ."  H is a c tio n s  a re  p re d ic a te d  

on p r in c ip le s  p r im a rily  bequeathed to  him through th e  wisdom o f gener­

a t io n s  p a s t ,  p r in c ip le s  which a re  checked a g a in s t  th e  testim ony  o f c i r ­

cum stances. So, a lthough  Burke avoids s p e c u la tiv e  th o u g h t, he does p re se n t 

a p o s i t io n  which, f a r  from heing  a n ti-m e ta p h y s ic a l, i s  consonant w ith a 

k ind  o f m etaphysics which i s  most com patible w ith  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l ,  c la s ­

s i c a l  re a lism  o f th e  A ris to te lia n -T h o m is tic  sch o o l.

Evidence f o r  B u rk e 's  "A nti-M etaphysical" P o s i t io n  

Remarks abound by Burke which appear to  d is c lo s e  an unswerving 

animus toward m etaphysics. A sam pling o f th e se  rem arks may h e lp  b rin g  

home th e  w rath o f Burke tow ard a b s t r a c t  th e o r iz in g , e s p e c ia l ly  when i t  

occurs in  th e  realm  o f p o l i t i c s .

In  h is  Appeal from th e  New Whigs to  th e  O ld , Burke denounces 

th e  a p p lic a t io n  o f u n iv e r s e ls  to  th e  prov ince of p o l i t i c s  and m orals.

Thoughts on th e  Cause o f th e  P re se n t D isco n ten ts  (1770) in  
The Works of th e  R igh t Honorable Edmund B urke, 12 v o ls .  (F oston: L i t t l e ,
Brown, and C o., i 860 ) ,  1:530» h e r e a f te r  c i te d  as Works.
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u n iv e rs a is  ‘being th e  very s t u f f  o f sp e c u la tiv e  tho u g h t, whereas th e

realm  of p o l i t i c s  and m orals r e f l e c t s  a  world o f contingency . Burke

b lu n tly  s t a t e s  th a t  "pure m etaphysical a b s tr a c t io n  does no t belong to

th e se  m atters."^* U nlike m athem atics, i t s e l f  a  most f e r t i l e  f i e l d  f o r

a b s t r a c t  th o u g h t, m o ra lity  la c k s  e x a c ti tu d e . In s te a d , m o ra lity  adm its

of ex cep tio n s  and m o d if ica tio n s , and th e se  ex cep tio n s  a re  in tro d u ced

through  prudence, n o t lo g ic .  Furtherm ore, "M etaphysics cannot l iv e
5

w ithou t d e f in i t io n ;  b u t Prudence i s  cau tio u s  how she d e f in e s ."

Elsew here Burke appears to  a s s a i l  m etaphysics as  being noth ing  

s h o r t  of a  p o l lu ta n t  o f v i r tu e  i t s e l f .  In  h is  L e t te r  to  a  Member o f th e  

N a tio n a l Assembly, he rebukes th e  French f o r  th e  dem o ra liza tio n  o f t h e i r  

own young. He bemoans th e  lo s s  o f g a l la n try  and re fin em en t, where love 

i s  g ra f te d  to  th e  v i r tu e s ,  and in s te a d  f in d s  lew dness, b i t t e r n e s s ,  and 

a l l  manner o f  co rru p ted  d is p o s i t io n s ,  in  p a r t  a  r e s u l t  "o f m etaphysical
7

sp e c u la tio n  blended w ith  th e  c o a rs e s t  s e n s u a l i ty ."  Again, a b s t r a c t  

m etaphysica l sp e c u la tio n  seems to  le ad  man f a r  from h is  concre te  n a tu re  

as h i s t o r i c a l l y  re v e a le d  and as  blended w ith  h is  s i tu a t io n .  This f l i g h t  

from th e  co n cre te  which Burke f in d s  in  th e  m etaphysical sp e c u la to r  i s  

echoed in  th e  same L e t te r  when he admonishes statesm en  to  a tte n d  th e  

c ircu m stan ces , and sea rch  ou t th e  fo r tu n a te  moment "n o t in  th e  conjunc-
g

t io n s  and o p p o s itio n s  o f men and th in g s ."

•̂ Aupeal from th e  New Whigs to  th e  Old (l7 9 l)»  Works IV :8 0 -8 l. 

^ I b id . ,  p . 81.

^ L e tte r  to  a  Member o f th e  N a tio n a l Assembly ( l7 9 l)»  Works IV ;31» 

® Ib id ., p . 44.
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A g en era l m etaphysical im pulse i s  a t  th e  bottom o f a l l  theo­

r iz in g  which ig n o res  th e  concre te  r e a l i t y  o f p o l i t i c s  w hile a ttem pting  

to  d ic ta te  hy b lu e p r in t  th e  behav io r o f government and p eo p les . This 

theme becomes most po in ted  in  B u rk e 's  Speech on C o n c ilia t io n  w ith  America. 

Here he a t ta c k s  " re f in e d  p o lic y ,"  th a t  i s ,  de tached , removed a n a ly s is  of 

what government should  be doing w ithou t a c tu a l a t te n t io n  to  th e  circum­

s ta n c e s  in v o lv ed . I n  t h i s  in s ta n c e , i t  f i t  th e  P a r lia m e n t 's  conception 

o f th e  co lo n ie s  com pletely th a t  th ey  were under th e  su z e ra in ty  o f the  

B r i t i s h  em pire. And, as s u b je c ts , they were bound to  c o n tr ib u te  to  th e  

f i s c a l  needs o f th e  em pire; and P a rliam en t, as th e  r i g h t f u l  re p re se n ta ­

t iv e  o f s a id  em pire, was w e ll w ith in  i t s  p re ro g a tiv e  to  ta x  th e  c o lo n ie s . 

Burke acknowledged t h i s  p re ro g a tiv e , th e  " r ig h t  to  taoc," b u t he renounced 

th e  p ru d e n tia l  a p p lic a tio n  o f t h i s  r ig h t  when th e  r e s u l t  could be th e  

r e v o l t  o f th e  c o lo n is ts .  Burke concludes th a t  re f in e d  p o lic y  i s  ever
9

" th e  p a re n t o f con fu sio n ."  Here he u rges h is  fe llo w  members of P a r­

liam en t to  r u le  accord ing  to  th e  c ircum stances, no t by a b s tr a c t  id eas  

of r i g h t ,  nor by g en era l th e o r ie s  o f government.

As f o r  h im se lf, Burke p re fe rs  p o l i t i c s  to  be shaped consonant

w ith  t r a d i t i o n ,  no t s p e c u la tio n . In  t h i s  s p i r i t  he determ ines to  d is -

11t r u s t  h is  own a b i l i t i e s  and to  denounce every sp e c u la tio n . By doing 

so , he i s  sim ply a ffirm in g  th e  wisdom o f g en e ra tio n s  over t h a t  o f th e

^Speech on C o n c ilia t io n  w ith America (1775)i Works I I ;1 0 6 ,

^ ° Ib id . ,  p . 109. 

l ^ I b id . ,  p . 145.
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s in g le  in d iv id u a l, however endowed w ith  genius he may be . T ra d it io n

re v e a ls  th e  h i s to r i c a l  i n t e r e s t s  o f man, and man, Burke n o te s , a c ts  on

12i n t e r e s t ,  "and no t on m etaphysical sp e c u la tio n s ."

In  h is  Speech on th e  P e t i t io n  o f th e  U n ita r ia n s  Burke d e c la re s

th a t  no r a t io n a l  man governs h im se lf by a b s tra c t io n s  and u n iv e r s a is ;  as

13w ith  man, so w ith  governm ents. The m etaphysical realm  of u n iv e r s a is

f l i e s  in  th e  face  o f th e  f a c tu a l  sp h ere . Both th e  a c tio n s  of men and

governments a re  p r a c t ic a l  m a tte rs . They a f f e c t  th e  l iv e s  of in d iv id u a ls .

Burke claim s th a t  th e  d o c tr in e  o f f r e e  government i s  no t an a b s t r a c t
14q u estio n  concerning m etaphysical l ib e r ty  and n e c e s s ity . In  f a c t ,  the

extreme n o tio n  o f l ib e r ty  as sometimes a b s t r a c t ly  conceived, where th e

v a rio u s  l i b e r t i e s  vouchsafed to  man become alm ost a b so lu tiz e d , i s  a  type
15o f a b s tr a c t  p e r fe c t io n  which becomes i t s  r e a l  f r u i t .  Burke appears to  

zero  in  on th e  a c t  o f th e o r iz in g  as a f l i g h t  from r e a l i t y ,  a  symptom of 

an unhappy populace. While people a re  happy, they  a re  unconcerned w ith 

th eo ry .

The sca th in g  c r i t i c i s m  Burke invokes a g a in s t th e o r i s t s  and 

m etaphysicians con tinues in  h is  R e f le c tio n s  on th e  R evolu tion  in  F ran ce . 

He i s  p a r t ic u la r ly  sc o rn fu l o f those  who, in  a  d ream -like  fa sh io n , from

^ % b id ., p . 170.

^^Speech on th e  P e t i t io n  o f th e  U n ita r ia n s  (1792), Works VII s
41-42.

^^ L e tte r  to  th e  S h e r if f s  o f B r i s to l  (1777), Works 11:228. 

^ •^ b id .,  p . 229.

^ ^ Ib id .,  p . 230.
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t h e i r  unleashed im ag in a tio n s , sp ec u la te  upon a  sc ien ce  o f government in

a p r io r i  fa sh io n . In s te a d , th e  sc ien ce  o f government i s  n o t a  deductive
17sc ien ce  hu t an experim en tal sc ie n c e . By experim en tal sc ien ce  Burke 

con tinues to  c a l l  u s  hack to  th e  c ircum stances th a t  c o lo r  and d is t in g u is h  

every system of government, re n d e rin g  them a l l  u n iq u e . Those who d i s ­

reg a rd  th e  c ircum stances surrounding  p o l i t i c s ,  y e t  in  t h e i r  th e o r iz in g  

d ev ise  a  l i s t  o f r ig h t s  f o r  in d iv id u a ls  which governments a re  hound to  

honor, have ignored  Burke’ s adm onition. The " r ig h ts "  e x to l le d  hy th eo ­

r i s t s ,  Burke m a in ta in s , in s o fa r  "as  th ey  a re  m etap h y sica lly  t r u e ,  they  a re  

m orally  and p o l i t i c a l l y  f a l s e . W e  a re  n o t urged to  ig n o re  re a so n ,h u t 

to  a tte n d  to  a  s p e c ia l  k in d  o f reaso n  c a l le d  " p o l i t i c a l  re a so n ."  Burke 

d en ies  th a t  "kis i s  a  m etaphysical s o r t  of reaso n in g ; r a th e r ,  " p o l i t i c a l  

reaso n  i s  a computing p r in c ip le :  adding, s u b tra c tin g , m u ltip ly in g , and

d iv id in g , m orally  and no t m e ta p h y s ic a lly ,o r  m athem atica lly , t r u e  moral 
19denom inations."

M etaphysical d i s t in c t io n s  appear to  evoke a  b rooding , lo a th ­

ing  re a c t io n  from Burke, a  sen tim en t which i s  a lso  r e f le c te d  in  h is  

Speech on American T ax a tio n . Burke w rite s  th a t  " I am no t here  going 

in to  th e  d i s t in c t io n s  o f r i g h t s ,  nor a ttem p tin g  to  mark t h e i r  bounda­

r i e s ;  I  do no t e n te r  in to  th e se  m etaphysical d i s t in c t io n s ;  I  h a te  th e
20

very sound of them ."

^^R e f le c tio n s  on th e  R evo lu tion  in  France ( l?90) ,  Works 111:311» 
H e re a fte r  c i te d  a s  R e f le c t io n s .

^® Ihid ., p . 313» 

l^ ih id .

20,Speech on American T axation  ( l? ? 4 ) .  Works 11:72-73»
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By now th e  very term  "m etaphysics" appears to  have an oppro­

b rio u s  r in g  f o r  B urke. The th e s i s  th a t  B u rk e 's  p o l i t i c a l  philosophy has 

i t s  b a s is  in  a  m etaphysical p o s i t io n  seems sev e re ly  te s t e d  by th e  w eight 

o f evidence p re sen ted  th u s  f a r .

Evidence f o r  Burke ' s  M eta-physical P o s it io n

What Burke v i l i f i e s  i s  no t so much th eo ry  o r  m etaphysics p e r

s e , b u t i t s  a p p lic a tio n  to  th e  h ig h ly  co n tin g en t realm  o f m orals and

p o l i t i c s ,  e s p e c ia l ly  when th eo ry  ig n o re s  th e  c ircum stances o f a  n a tio n ,

in  th e  case o f p o l i t i c s ,  about which i t  proceeds to  th e o r iz e .  A view

o f f a l s e  th eo ry  b eg ins to  emerge when i t  i s  c o n tra s te d  w ith  a  view of

what should  be re q u ire d  o f th e o ry . Burke warns t h a t  th e re  i s  no th eo ry

a p a r t  from c ircum stances. W ithout see in g  th e  c ircum stances, "w ithou t

a concurrence and a d ap ta tio n  o f th e se  to  th e  d e s ig n , th e  very  b e s t

sp e c u la tiv e  p ro je c ts  might become no t only u s e le s s ,  b u t m ischievous.
21P lan s  must be made f o r  men." Burke f u r th e r  n o te s  th a t  co n sid e rin g

th e o r ie s  d iv o rced  from circum stances has le d  to  much havoc, and th a t

w ithou t ten d in g  to  c ircu m stan ces , " th e  m edicine o f today becomes th e
22poison  of tomorrow." So i t  i s  no t th eo ry  which i s  m isguided, b u t an 

incom plete th e o ry , untouched by th e  co n c re te , p r a c t i c a l ,  l e s s  re f in e d  

a i r  o f th e  mundane w orld.

E a r l i e r  B u rk e 's  Speech on th e  P e t i t io n  o f th e  U n ita r ia n s  was 

c i te d  to  th e  e f f e c t  th a t  r a t io n a l  man a c ts  w ithout re g a rd  to  a b s tr a c -

^ ^ L e tte r  to  a  Member o f  th e  N a tio n a l Assembly (1791), Works
IV:43.

^ ^ b i d . ,  p . 46.
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t io n s  and u n i v e r s a is .  Burke goes on to  say th a t  he does no t urge th e

t o t a l  d ism is sa l o f a b s t r a c t  id e a s , f o r  to  do th i s  would be to  d ism iss

p r in c ip le s  as w e ll .  W ithout p r in c ip le s  to  a c t  upon th e re  emerges a
23jumble o f confusion  about f a c t s .  By im p lic a tio n , Burke here  sug g ests  

a  d i s t in c t io n  between a b s tr a c t io n s  and u n iv e r s a is ,  and p r in c ip le s .  

O bviously, th e  u n iv e rs a l  realm  la c k s  a l l  co n tac t w ith  th e  realm  of p rac ­

t i c e ,  whereas B u rk e 's  use  o f th e  word " p r in c ip le "  su g g ests  a  fu s in g  of 

th e  two, and th e  fu s io n , f o r  Burke, ta k e s  p lace  in  prudence. In  A r is to ­

t e l i a n  language , th e  realm  o f u n iv e rs a is  concerns sh ee r sp e c u la tiv e  

wisdom, whereas th e  n o tio n  o f p r in c ip le s  concerns p r a c t ic a l  wisdom. The 

d i s t in c t io n  i s  b e t t e r  brought forw ard by Burke when he speaks about 

p o l i t i c a l  problem s in  th e  Anneal from th e  New Whigs to  th e  O ld. The 

r e s o lu t io n  o f p o l i t i c a l  problem s does n o t concern t r u t h  o r fa lseh o o d , 

b u t good o r e v i l .  Burke rem arks th a t  "what in  th e  r e s u l t  i s  l ik e ly  to  

produce e v i l  i s  p o l i t i c a l l y  f a l s e ;  th a t  which i s  p ro d u c tiv e  o f good, 

p o l i t i c a l l y  t r u e ."

B u rk e 's  p o s i t io n  on th eo ry  now in v i te s  q u a l i f i c a t io n .  I t  i s  

n o t so much th eo ry  o r  m etaphysics p e r  s e , b u t t h e i r  f a l s e  a p p lic a tio n , 

m indless o f  th e  i n f i n i t e  a rra y  o f p a r t ic u la r s  brought to  b ear in  th e  

realm  o f m orals and p o l i t i c s  by th e  concre te  w orld. In  t h i s  world th a t  

which i s  t r u e  p o l i t i c a l l y  i s  t h a t  which i s  good. The good i s  no t p ro ­

nounced ex c a th e d ra , as  i t  were, and embraced w ithout a  view tow ards 

th e  e x ta n t p o l i t i c a l ,  s o c ia l ,  economic, h i s to r i c a l  c ircum stances. These

^^Speech on th e  P e t i t io n  o f th e  U n ita r ia n s  (1792), Works V IIt
41-42.

^^Appeal from th e  New Whigs to  th e  Old ( l7 9 l ) ,  Works IV :l6 9 .
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and o th e r d e t a i l s  th e  statesm an must co n sid e r as  he shapes th e  laws and 

p o l ic ie s  o f a  n a t io n . As Burke s t a t e s  in  h is  Speech on th e  P e t i t io n  o f 

th e  U n ita r ia n s :

C ircum stances a re  i n f i n i t e , a re  i n f i n i t e l y  combined, a re  v a r ia b le  
and t r a n s ie n t ;  he who does n o t ta k e  them in to  c o n s id e ra tio n  i s  
n o t e rro n eo u s, bu t s ta r k  mad . . .  A sta tesm an , never lo s in g  s ig h t  
o f p r in c ip le s ,  i s  to  be guided by circum stances; and judging con­
t r a r y  to  th e  ex ig en c ie s  o f th e  moment, he may ru in  h is  country
f o r e v e r .25

Burke r e c o i l s  from a  b lu e p r in t  f o r  s o c ie ty  th a t  f a i l s  to  account 

f o r  th e  p e c u l i a r i t i e s ,  th e  d if fe re n c e s  in  customs and t r a d i t io n s  in  which 

each n a tio n  i s  s te e p e d . U topian d esig n s  a re  b e s t  l e f t  in  th e  th in  a i r  

o f s p e c u la tio n . They a re , q u ite  l i t e r a l l y ,  "nowhere." Ho id e a l ly  con­

ceived  p lan  o f government o r s o c ie ty  could in  any way account f o r  th e  

i n f i n i t e  d iv e r s i ty  which o b ta in s  in  r e a l i t y .

Burke th e  p o l i t i c i a n  i s  su sp ic io u s  o f th eo ry  th a t  f a i l s  to

account f o r  th e  c ircum stances in  which a people f in d  them selves. He does

n o t r e le g a te  th eo ry  to  some remote a re a  where i t  can harm lessly  sp in  i t s

s o l i t a r y  though t as  an A r is to te l ia n  "absconded God." He c l a r i f i e s  h is

p o s i t io n  on th eo ry  th u s :

I  do no t v i l i f y  th eo ry  and sp e c u la tio n —no, because th a t  would be 
to  v i l i f y  reaso n  i t s e l f  . . . No ;  whenever I  speak a g a in s t th eo ry ,
I  mean always a  weak, e rro n eo u s, f a l la c io u s ,  unfounded, o r imper­
f e c t  th e o ry ; and one o f th e  ways o f d isco v e rin g  th a t  i t  i s  a  f a l s e  
th eo ry  i s  by comparing i t  w ith p r a c t i c e . 2 6

Burke se rv e s  warning th a t  sp e c u la tiv e  th e o ry , when i t  comes 

in to  th e  p r a c t i c a l ,  co n tin g en t sphere o f m orals and p o l i t i c s ,  i s  in a d e -

^^Speech on th e  P e t i t io n  o f th e  U n ita r ia n s  (1792), Works V II:
41-42.

^^Speech in  Commons ( I 782) ,  Works V II :97.
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q.uate to  guide man. I t  must be tempered by p o l i t i c a l  reaso n , a  pruden­

t i a l  guide to  m an's p r a c t ic a l  endeavors. The m etaphysicians—Burke gen­

e r a l ly  has in  mind the  French p h ilo sophers  of th e  Enlightenm ent—can scheme 

and th e o r iz e  to  t h e i r  h e a r t s ' c o n ten t, b u t i t  i s  th e  c ircum stances th a t ,

as Burke c la im s, " ren d er every c i v i l  and p o l i t i c a l  scheme b e n e f ic ia l  or
27noxious to  mankind."

I t  does n o t appear th a t  Burke i s  any more extreme in  h is  lim i­

t a t io n  of th e  scope of reason  th an  A r is to t le  o r A quinas. They q u a lify  

th e  use o f sp ec u la tiv e  reason  and urge i t s  guarded a p p lic a tio n  in  th e  

f i e l d  of p o l i t i c s .  T h ^ reco g n ize  a  se p a ra te  reaso n , a  p r a c t ic a l  reaso n , 

sep a ra te  in  i t s  a p p lic a tio n  o r fu n c tio n , no t in  th e  very u n ity  of reason  

i t s e l f .

Burke, th e re fo re , does no t a ttem pt to  deny th a t  c h a r a c te r i s t ic  

o r q u a li ty  th a t  d is t in g u is h e s  man in  h is  very essence , namely, man's 

r a t i o n a l i t y .  B u rk e 's  f e a r  i s  an e r ra n t  reaso n in g , a  reason ing  th a t  

a ttem p ts , f o r  example, m athem atical e x a c titu d e  in  th e  a re a  o f m o ra lity .

I t  i s ,  in  s h o r t ,  to  ask  o f reason  th e  unreasonab le . B ut, ag a in , t h i s  

i s  no t to  fo re c lo se  a  p r in c ip le d  assessm ent o f moral o r p o l i t i c a l  behav­

i o r .  R a th er, th e  p r in c ip le s  f a i l  to  s p e l l  out in  a  p re c ise  way and f o r  

every occasion what i s  r ig h t  and what i s  wrong. F or t h i s  man has to  

develop and p ra c t ic e  h is  p r a c t ic a l  re a so n . I s  a l l  t h i s  so f a r  removed 

from A r is to t le  o r Aquinas? F a r from i t .

Burke would no t indu lge f l i g h t s  o f u top ian ism . He does not 

have to  le a rn  h is  le sso n  as  d id  P la to ,  a  le sso n  th e  l a t t e r  in c o rp o ra te s

^^ R eflec tio n s  (1790), Works 111:240.
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in  th e  Laws. As th e  R enuhlic e x to ls  a  s t a t e  where th e  v i r tu e s  of meui 

a t t a in  p e rfe c tio n , and as  th e  Laws tak e  in to  account m an's f a l l i b l e  

n a tu re , so Burke re fu s e s  th e  fe tc h in g  cry  o f u to p ia , th e  p e r f e c t ib i l i t y  

o f man. Man po ssesses  bo th  an incom plete p e rc ep tio n  o f th e  good—a 

l im i ta t io n  o f h is  i n t e l l e c t —and an inadequate  d e s ir e  to  pursue th e  good— 

an im p erfec tio n  of th e  w i l l .  No re o rg a n iz a tio n  o f government, no r a d i ­

c a l i s a t io n  of s o c ie ty  can succeed in  overcoming t h i s  in te r n a l  b a t t l e  

which occurs in  th e  very h e a r t  o f man. At b e s t ,  i n  t h i s  f a l l i b l e  w orld, 

man can hope to  minimize th e  e v i l ,  and in c re a se  th e  good somewhat.

So, f o r  Burke, m etaphysics p ra c t ic e d  in  a  d ed u c tiv e , a  p r io r i  

manner exp resses u to p ian  thought and a  n e g le c t o f m an's co n cre te  n a tu re . 

U topianism  assumes th e  im possib le : th e  p e r f e c t i b i l i t y  o f man. And in

doing so , i t  a ttem p ts  th e  absurd : an overthrow  o f e x is t in g  s o c ie ty  w ith

a l l  o f i t s  p o s it iv e  b le s s in g s  and adm itted  f a i l i n g s ,  i n  hopes o f a  heaven 

on e a r th .  This f l i e s  in  th e  face  o f a l l  t h a t  h is to ry  re v e a ls  about t h i s  

p a ss io n a te  c re a tu re  who i s  man.

Burke, as  our th e s i s  m a in ta in s , does n o t decry  th e  le g it im a te  

fu n c tio n  o f m etaphysics. H is own ph ilosophy , i t  w i l l  be shown, i s  

spawned from A ris to te lia n -T h o m is tic  m etaphysica l r o o ts .  T his i s  c le a r  

from our re c o n s id e ra tio n  o f even a s u p e r f ic ia l  read in g  o f Burke. None­

th e le s s ,  a  s iz e a b le  secondary l i t e r a t u r e  p lace s  Burke w ith in  an a n t i -  

m etaphysica l, u t i l i t a r i a n  framework o f ph ilosophy , s teep ed  in  E n g lish  

em piricism . This re q u ire s  our a t te n t io n  and re sp o n se .
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The U t i l l t a x ia n  I n te r p r e ta t io n  o f Burke*s 
P o l i t i c a l  PhilosoTPhy; A Look a t  

S e le c ted  Secondary L i te r a tu r e

As noted e a r l i e r ,  Burke n e i th e r  g iv e s  us a  convenien t summary, 

nor sy s tem a tic  p re s e n ta tio n  o f th e  fundam ental te n e t s  o f h is  th o u g h t.

H is works a re  strew n th roughout w ith  words t h a t  have a  unique meaning 

and usage sometimes p e c u lia r  to  Burke a lo n e . F o r exam ple, he speaks 

o f "p re ju d ic e"  and "h ab it"  as s o c ia l  v i r tu e s  le ad in g  to  th e  cohesive­

ness o f s o c ie ty , where today "p re ju d ice"  i s  a  form o f opprobrium and 

" h ab it"  may be though t to  stym ie s o c ia l  p ro g re s s . These a re  some of 

th e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  impeding a c o r re c t  un d ers tan d in g  o f B urke’s  p o l i t i c a l  

ph ilo sophy . And th e se  d i f f i c u l t i e s  p r im a rily  emerge from th e  in c o r re c t  

a ss ig n in g  o f p rem ises to  B urke’ s though t which e a s i ly  le a d  th e  i n t e r p r e te r  

f a r  a f i e ld .  T h is i s  th e  case w ith  th ose  who m istaken ly  lump Burke w ith  

th e  u t i l i t a r i a n  school o f w r i te r s  such a s  Hume, Bentham, and M ill .  This 

i s  n o t to  say t h i s  lumping p ro ce ss  has n o t tak en  p la ce  w ithou t some d i s ­

c r im in a tio n . Y et n o tab le  e r r o r s  rem ain . A review  o f c e r ta in  s e le c t  

u t i l i t a r i a n  in te r p r e ta t io n s  o f B u rk e 's  tho u g h t should  h e lp  h ig h lig h t  

m isunderstand ings and m isg iv ings over a  m etaphysica l b a s is  f o r  B urke’s 

p o l i t i c a l  ph ilo sophy .

In  h is  A H is to ry  o f P o l i t i c a l  Theory, George Sabine combines 

h is  c o n s id e ra tio n  o f Burke w ith  t h a t  o f David Hume. T his i s  n o t unusual 

f o r  h is to r ia n s  o f p o l i t i c a l  th o u g h t. Two reaso n s  h e lp  to  e x p la in  why

t h i s  i s  th e  c ase . F i r s t ,  Burke, as p re sen te d  by Sab ine , "accep ted  Hume's
28n eg a tio n s  o f rea so n  and th e  law o f n a tu re ."  Of co u rse , a l l  a re  f a m i l ia r

28George Sab ine, A H is to ry  o f P o l i t i c a l  Theory (New York: 
H o lt, R in e h a rt and W inston, I961) , p . éo?.
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w ith  Hiuae's s c ru tin y  of re a so n . Reason re v e a ls  no c e r ta in ty  concern­

in g  m a tte rs  o f f a c t .  At b e s t ,  i t  i s  u s e f u l  in  com parisons o f id e a s , y e t 

in ad equate  f o r  th e  co n firm atio n  of any necessa ry  t r u th s  about r e a l i t y  or 

o f e te r n a l  v e r i t i e s  concern ing  th e  law o f n a tu re  o r o f m o ra lity . So

f r u i t l e s s ,  f o r  Hume, i s  reaso n  in  th e  comportment of man th a t  i t  i s  to
29be su b se rv ie n t to  th e  d ic ta te s  o f th e  p a ss io n s . In  t r u t h ,  t h i s  i s  

th e  p o s i t i v i s t  elem ent in  Hume, and Sabine sees  t h i s  same mode of thought 

a s  p re v a le n t in  B urke. F or B urke, Sabine h o ld s , s o c ie ty  i s  no t s t r u c ­

tu re d  on re a so n , b u t i t  i s  a  p roduct o f  convention . I t  i s  a r t i f i c i a l  

and c o n tr iv e d , n o t n a tu r a l .  F u r th e r , B urke’s p o l i t i c s  form th e  n a tu ra l  

seq u e l to  Hume’s in  th a t  Burke showed

th e  r e a c t io n  t h a t  was to  fo llo w  upon Hume’s  d e s tru c tio n  of th e  e t e r ­
n a l v e r i t i e s  o f reason  and n a tu ra l  law . Sentim ent, t r a d i t io n  and 
id e a l iz e d  h is to ry  s tepped  in  to  f i l l  th e  vacancy l e f t  by th e  rem oval 
o f s e l f - e v id e n t  r i g h t s  . . .30

T h is  in te r p r e ta t io n  o f Burke in d ic a te s  t h a t  Hume’s scep tic ism  of th e

a b i l i t y  o f human reaso n  to  know e te r n a l  t r u th s  i s  a ccep tab le  to  Burke.

And th a t  w ith  th e  rem oval o f r a t io n a l  in s ig h t  in to  such t r u th s  man i s

fo rc e d  to  c o n su lt sen tim en t and t r a d i t i o n  in  o rd e r to  a cq u ire  d ir e c t io n

f o r  l i f e .  T ru th s  come to  be re v e a le d  n o t th rough  a b s t r a c t  reaso n , b u t

th rough  man’s  n a tu ra l  i n s t i n c t s  and p a ss io n s . Sabine m ain ta ins t h a t  no t

only  does Burke accep t "Hume's n eg a tio n s  o f reaso n  and th e  law of n a tu re ,"

b u t th a t  in  th e  p la ce  o f rea so n  Burke co n sid e rs  s o c ie ty  to  r e s t  upon

"obscure  i n s t i n c t s  and p ro p e n s i t ie s —even on p re ju d ic e s ,"  and, f u r th e r -

^^A ll o f th o se  p o in ts  a re  r a t i f i e d  by Sabine, pp. 599-600. 

^^Sabine, p . 60?.
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31more, " th a t  I t s  s tan d ard s  a re  co n v en tio n s."

B u rk e 's  apparen t r e je c t io n  o f reaso n  as d ep ic ted  by Sabine— 

an in te r p r e ta t io n  t h i s  study  hopes to  r e f u t e —o f i t s e l f  does n o t re n d e r 

Burke a  u t i l i t a r i a n .  Nor do o th e r  ap p aren t convergencies between th e  

though t o f Burke and Hume r e s u l t  in  such a  c a te g o r iz a tio n  o f B u rk e 's  

th o u g h t. T his i s  in  p a r t  due to  th e  f a c t  th a t  Hume's own r e la t io n s h ip  

to  u t i l i t a r i a n i s m  i s  somewhat ambiguous. T his am biguity may be re so lv ed , 

along  w ith  B u rk e 's  r e la t io n s h ip  to  u t i l i t a r i a n i s m ,  through a  c l a r i f i c a ­

t io n  o f th e  meaning o f u t i l i t a r i a n i s m .

As th e re  i s  much d iv e r s i ty  w ith in  th e  u t i l i t a r i a n  t r a d i t i o n ,  

i t  i s  n o t as  e a s i ly  c h a ra c te r iz e d  a s  one might th in k . A ll a re  f a m il ia r  

w ith  Bentham 's famous d e f in i t io n  o f " th e  p r in c ip le  o f u t i l i t y "  by which 

" i s  meant th a t  p r in c ip le  which approves o r d isapp roves o f every a c tio n  

w hatsoever accord ing  to  th e  tendency which i t  appears to  have to  augment 

o r d im in ish  th e  happiness o f th e  p a r ty  whose i n t e r e s t  i s  in  q u e s tio n ;"  

lik e w ise , w ith  John S tu a r t  M i l l 's  d e f in i t io n  o f th e  "G re a te s t Happiness 

P r in c ip le "  which "ho lds th a t  a c tio n s  a re  r i g h t  in  p ro p o rtio n  as they  

te n d  to  promote hap p in ess , wrong as th ey  ten d  to  produce th e  re v e rse  of
32h ap p in ess . By happiness i s  in ten d ed  p le a s u re , and th e  absence o f  p a in ."  

A n tedating  b o th  Bentham and M ill  "as  th e  p ro p er founder o f u t i l i t a r i a n i s m

3 ^Ib id .

^ Jeremy Bentham, An In tro d u c tio n  to  th e  P r in c ip le s  of M orals 
and L e g is la t io n  (New York: H afner P u b lish in g  C o ., 1948), p . 2 , and John
S tu a r t  M ill ,  U t i l i ta r ia n is m  in  The G reat Books (Chicago: Encyclopaedia
B r ita n n ic a , I n c . ,  1952), 43:448.
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33i s  David Hume.' Hume p rov ides th e  l a t e r  u t i l i t a r i a n s  w ith th e  word

34" u t i l i t y "  and, more im p o rtan tly , th e  p leasu re  and pain  p r in c ip le s ." ^

Concerning th ese  p r in c ip le s  Hume w rite s  " th a t  v i r tu e  i s  d is tin g u ish e d

"by th e  p le a su re , aad v ice  by th e  p a in , th a t  any a c tio n , sen tim en t, or
35c h a ra c te r , g ives u s  by th e  mere view and con tem plation ."^^

With an emphasis upon p leasu re  as v ir tu o u s  and pa in  as  v ice  

i t  i s  easy to  m istake u t i l i t a r i a n i s m  f o r  e g o is t ic  hedonism. To d e s ire  

only o n e 's  in d iv id u a l p leasu re  w ithout deference to  th e  g re a te s t  happi­

ness p r in c ip le  i s  to  end w ith  an incom plete u t i l i t a r ia n i s m .  The g re a t­

e s t  happ iness p r in c ip le  re q u ire s  th a t  th e  p leasu re  sought be th e  hap­

p in ess  o f th e  g r e a te s t  number p o s s ib le . Anthony Quinton remarks th a t  

" u t i l i t a r i a n s  have g e n e ra lly  taken  i t  f o r  g ran ted  . . . th a t  happiness 

i s  a sum of p le a s u re s ."  Implementing th e  g re a te s t  happiness p r in c ip le  

Quinton c o n s tru c ts  th e  fo llow ing  d e f in i t io n ,  claim ing th a t  " th e  r i g h t ­

n ess o f an a c tio n  i s  determ ined by i t s  c o n tr ib u tio n  to  th e  happiness 

o f everyone a f fe c te d  by i t . "  I t  i s  th e  aim of th e  s t a t e  to  ensure 

th a t  th e  g re a te s t  happiness p r in c ip le  i s  achieved and th a t  s e l f i s h  

i n t e r e s t s  a re  re c o n c ile d . C onsequently, th e  purpose o f th e  s t a t e  f o r  

th e  u t i l i t a r i a n s  i s  no t to  p ro te c t  any p u ta tiv e  n a tu ra l  r ig h t s ,  "but

^%ohn P lam enatz , The E n g lish  U t i l i t a r i a n s  (Oxford; B a s il  
B lackw ell, 1958)i p . 22.

^ I b i d . ,  p . 2 8 .

^•^David Hume, A T re a tis e  o f Human N ature , 2 v o ls . (London:
J .  M. Dent and Sons, L td .,  1911), 11:183.

^^Anthony Q uinton, U t i l i t a r i a n  E th ic s  (New York: S t .  M a r tin 's
P re s s , 1973)» P- 1*
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37to  g ive men more abundantly th e  happiness they  always seek ."

I n te r e s t in g ly ,  Burke a lso  r e j e c t s  th e  c laim s of th e  " r ig h ts

of men" p ro ta g o n is ts , hu t f o r  d i f f e r e n t  re a so n s . I t  i s  no t th e  purpose

of th e  s t a t e  to  re c o n c ile  c o n f l ic t in g  s e l f i s h  i n t e r e s t s  between men in

o rd e r to  b e t t e r  pave th e  way toward happiness th a t  Burke co n sid e rs  b a s ic .

R ath er, i t  i s  th e  .s ta te  which should a s s i s t  man where p o ss ib le  in  th e

p e rfe c tin g  of h is  n a tu re  through th e  development o f h is  reason  and th e

development o f th e  v i r tu e s ;  in  s h o r t ,  th e  s t a t e  h e lp s  to  c iv i l i z e  man.^^

In  co n sid erin g  th e  prov ince of reaso n  in  u t i l i t a r i a n  thought,

th e  r e s u l t s  v a ry . For Hume, reason  i s  to  be su b o rd in a te  to  th e  p a ss io n s ,

f o r  " i t  i s  im possib le  t h a t  th e  d i s t in c t io n  be tw ix t moral good and e v i l

39can be made by re a so n ."  Hume i s  in d ic a t in g  th a t  our p ass io n s  d e te r ­

mine th e  p ro p er ends we are  to  choose, no t our reaso n , although  reason  

can a id  th e  p a ss io n s  in  th e  means of o b ta in in g  p le a s u re . Reason, f o r  

Bentham, p ro v id es  a  c a lc u la t in g  fu n c tio n  which can be used to  determ ine 

where m an's happiness l i e s .  I t  fu n c tio n s  to  a id  man in  o b ta in in g  hap­

p in e ss ; th a t  i s ,  reason  se rv es  a  fu n c tio n  of u t i l i t y .

For th e  u t i l i t a r i a n s ,  i t  i s  experience  which re v e a ls  to  us what 

i s  p le a su ra b le  and what i s  p a in fu l .  They underplay  th e  r o le  o f reason  

in  th e  sense of an a  p r io r i ,  deductive  d e te rm in a tio n  o f what i s  good

^"^Plamenatz, The E n g lish  U t i l i t a r i a n s , p . 12.

^^Burke w r ite s ,  "They conceive th a t  He who gave our n a tu re  to  
be p e rfe c te d  by our v i r tu e  w ille d  a lso  th e  necessary  means o f i t s  p e rfe c ­
t io n ;  He w ille d  th e re fo re  th e  s t a t e :  He w ille d  i t s  connection  w ith the
source and o r ig in a l  a rchetype  o f a l l  p e r fe c t io n ."  R e f le c tio n s ( l? 9 0 ) , 
Works I I I : 3 6 1 .

^%ume, 11:171.
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o r bad. f o r  man. T h is i s  n o t to  d isco u n t th e  v a lu ab le  a s s i s t  reaso n  

re n d e rs  mankind in  secu rin g  p le a s u re . Y et, as  Plam enatz r e c o rd s , " I t  

i s  ex p erience  th a t  te ach es  u s which a c tio n s  u su a lly  have p le a s a n t con­

sequences and which have p a in fu l  ones; and le a rn in g  from experience
40 ■in v o lv e s  th e  use o f rea so n ."

From t h i s  c o n s id e ra tio n  o f u t i l i t a r i a n i s m  i t  i s  apparen t th a t ,

as  J .  R. Dinwiddy w r ite s ,  " U t i l i ty  . . . means conduciveness to  hap p i- 
4 lness o r  p le a su re ."  C onsequently , when we tak e  no te  o f such term s as 

" u t i l i t y , "  " p re ju d ic e ,"  "exped ience,"  and "convenience," a l l  used f r e ­

q u en tly  by Burke, one might h a s t i ly  conclude th a t  Burke i s  a  u t i l i t a r i a n  

o f  some ty p e . N onetheless, as  W ilk ins n o te s , such term s a re  o f te n  con­

t r a s t e d  "by concepts such as  j u s t i c e . e q u i ty , law o f n a tu re , and n a tu ra l  

42r i g h t .

B efore making a  d e te rm in a tio n  on th e  m a tte r o f B u rk e 's  supposed 

u t i l i t a r i a n i s m ,  and th e  la ck  o f a  m etaphysical b a s is  f o r  h is  p o l i t i c s ,  I  

w i l l  co n sid e r f u r th e r  s e le c t  u t i l i t a r i a n  in te r p r e ta t io n s  o f h is  th o u g h t.

O ther a lle g e d  bases f o r  B u rk e 's  u t i l i t a r i a n i s m  a re  found by 

John Plam enatz and E l ie  H alevy. In  The E n g lish  U t i l i t a r i a n s . Plam enatz 

c i t e s  Halevy f o r  p rov id ing  th e  c r i t e r i a  f o r  B u rk e 's  u t i l i t a r i a n  p h ilo -

40Plam enatz, The E n g lish  U t i l i t a r i a n s , p . 29.

R. Dinwiddy, " U t i l i t y  and N a tu ra l Law in  B u rk e 's  Thought : 
A R ec o n s id e ra tio n ,"  S tu d ies  in  Burke and H is Time l6  (1974-75)s105•

^ ^ u r le i g h  T. W ilk ins, The Problem of B u rk e 's  P o l i t i c a l  P h ilo ­
sophy (Oxford: C larendon P re s s , 1967)f p . 11.
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43
sophy. Those c r i t e r i a  stem from th e  l a t t e r * s  th e o r ie s  o f p re s c r ip ­

t io n  and p re ju d ic e . These th e o r ie s  a l l  n o te  th a t  th e  f a c t  o f s o c ia l  

i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  c o n s t i tu t io n s ,  custom s, and t r a d i t io n s  "having la s te d  a 

long tim e i s  i t s e l f  p ro o f o f  [ th e i r ]  u t i l i t y ,  o f i t s  conduciveness to  

human h a p p in ess ."  I t s  d u ra tio n  proves i t s  u t i l i t y  in  o u t la s t in g  

decay and d is in te g r a t io n .  There i s  a  presum ption fa v o rin g  what has 

served  w e ll in  m eeting th e  needs o f man th roughou t th e  y e a rs . That 

presum ption supposes th a t  th e  d u rab le  in  term s o f i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  custom s, 

and t r a d i t i o n s  has a  u t i l i t y  f o r  men in  s o c ie ty , and i s  th e re fo re  bene­

f i c i a l  f o r  man.

Plam enatz draws back from p u tt in g  Burke sq u are ly  w ith in  th e  

u t i l i t a r i a n  t r a d i t i o n .  I n  f a c t ,  he seems in d e c is iv e  as  to  how to  lo c a te  

Burke on th e  u t i l i t a r i a n  continuum, in d ic a t in g  in  one p lace  t h a t  he 

comes c lo se  to  being  a genuine u t i l i t a r i a n ;  in  an o th er he speaks o f 

Burke * s  u t i l i t a r i a n  b ia s ;  and, y e t  in  an o th e r , Plam enatz w r ite s  th a t  

"Burke was n o t p r im a r ily  a  u t i l i t a r i a n ;  b u t in  so f a r  a s  he was one,
43

he was c lo s e r  to  Hume th a n  to  any o th e r r e p re s e n ta t iv e  o f th e  sch o o l."

Halevy d e s ig n a te s  Burke a s  being  a  "co n se rv a tiv e  u t i l i t a r i a n . "  

He w r i te s  o f Burke a s  "making use o f th e  p r in c ip le  o f u t i l i t y ; "  as 

"adop ting  th e  p o in t of view of u t i l i t y ; "  a s  deducing "an a n ti-d e m o c ra tic  

p o l i t i c a l  th eo ry  . . . from a  U t i l i t a r i a n  p h ilo sophy ;"  and a s  be ing  a

p la m e n a tz . The E n g lish  U t i l i t a r i a n s , p . 56, and E l ie  H alevy, 
The Growth o f P h ilo so p h ic  R ad ica lism , t r a n s .  by Mary M orris (London; 
Faber & F aber, L td . ,  1928).

44 /
P lam enatz, The E n g lish  U t i l i t a r i a n s , p . 56.

^ & b id . ,  pp. 56 - 5 8 .
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46fo re ru n n e r to  th e o lo g ic a l  em piric ism . R a th er th an  ask ing  th e  q u estio n

of r i g h t ,  n o tes  Halevy, Burke asks th e  one of " p o l i t i c a l  expediency ."

F o r H alevy, i t  i s  B u rk e 's  u t i l i t a r i a n  s tan ce  th a t  u n dersco res h is  r e fu -
47ta t io n  o f th e  " r ig h ts  o f man" th e o r i s t s .  Men re c e iv e  t h e i r  r ig h t s  no t

from any a b s t r a c t  theo ry  o f r ig h t s  o r hypothesized  s t a t e  o f n a tu re  bu t

from such th e o r ie s  as th a t  o f •pre.iudice. F o r Burke, " i t  i s  p re ju d ic e ,

p reconceived  opin ion  and ready-made id e a s  which g ive u n ity  and c o n tin u ity
48to  th e  l i f e  o f th e  honest man, and make o f v i r tu e  a  h a b i t ."

The th eo ry  o f p re s c r ip t io n  f o r  Halevy and Plam enatz p ro v ides 

th e  o th e r  p i l l a r  sup p o rtin g  B u rk e 's  u t i l i t a r i a n i s m .  P r e s c r ip t io n  s a n c t i ­

f i e s  an a n c ie n t r ig h t  by th e  f a c t  t h a t  i t  has endured f o r  many ag es .

When such a  r i g h t  i s  co n tes ted  by claim s f o r  r ig h t s  based on r a t io n a l

p r in c ip le s  then  " th e  presum ption i s  in  fav o u r o f th e  a n c ie n t r i g h t  which
49claim s i t s o r i g i n  from p re s c r ip t io n , th a t  i s  to  say from ex p erien ce ."  

Halevy summarizes B u rk e 's  p o l i t i c a l  philosophy w ith  th e  fo llo w in g  s t a t e ­

ment: "B urke 's  p o l i t i c a l  philosophy i s  an em piricism , a  philosophy  of

exp erien ce : th e  d u ra tio n  w hether o f an id e a  o r  o f an i n s t i t u t i o n ,  i t s

mere p e rs is te n c e  through tim e , i s  a  presum ption in  fav o u r o f th e  id e a  

o r o f  t h a t  in s t i tu t io n ." ^ ^  So in  Burke Halevy f in d s  a  th in k e r  o f u t i l i -

^ a l e v y ,  pp. 157-64.

^"^Ib id ., p . 157.
48I b i d . ,  p . 159.

^^Halevy, pp. 163-64. Also P lam enatz, The E n g lish  U t i l i t a r i a n s , 
p . 57. I t  i s  from Halevy th a t  Plam enatz a l l  b u t l i f t s  verbatim  h is  argu­
ments f o r  B u rk e 's  u t i l i t a r i a n i s m .

^^Halevy, p . I 6 3 .
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t a r i a n  s t r i p e ,  who o f f e r s  an e m p iric a lly  grounded ph ilosophy , emphasizing

th e  th e o r ie s  o f p re s c r ip t io n  and p re ju d ic e .

H arold Laski i s  y e t  ano ther w r i te r  who p o s it io n s  B u rk e 's  thought

in  th e  u t i l i t a r i a n  t r a d i t io n  o f Hume. W rites L ask i, "The m etaphysics

of Burke, so f a r  as one may use a term  he would h im se lf have rep u d ia ted ,

a re  la rg e ly  those  o f Hume."'^^ Laski w rite s  of th e  emphasis Burke p laces

on h a b i t ,  s o c ia l  i n s t i n c t ,  th e  inadequacy of reaso n , re s is ta n c e  as a

measure o f l a s t  r e s o r t ,  th e  disavow al o f th e  s o c ia l  c o n tra c t n o tio n , and
52re s p e c t  f o r  o rd er as  being s ta p le s  of h is  p o l i t i c a l  thought.-^ F u r th e r ,

"Burke was a  u t i l i t a r i a n  who was_ convinced th a t  what was o ld  was v a lu -
53ab le  by th e  mere f a c t  of i t s  a r r iv a l  a t  m a tu rity ."  The v a rio u s  elem ents 

o f B urke’ s philosophy such as p re s c r ip t io n  emd p re ju d ic e  a re  bound 

to g e th e r  by th e  underly ing  sentim ent t h a t  what i s  o ld  i s  v a lu ab le , con­

jo in ed  w ith a  deep r e l ig io u s  p resen tim en t o f Burke’s  p a r t ,  r e l ig io n  i t s e l f  

having u t i l i t y .  For L ask i, t h a t  Burke sees  r e l ig io n  as  fo u n d a tio n a l to  

th e  s t a t e ,  amounts to  th e  grounding of s o c ia l  f a c t s  m y s tic a lly ,an d  to  a

H arold L ask i, P o l i t i c a l  Thought in  England (London: Thornton
B u tte rw o rth , L td .,  1932), p . 122. To say th a t  B u rk e 's  m etaphysics "are  
la rg e ly  th o se  o f Hume" seems an odd s ta tem en t. S urely  Hume i s  noted  fo r  
h is  r e je c t io n  o f m etaphysics and, as L aski acknowledges, B u rk e 's  language 
appears to  re p u d ia te  m etaphysics. How i s  i t  t h a t  one adopts th e  meta­
ph y sics  o f one whose though t c o n s t i tu te s  a  su s ta in e d  r e je c t io n  o f such 
p h ilo so p h iz in g  as does Hume's? I  can only f in d  a  so lu tio n  f o r  such a 
s ta tem en t by Laski in  assuming th a t  b o th  Burke and Hume, as Laski sees  i t ,  
r e j e c t  th a t  prov ince o f reason  in  d isco v e rin g  t im e le s s , e te r n a l  t r u th s  
o f  thought o r be ing , so t h e i r  common m etaphysics must be, in s te a d , a 
common ep istem ology . B ut, even here L aski i s  in  e r r o r .

^&bid., p. 123.

^ & b id . ,  p . 182.
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Ck
d e p re c ia tio n  o f reaso n .

A more re c e n t au th o r, Frank 0 'Gorman, speaks o f Burke as  a

p r a c t ic a l  p o l i t i c i a n  and p rop an g an d ist, h u t n o t a  ph ilosopher.'^^

0 'Gorman c i t e s  B u rk e 's  "co n s ta n t pragmatism and undogmatic re a lism  which

inform s so much of h is  p o l i t i c a l  phi l osophy. So u n p rin c ip le d  i s  h is

pragmatism e 'v iden tly  th a t  when Burke makes oh'vious use o f th e  n a tu ra l

law as he does in  M s T ra c ts  on th e  Popery Laws, 0 'Gorman reduces t h i s
57use o f th e  n a tu ra l  law to  a  "po lem ical te ch n iq u e ."  0 'Gorman f o r th ­

r ig h t ly  undersco res B u rk e 's  a n ti-m e ta p h y s ic a l b ia s ,  going so f a r  as  to  

speak o f "B urke 's  a n t i - r a t i o n a l i s m . F o r  0 'Gorman, B u rk e 's  "p h ilo so ­

phy—even i t s  most b a s ic  assum ptions—amounted to  l i t t l e  more th an  an 

un th in k in g  acceptance and r e i t e r a t i o n  o f some of th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  themes 

o f p o l i t i c a l  and in t e l l e c t u a l  l i f e  . .

Summary and Reply to  th e  U t i l i t a r i a n  I n te r p r e ta t io n  

In  what fo llow s I  wish to  p o in t ou t some of th e  b a s ic  themes 

th a t  emerge from th e  fo reg o in g  assessm ents o f Burke. F i r s t ,  th e  depre­

c a tio n  o f reason  in  a sc e r ta in in g  th e  f i r s t  p r in c ip le s  o f p o l i t i c s  i s  

r e a d i ly  c i te d .  R ath er th an  ex p lo rin g  by th e  l ig h t  o f reaso n  th e  founda-

^ ^ Ib id .,  p . 183.

■^■^rank O'Gorman, Edmund Burke; H is P o l i t i c a l  Philosophy 
(Bloomington: In d ia n a  U n iv e rs ity  P re s s ,  1973)» P* 11 «

^ ^ Ib id . ,  p . 92.

^"^Ibid., p . 19.

^® Ib id ., p . 108.

^ % b id . ,  pp. 143-44.
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tio n s  o f s o c ie ty , Burke i s  seen by th e se  w r i te r s  as  r e c o i l in g  from such 

an in sp e c tio n , th e  only e f f e c t  o f which would be to  d im in ish  th e  venera­

t io n  and awe th a t  hallow s th e  ground o f m o ra lity  and s o c i e t y . A g a i n ,  

th e  emphasis im puted to  Burke i s  th a t  th e  o ld  i s  good because i t  has 

endured, and t h i s  endurance i s  an in d ic a tio n  th a t  i t  has serv ed , and i s  

s e rv in g , a  worthw hile purpose f o r  man.

As we have urged e a r l i e r ,  Burke does n o t r e j e c t  re a so n . What 

he r e j e c t s  i s  a  c e r ta in  v a in g lo ry  th a t  so r e a d i ly  e le v a te s  th e  a  p r io r i  

co n jec tu re s  of th e  s in g le  in d iv id u a l, o r sm all group of i n t e l l e c t u a l s ,  

above th e  dem onstrated  wisdom of th e  ag es . He w r ite s ,  "We a re  a f r a id  to  

pu t men to  l iv e  and tra d e  each on h is  own p r iv a te  s to ck  o f reaso n  . .

"The in d iv id u a l i s  fo o l i s h  . . . bu t th e  sp ec ie s  i s  w ise, and, when tim e 

i s  g iven  to  i t ,  as a  s p e c ie s , i t  alm ost always a c ts  r i g h t . B u r k e  i s  

no t d isco u n tin g  th e  s in g le  in d iv id u a l ,  nor a  p ruden t use  o f o n e 's  reaso n . 

What he o b je c ts  to  i s  th o se  in d iv id u a ls  who d isco u n t th e  wisdom of th e  

p a s t  a s  ou tdated  and i r r e le v a n t .  I  w i l l  show in  th e  n ex t ch ap te r th a t  

bo th  th e  u n iv e rse  and m an's s o c ia l  e x is ten c e  g ive ev idence, f o r  Burke, 

o f reason  and i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y .  I t  i s  no mere expedience, o r a  sim ple, 

in d isc r im in a te  p re ju d ic e  f o r  what i s  th a t  forms th e  substance  of B u rk e 's

P e te r  S ta n l i s ,  one o f th e  im portan t sou rces f o r  p lac in g  
Burke in  th e  T hom istic  t r a d i t i o n  o f n a tu ra l  law, n o te s  t h a t  "Burke 
desp ised  men who were c o n s ta n tly  d igg ing  a t  th e  ro o ts  o f e s ta b lis h e d  
in s t i t u t i o n s  in  o rd e r to  compel them to  ju s t i f y  t h e i r  e x is te n c e  . . . "  
P e te r  S ta n l i s ,  "R e fle c tio n s  on Dinwiddy on M ill on Burke on P r e s c r ip t io n ,"  
S tu d ie s  in  Burke and H is Time 18 (Autumn, 1977):19^»

^^ R eflec tio n s  (1790), Works 111:346.

^^Sreech on th e  Refonr 
P arliam en t (1782), Works V I I :95.

^^Sreech on th e  Reform o f R ep resen ta tio n  o f th e  Commons in
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th o u g h t.

A second theme in  th e  l i t e r a t u r e  j u s t  p re sen ted  i s  t h a t  th e  

th e o r ie s  o f p re s c r ip t io n ,  p re ju d ic e , and expediency a re  th e  main p r in c ip le s  

su p p o rtin g  B u rk e 's  p o l i t i c a l  p h ilo so p h y . Indeed , th e se  th e o r ie s  do carry  

g re a t  w eigh t, bu t they  do so only in  so f a r  as they  a re  grounded in  B u rk e 's  

m etaphysics o f a  G od-created  u n iv e rs e , d iv in e ly  o rdered , p u rp o se fu lly  

moved, and grounded in  th e  n a tu ra l  law . Burke c le a r ly  favoirs th a t  which 

has stood  th e  t e s t  o f tim e . The v en erab le  r u s t  o f  t r a d i t i o n  i s  s a n c t i ­

f i e d  because i t  r e f l e c t s  a  c o n tin u ity  re q u ire d  by th e  u n iv e rse  and th e  

s o c ia l  o rd e r . Burke w r ite s  t h a t  p r e s c r ip t io n  i s  n o t, "form ed upon b lin d , 

unmeaning p r e j u d i c e s . T h a t  which has stood  th e  t e s t  o f tim e i s  more 

l ik e ly  to  be hallow ed in  th e  eyes o f mankind s in ce  " . . . i t  i s  i n  th e  n a tu re  

o f man . . .  to  d e fe r  to  th e  wisdom o f tim es p a s t ,  whose weakness i s  no t

b e fo re  h is  eyes, th an  to  th e  p re s e n t ,  o f  whose im b e c ili ty  he has d a i ly
64ex p erien ce . V eneration  o f a n t iq u i ty  i s  congen ia l to  th e  human m ind." 

P r e s c r ip t io n  and p re ju d ic e  a re  v a lu ab le  n o t sim ply by re n d e rin g  a  m ajor­

i t y  happy. R a th e r, bo th  a re  v a lu ab le  a s  r e f l e c t i v e  o f th e  c re a te d  u n i­

v e rse  o f o rd e r; th ey  a re  v a lu a b le , f o r  Burke, because th % rre f le c t  th e  con­

t i n u i ty  and permanency th a t  o b ta in s  in  r e a l i t y .

An i n s t i t u t i o n  may be u s e fu l  because i t  b rin g s  p le a s u re . B ut, 

as  John S tu a r t  M ill  cane to  re c o g n ize , th e  u s e fu l  must be consonant w ith  

m an's n a tu re , a n a tu re  which Burke re c o g n ize s  as  r a t i o n a l .  For Burke, 

th e  s tan d a rd  f o r  expedience l i e s  o u ts id e  t h a t  which sim ply and a t  p re se n t

^^Ibid.

^ T r a c t  on th e  Popery Laws ( 1766) ,  Works V I:338.
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i s ;  o r th a t  which b r in g s  th e  g r e a te s t  amount of happ iness to  th e  g re a t­

e s t  number o f p eo p le . R ather, th e  s tan d a rd  f o r  th e se  p r in c ip le s  l i e s  

w ith in  th e  reaso n ab le  and ordered  n a tu re  o f bo th  th e  p h y s ica l and moral 

u n iv e rs e . As Burke n o te s  in  h is  c o n s id e ra tio n  o f th e  ta x a tio n  of America 

by B r i ta in ,  i t  i s  no t what " I  may do, b u t what hum anity, reaso n , and 

ju s t i c e  t e l l  me I  ought to  do."^-^

T h ird , th e  above w r i te r s  speak of B urke' s  em piricism  and o f 

h is  philosophy o f ex p erien ce . These f e a tu re s  indeed  p lay  a  p iv o ta l  p a r t  

in  B u rk e 's  ph ilo sophy . Hume and Burke b o th  sought to  su p p lan t pure 

a b s tr a c t io n s  w ith  co n cre te  ex p erien ce . But to  make t h i s  claim  does no t 

w arran t p la c in g  Burke in  the  t r a d i t io n  o f Hume, e s p e c ia l ly  as  embodying 

B r i t i s h  e m p ir ic is t  e p is tem o lo g ica l p rem ises . A ll t h a t  r e s t r a in s  c e r ta in  

o f B u rk e 's  i n te r p r e te r s  from doing as much i s  B u rk e 's  r e l ig io u s  o r ie n ta ­

t io n —hence th e  ru b r ic ,  " th e o lo g ic a l  em piricism  or u t i l i t a r i a n i s m ."  

B u rk e 's  emphasis on experience  i s  in  p a r t  to  co un ter th e  d e d u c tio n is t ic  

th e o r i s t s  of th e  r ig h t s  o f man, such th e o r i s t s  who hypothesize  a  s t a t e  of 

n a tu re  and a  l i s t  of a b s tra c te d  n a tu ra l  r ig h t s  to  f i t  t h i s  s t a t e .  As in  

c e r ta in  o th e r m a tte rs , Burke and Hume bo th  r e j e c t  th e  n a tu ra l  r ig h t s  

t h e s i s .  In  a d d itio n , experience  and e m p iric a l o b serv a tio n  and th e  

e f f e c t s  of n a tu re  re v e a l th e  c ru c ia l  p r in c ip le  o f c a u s a l i ty ,  which p r in ­

c ip le  f o r  Burke le ad s  th e  mind o f man to  a sse n t to  God h im se lf . And 

here  Burke and Hume p a r t  company. C onsequently , B u rk e 's  concern w ith  

experience  i s  c ru c ia l  to  h is  tho u g h t, b u t no t s u f f i c i e n t  to  ren d e r him 

a u t i l i t a r i a n  w ith  no m etaphysical grounding.

^%-peech on C o n c ilia t io n  w ith  America (1775)» Works I I :  140-41.
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F in a l ly ,  th e  ro le  o f r e l ig io n  i s  seen by some of B u rk e 's  i n t e r ­

p r e te r s  as  c ru c ia l  to  an understand ing  of Burke. While c o rre c t in  t h i s  

assessm ent, I  b e lie v e  they  a re  m istaken in  th e  p a r t  they  a ss ig n  r e l ig io n  

in  B u rk e 's  th o u g h t. F or example, in  th e  in te r p r e ta t io n  of L ask i, r e l i ­

g ion se rv e s  f o r  Burke b o th  th e  fu n c tio n  o f obscuring th e  u ltim a te  ground 

o f s o c ia l  f a c t s  and supplying th e  u ltim a te  foundation  f o r  s o c ie ty . 

Im plying th e  sac red  and th e  re v e re n t as r e l ig io n  does, i t  too  e a s i ly  

serv es  to  d issuade  adequate in q u iry  in to  th e  u lt im a te , humanly knowable 

p r in c ip le s  o f s o c ie ty  and th e  u n iv e rse , so L aski su g g es ts . R e lig io n  

se rv es  to  f u r th e r  secure  th a t  which has a lread y  been deemed venerab le  

through tim e . Two though ts  emerge here ; f i r s t ,  r e l ig io n  feeds B u rk e 's  

a n t i - r a t io n a l is m  and, second, i t  i s  u s e fu l  in  m ain ta in ing  the  conven­

t io n s ,  custom s, and t r a d i t io n s  o f s o c ie ty .

R e lig io n  i s  more th an  t h i s  f o r  B urke. I t  i s  t ru e  th a t  r e l i ­

g ion , e s p e c ia l ly  th e  s ta t e  r e l ig io n  of th e  A nglican Church, does secure  

o rd e r, and o rd er i s  w illed  by God. The church should n o t simply secure  

any o rd e r, b u t a  j u s t  o rd e r, one th a t  comports w ith  o r ig in a l  ju s t i c e .

This i s  indeed  of u t i l i t a r i a n  v a lu e . But i t  i s  n e i th e r  sim ply th e  u t i l ­

i t y  o f th e  s ta tu s  quo nor th e  u t i l i t y  o f a  f a c t io n  o f s o c ie ty , b u t th e  

u t i l i t y  o f ju s t i c e  as  s e t  f o r th  by th e  o r ig in a l  archetype of bo th  ju s ­

t i c e  and m an's n a tu re ; God.

The r o le  o f u t i l i t y  and r e l ig io n  in  th e  thought of Burke does 

no t allow  th e  la b e l  of " th e o lo g ic a l u t i l i t a r i a n . "  While God c e r ta in ly  

w i l ls  man h ap p in ess , he a lso  w i l l s  th e  a c q u is i t io n  of v i r tu e s  and th e  

p re s e rv a tio n  of o rd e r—not sim ply as th e se  serve  to  enhance man's happ i­

n e ss . God c a l l s  u s  to  f u l f i l l  our s ta t io n  in  l i f e  and th e  d u tie s  th a t
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come w ith eux p o s it io n  in  s o c ie ty . These d u tie s  and th e  v i r tu e s  neces­

sa ry  to  t h e i r  fu lf i l lm e n t  engage B u rk e 's  a t te n t io n  more than  does th e  

q.uestion o f h app iness. He rem arks th a t  God has " v i r tu a l ly  su b jec ted  us 

to  a c t  th e  p a r t  which belongs to  th e  p lace  a ss ig n ed . We have o b lig a tio n s

to  mankind a t  la rg e , which a re  no t i n  consequence of any s p e c ia l  vo lun- 
66

ta ry  p a c t."

There i s  a  " p o s i t iv i s t "  p re su p p o sitio n  in  th e  u t i l i t a r i a n  

in te r p r e ta t io n ,  re v e a lin g  th e  e m p ir ic is t  ep is tem o lo g ica l b a s is  of i t s  

c laim . This echoes th e  Humean em piricism  which grounds our a b i l i t y  to  

know ex c lu s iv e ly  i n  th e  e m p iric a lly  observable  w orld . I t  undercu ts  and 

disavows any in d u c tiv e  move from th i s  world o f o b se rv a tio n  to  th e  reco g ­

n i t io n  of e te r n a l  v e r i t i e s .  I t  i s  f o r  t h i s  reaso n  th a t  Hume wishes to  

s id e  w ith  m an's n a tu ra l  fe e l in g s  and p ass io n s  which f in d  a  warm respon­

s iv en ess  to  custom, h a b i t ,  and t r a d i t io n ,  b rin g in g  an ordered , happy pop­

u la c e . Burke h im se lf i s  a lso  resp o n siv e  to  " a n c e s tr a l  wisdom," and to  

ex p erien ce . He w ishes th e  g re a t  bu lk  o f men to  r e s t  co n ten t w ith  what 

th e  g en e ra tio n s  b e fo re  have bequeathed to  them. In  doing so they main­

t a in  t h e i r  in v a lu ab le  l in k s  w ith  th e  s ta b i l i z in g  t i e s  of t r a d i t io n ,  

eschewing th e  " s p i r i t  o f i n n o v a t i o n . Y e t ,  he does b e lie v e  th a t  one 

can, through reason , come to  know those  u ltim a te  p r in c ip le s  and s tan d ard s  

which serve as judge over t h i s  t r a d i t i o n .  And th e se  p r in c ip le s  and s ta n -

^^Aupeal from th e  New to  th e  Old Whigs (1791), Works IV :165- 6 6 .

^"^Burke, w ritin g  on th e  abuses o f th e  re v o lu tio n  i n  F rance , 
s t a t e s ;  "A s p i r i t  o f  in n o v a tio n  i s  g e n e ra lly  th e  r e s u l t  o f a  s e l f i s h  
tem per and confined  view s. People w i l l  n o t look forw ard to  p o s te r i ty ,  
who never look  backward to  t h e i r  a n c e s to rs ."  R e f le c tio n s  (1790), Works 
111:274.
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dards axe found in  B urke’s im p l ic i t  m etaphysics, to  which I  now tu rn .



CHAPTER THREE 

THE CASE FOR BURKE’S METAPHYSICS

In  th e  second c h ap te r , prim ary and secondary sou rces were 

u t i l i z e d  to  co n fro n t sq u are ly  th e  evidence a g a in s t a  Burkean m etaphysics. 

In  each in s ta n c e  arguments were advanced to  r e f u te  th e  a n ti-m e ta p h y s ic a l 

in te r p r e ta t io n  o f B u rk e 's  th o u g h t, and to  la y  th e  groundwork wherehy th e  

ta s k  o f p re se n tin g  m etaphysics m ight p roceed . I t  i s  to  t h i s  l a t t e r  

work I  now tu rn .

B efore sea rch in g  out th e  e lem ents o f a  Burkean m etaphysics 

i t  i s  n ecessary  to  ask , "What i s  m etaphysics?" What i s  th e  p rov ince  o f 

m etaphysics and th e  r o le  o f th e  m etaphysician? And, what i s  B u rk e 's  p o s i­

t io n  on th e se  is su e s?

The m etaphysica l t r a d i t i o n  w ith  which B u rk e 's  philosophy  i s  

most com patible i s  t h a t  o f th e  p e re n n ia l philosophy o f  th e  A r is to te l ia n -  

T hom istic  t r a d i t i o n  w ith  i t s  common sense re a lism .^  I t  i s  a p p ro p ria te

V arious au th o rs  have no ted  B u rk e 's  c o m p a tib ili ty  w ith  t h i s  
t r a d i t i o n  through  th e  s im i la r i ty  o f h is  concep tion  o f n a tu ra l  law w ith  
A quinas' concep tion . Note: Whenever re fe re n c e  i s  made to  th e  r e a l i s t  
t r a d i t i o n  in  t h i s  e ssay , th e  A ris to te lia n -T h o m is tic  t r a d i t i o n  w i l l  be 
th e  one in te n d e d . Concerning th e  Thom istic concep tion  o f B u rk e 's  p h i lo ­
sophy one should  c o n su lt: P e te r  J .  S ta n l i s ,  Edmund Burke and th e  N a tu ra l
Law (Ann Arbor: U n iv e rs ity  o f M ichigan P re s s , 1958), F ra n c is  P . Canavan,
The P o l i t i c a l  Reason of Edmund Burke (Durham: Duke U n iv e rs ity  P re s s ,  I 960) ,
and B u rle ig h  T. W ilk ins, The Problem  of B u rk e 's  P o l i t i c a l  P h ilo so p h y .

35
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to  undersco re  th e  word "com patib le ."  Burke i s  no t a  sy stem a tic  p h ilo ­

sopher, and c e r ta in ly  n o t a  sp e c u la tiv e  p h ilo so p h e r. Yet he recogn izes 

th e  le g it im a te  r o le  o f th e  m etaphysician and r e l i e s  upon and makes use 

o f fundam ental m etaphysical p r in c ip le s  throughout h is  works. He w rite s  

th a t  " i t  i s  th e  b u s in ess  o f th e  sp e c u la tiv e  p h ilo so p h e r to  mark the  

p ro p e r ends o f governm ent. I t  i s  th e  b u s in ess  o f th e  p o l i t i c i a n ,  who i s

th e  p h ilo so p h e r i n  a c tio n , to  f in d  ou t p roper means tow ards th o se  ends,
2

and to  employ them w ith  e f f e c t . "  D esp ite  h i s  o b je c tio n s  to  c e r ta in  

k in d s  o f m etaphysics, t h i s  s ta tem en t a ff irm s  B u rk e 's  a p p re c ia tio n  of th e  

le g i t im a te  p rov ince  of th e  m etaphysician .

Although Burke i s  no t a  sy stem a tic  p h ilo so p h e r l ik e  A r is to t le ,  

i t  i s  im p o rtan t to  c a l l  a t te n t io n  to  th e  l i f e - g iv in g  p r in c ip le s  o f B u rk e 's  

though t and to  no te  t h e i r  p o in ts  o f c o m p a tib ility  w ith  r e a l i s t  m etaphysics. 

Hence, in  what fo llo w s some of th e  concerns and i n t e r e s t s  o f r e a l i s t  

m etaphysics w i l l  be s ta te d  en ab lin g  a  fav o rab le  comparison w ith  B urke 's  

own m etaphysica l o r ie n ta t io n .

A r is to t le  beg ins h is  M etaphysics w ith  th e  s ta tem en t th a t  

"A ll men by n a tu re  d e s ire  to  know." Burke s im ila r ly  co n sid e rs  th e  improve­

ment o f o n e 's  own r a t io n a l  n a tu re  so v i t a l  in  p r in c ip le  th a t  he f in d s
3

th e  p rev en tio n  o f t h i s  improvement to  be th e  w orst k ind  of ty ran n y .

Man i s  in  th e  p o sse ss io n  o f a  reason  whose n a tu ra l  in c l in a t io n  i s  toward 

g a in in g  wisdom.

th o u g h ts  on th e  Cause o f th e  P re se n t D isco n ten ts  (1770), 
Works I j580.

^ L e tte r  to  a  P ee r o f I r e la n d  on th e  P ena l Laws A gainst I r i s h  
C a th o lic s  (1782). Works IV ;228.
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What i s  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  between wisdom and m etaphysics?

W ritin g  on A r i s to t le ,  C opleston s t a t e s ,  "M etaphysics i s  . . . Wisdom 

p a r  e x c e lle n c e , and th e  ph ilo so p h er or lo v e r  of Wisdom i s  he who d e s ir e s  

knowledge about th e  u ltim a te  cause and n a tu re  o f R e a li ty , and d e s ir e s  

th a t  knowledge f o r  i t s  own sak e ."  Wisdom i s  knowing r e a l i t y  as i t  

most e s s e n t ia l ly  i s ,  which, as  t h i s  quote su g g es ts , means knowing th e  

causes o f r e a l i t y .  T his sug g ests  th a t  wisdom a t  i t s  penu ltim ate  i s  

knowledge f o r  i t s  own sake . Does t h i s  f u r th e r  su g g est, e i th e r  f o r  

A r is to t le  o r Burke, t h a t  p u re , u n d e file d  wisdom i s  to  be p u t to  no f u r th e r  

use? I t  does n o t. Knowledge o f r e a l i t y  as  i t  most e s s e n t ia l ly  i s  should 

p rov ide  v a lu ab le  in s ig h t  in to  how one conducts h im se lf . Knowledge of 

o n e 's  n a tu re  should  prov ide some guide to  l i f e .  But th e  knowledge or 

in s ig h t  wisdom b rin g s  i s  no t i n i t i a l l y  knowledge f o r  human conduct. 

In s te a d , i t  i s  knowledge f u l f i l l i n g  o n e 's  d e s ire  to  know f o r  th e  sake 

o f knowing. This a llow s knowledge to  re v e a l r e a l i t y  f o r  no o th e r pur­

pose th an  th a t  o f th e  d is c lo su re  o f b e in g . Surely  th e  k ind of knowledge 

th e reb y  o b ta ined  would more n e a r ly  approach th e  t r u t h  o f r e a l i t y ,  th a t  

i s ,  as  r e a l i t y  i s  in  i t s e l f ,  than  th e  knowledge o f r e a l i t y  ob ta ined  fo r  

an end beyond i t s e l f .  T h e re fo re , wisdom, both  f o r  A r is to t le  and Burke, 

i s  i n i t i a l l y  to  be sought f o r  i t s  own sak e . This le ad s  Burke to  d e c la re  

th e  p re v e n tio n  "o f th e  means o f improving our r a t io n a l  n a tu re  to  be th e  

w orst sp e c ie s  o f ty ranny  th a t  th e  in so len ce  and p erv ersen ess  of mankind 

ev e r dared  to  e x e rc is e ." ^  To so o b s tru c t reason  and i t s  n a tu ra l  ben t

^ F red e rick  C opleston , A H is to ry  of P h ilo sophy . 9 v o ls . (Garden 
C ity , New York: Image Books, 1962-1977), I ,  2 , p . 31.

^A L e t te r  to  a  P ee r o f I r e la n d  (1782), Works IV :228.
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toward wisdom i s  to  deform man. And y e t th e  search  f o r  u ltim a te  p r in c i ­

p le s  when done from a motive lack in g  in  p ie ty  or reverence  toward th e  

mystery and awesomeness o f be ing , can prove subversive  to  th e  very  wis­

dom th a t  i s  our h e r i ta g e .

The a n c e s tra l  wisdom upon which succeeding g en e ra tio n s  may r e ly  

in  conducting t h e i r  a f f a i r s  in  so c ie ty  i s  a  wisdom th a t  i s  cum ulative and 

p r a c t i c a l . Such wisdom i s  removed from pure m etaphysics and c o n s t i tu te s  

th e  realm  where p r in c ip le s  seek a p r a c t ic a l  a p p lic a tio n , namely, prudence. 

For th e  in d iv id u a l to  d is re g a rd  th e  cum ulative wisdom of mankind i s  to  

e r r  through p r id e . T herefo re , our re c o g n itio n  o f th e  i n f i n i t y  o f r e a l i t y  

and th e  f in i tu d e  o f any s in g le  in d iv id u a l’ s cap ac ity  to  know th e  same 

should induce and in c re a se  man’s h u m ility .

There i s  no p re sc r ib e d  d e f in i t io n  o f m etaphysics in  B u rk e 's  

w r it in g s . There i s ,  though, a  warning a g a in s t too  much in q u iry  in to  th e  

u ltim a te  foundations o f r e a l i t y ,  and o f s o c ie ty  in  p a r t i c u la r .  Those 

who c o n s ta n tly  s e t  about to  in q u ire  in to  u ltim a te  p r in c ip le s  too  o ften  

serve to  undermine what those  p r in c ip le s  h e lp  to  sec u re . Our a lle g ia n c e  

to  our dom ic ile , t o  our community and our n a tio n  a re  n o t to  be ob ta ined  

by a  r a t io n a l  a s s e n t to  a  p h ilo so p h ic a lly  e x to lle d  p r in c ip le f  bu t 

through our n a tu ra l  f e e l in g s  and sen tim en ts . But t h i s  i s  no t to  d en i­

g ra te  wisdom, o r man’s  love o f th e  same. Burke i s  incensed  by th e  p ry ­

ing  i n t e l l e c t  th a t  seeks to  e le v a te  an in d iv id u a l 's  reaso n  a g a in s t th e  

a n c e s tra l  wisdom o f g e n e ra tio n s , e sp e c ia lly  i f  th a t  in d iv id u a l p r id e s  

h im se lf in  d isco v e rin g  p rev io u s ly  undiscovered  p r in c ip le s .^  Man’s

^urke ’s concern on t h i s  p o in t i s  i t s e l f  a  p o in t o f concern. I t
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h u m ility  i s  in c re ase d  through th e  re c o g n itio n  th a t  wisdom b rin g s  to  

him, namely, th a t  r e a l i t y  in  i t s  i n f i n i t y  tran scen d s  th e  l im i t s  o f th e  

human mind. T his re c o g n itio n  i s  no t to  te rm in a te  th e  in c re a se  o f know­

led g e ; r a th e r ,  i t  i s  to  evoke a  fundam ental awe and a  sense o f p ie ty  

over th e  l im i t l e s s  range o f r e a l i t y .  I t  i s  t h i s  re a so n , no t an a n t i -  

in te l le c tu a l i s m  on B u rk e 's  p a r t ,  t h a t  le a d s  him to  sound th e  warning 

f o r  th e  "p ry in g  i n t e l l e c t . "  The sea rch  f o r  wisdom should  in s p ire  a  

r e v e r e n t ia l  awe.

B u rk e 's  love f o r  wisdom i s  obvious. Many saw in  him one of
?

th e  o u ts tan d in g  i n t e l l e c t s  o f England f o r  h is  t im e . ' Yet he re s e n ts  

an in v e s t ig a t iv e  type o f sea rch  f o r  knowledge, as  one who seeks to  so lve  

a  problem . There i s  a  sense o f m ystery t h a t  surrounds B u rk e 's  own 

in q u iry  concerning th e  u lt im a te  p r in c ip le s  o f r e a l i t y  d isc lo se d  to  

re a so n , a  sense  th a t  t e l l s  him th a t  as  he sea rch es  f o r  knowledge he draws 

most n ear n o t only to  th e  s u s ta in in g  p r in c ip le s  o f s o c ie ty  b u t to  D eity  

i t s e l f . ^

T h is  a p p re c ia tio n  o f th e  u lt im a te  mystery surrounding  o n e 's  

in q u iry  i s  c e r ta in ly  p a r t  o f th e  Thom istic t r a d i t i o n .  Jacques M arita in  

draws th e  d i s t in c t io n  between m ystery and problem in  term s of p h ilo so -

i s  one th in g  f o r  an i n t e l l e c t u a l  to  p ro p e rly  a p p re c ia te  and a p p ro p ria te  
th e  wisdom o f th e  p a s t .  I t  i s  ano ther th in g  to  cower in  deference  to  
such wisdom. F ree  in q u iry  demands a  c e r ta in  s p i r i t  o f in q u iry , a  s p i r i t  
t h a t  Burke does n o t always encourage.

7
Samuel Johnson rem arks: "Yes; Burke i s  an ex tra o rd in a ry  man.

H is s tieam o f mind i s  p e rp e tu a l."  From James B osw ell, The L ife  o f Samuel 
Johnson , e d s . Anne H. E h ren p re is  and I r v in  E h ren p re is  (New York: Washing­
to n  Square P re s s ,  I n c . ,  I 965) » p . 244.

Q

Appeal from th e  New to  th e  Old Whigs (1791)» Works IV :l6 6 .
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ph i c a l  in q -u iiy . For Mari t a i n ,  a  problem i s  something f o r  th e  i n t e l l e c t  

to  so lv e , such as  f in d in g  th e  s o lu tio n  to  a  m athem atical problem . This 

i s  th e  a t t i tu d e  o f modem philosophy , M arita in  m a in ta in s , an a t t i tu d e  

which re v e a ls  a  lo s s  of rev eren ce  f o r  th e  u lt im a te  m ystery o f b e in g .

F or M a rita in , and, i t  i s  ev id en t f o r  Burke as  w e ll, so overwhelming i s  

th e  o b je c t o f our m etap h y sica lin q u iry  th a t  i t  must be a  sc ien ce  in  which
9

m ystery predom inates. T his g ives a  good in s ig h t  in to  what to  many 

appears to  be B u rk e 's  a n t i - r a t io n a l is m . Although he i s  h ig h ly  s c e p t i ­

c a l  of th e  f r u i t s  o f sp e c u la tiv e  in q u iry , e s p e c ia l ly  th o se  which b ear 

on th e  e x is t in g  s o c ia l  co n d itio n s  o f man, he g iv e s  l i t t l e  doubt concern­

in g  th e  steady  and august p r in c ip le s  th a t  s u s ta in  r e a l i t y ,  however cloaked 

th ey  may be in  th e  depths o f G od's b e in g . He would f in d  agreement w ith  

M a r i ta in 's  s ta tem en t t h a t  a  "philosophy unaware o f m ystery would no t 

be a ph ilosophy .

Burke does no t la c k  a  concern w ith  th e  " u ltim a te  cause and 

n a tu re  o f R e a l i ty ."  A r i s to t le  sees  m etaphysics as  d e a lin g  w ith  th e  f i r s t  

p r in c ip le s  o f a l l  r e a l i t y  and B u rk e 's  though t c o n s is te n tly  embraces 

and r e f l e c t s  th e  use  and knowledge o f c e r ta in  o f th e se  p r in c ip le s .

These p r in c ip le s  o r causes f o r  th e  r e a l i s t  p h ilo so p h e r a re  o b ta in ed ,

C opleston  n o te s , th rough an in te r p r e ta t io n  and u n d ers tan d in g  o f th e  d a ta
11o f ex p erien ce . "The m etaphysic ian ,"  co n tin u es  C op leston , " f i r s t  c o n s i-

% acques M a rita in , A P re face  to  M etaphysics (New York: Sheed
and Ward, 1939)» PP* ^ 5 *

^ ° I b id . ,  p . 5.
1 1F re d e ric k  C op leston , Aquinas (B altim ore: Penguin Books,

19 6 3 ) ,  p .  32 .
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d e rs  th e  i n t e l l i g i h l e  s t ru c tu re  o f th in g s  . . . and th e  fundam ental
12r e la t io n s h ip s  between them ." He co n sid e rs  th e  " c a te g o r ic a l  s t ru c tu re

of e m p ir ic a l r e a l i t y . "  The m etaphysic ian  seeks to  " i s o la te  and analyse

a b s t r a c t ly  th e  most g en era l p r in c ip le s  and c a te g o rie s"  which inform  man's

p r a c t i c a l  l i f e ,  w hether o r n o t man i s  aware o f them. T his i s  no t due

to  th e  d e te rm in a tio n  o f "p u re ly  su b je c tiv e  forms o r c a te g o r ie s ;" r a th e r ,

13th e se  c a te g o r ie s  a re  apprehended im p l ic i t ly  in  ex p erien ce .

S ev era l p o in ts  a re  notew orthy in  C o p le s to n 's  d e p ic tio n  o f th e  

m e ta p h y sic ia n 's  ta s k .  R es ta te d , th e  ta s k  o f th e  m etaphysician i s  to  

a b s t r a c t  from th e  d a ta  o f experience  th e  i n t e l l i g i b l e ,  c a te g o r ic a l  s t ru c ­

tu re  o f em p iric a l r e a l i t y ;  to  analyze th e se  r e s u l ta n t  p r in c ip le s  and 

c a te g o r ie s  o f r e a l i t y  as re v e a le d  th rough  ex p erience ; and to  no te  t h e i r  

in te r r e la t io n s h ip s  w ith  one an o th er and w ith  th e  realm  of r e a l i t y ,  seek­

in g  an adequate ex p lan a tio n  of th e  l a t t e r  consonant w ith  th e  m etaphysi­

c a l  p r in c ip le s  a lre ad y  re v e a le d .

What a re  th e se  i n t e l l i g i b l e  s t r u c tu r e s  o f r e a l i t y  f o r  Burke?

I f  any i n t e l l i g i b l e  a sp ec t o f  r e a l i t y  r e v e a ls  i t s e l f  to  Burke i t  i s  th a t  

o f change and s t a b i l i t y ,  so in terw oven as  to  d isp la y  an in v a r ia b le  o rder 

in  r e a l i t y .  That th e re  i s  a  s t r u c tu r e  to  r e a l i t y ,  a  s t ru c tu re  which 

accommodates change, in  i t s e l f  a  m etaphysica l p r in c ip le ,  a llow s th e  

i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y  and th e  reaso n ab len ess  o f th in g s  m an ifestin g  them selves 

to  th e  human i n t e l l e c t .  The u n fo ld in g  o r development o f r e a l i t y  w ith in  

th e  s t r u c tu r e s  o f th e  u n iv e rse  dem onstrates a  constancy of design  and

^ ^ b i d . ,  p . 33. 

^ ^ b i d . ,  p . 34.
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purpose . Change and. development i s  no t th e  r e s u l t  o f c ap rice  o r chance.

T h is would he u n reasonab le , as  reaso n  re v e a ls  i t s e l f  f o r  Burke through

o rd e r . Consequently, he can say th a t  "w hatever has i t s  o r ig in  in  cap rice
14i s  su re  n o t to  improve in  i t s  p ro g re s s , nor to  end in  re a so n ."  This 

s ta tem en t has ready  a p p lic a t io n  to  th e  o rd er and s t ru c tu re  o f a l l  r e a l i t y ,  

a lthough  i t  occurs w ith in  th e  co n tex t o f what he see s  to  he th e  m indless­

ness  o f th e  French R ev o lu tio n . O rder does n o t imply a  s t a t i c  o rd e r, bu t 

s t ru c tu re d  change, where c e r ta in  p r in c ip le s  and r e a l i t i e s  r e t a in  t h e i r  

e s s e n t ia l  sam eness, y e t  accommodate and o rd e r th e  necessary  changes of 

r e a l i t y .  T h is s t ru c tu re  d is c lo s e s  a d iv in e  o rd e r, prom pting Burke to

claim : " I  know th a t  th e re  i s  an o rd e r th a t  keeps th in g s  f a s t  in  t h e i r

15p la ce : i t  i s  made to  u s , and we a re  made to  i t . "  T h is o rd e r i s  no t

w ithou t purpose or d esig n , a  n o tio n  to  he taken  up l a t e r  when we come 

to  B u rk e 's  te le o lo g y .

T his Burkean em phasis upon o rd er i s  n o t th e  re fu g e  o f an a n t i ­

q u a ria n  c o n se rv a tiv e . The o ld  i s  n o t to  he p reserved  sim ply f o r  i t s  own

^^Third L e t te r  on a  R eg icide  Peace (1796), Works V:459.

•̂̂ Sueech on a M otion Made in  th e  House o f Commons (1782), 
Works V I I :101. One might reaso n ab ly  o b je c t th a t  such s ta tem en ts  made 
by Burke in  th e  co n tex t o f a  speech b efo re  P arliam en t amount to  l i t t l e  
more th an  fa s io n a b le  p ious pronouncements c a lc u la te d  sim ply to  g a in  a 
re c e p tiv e  aud ience . F urtherm ore, one might a lso  re g a rd  such e f fu lg e n t 
r h e to r ic  f la s h e s  o ccu rrin g  o f te n  as  they  do w ith in  B u rk e 's  speeches as  
c h a r a c te r i s t i c a l ly  a  r e s u l t  o f a  c e r ta in  zealousness on B u rk e 's  p a r t ,  
and h a rd ly  f i t  evidence f o r  s c h o la r ly  argum entation . W ilk ins, in  con­
s id e r in g  t h i s  problem s p e c i f ic a l ly  as i t  p e r ta in s  to  Burke, and 
e s p e c ia l ly  in  th e  s e t t in g  o f h is  speeches be fo re  P a rliam e n t, concludes 
w ith  a  g e n e ra l iz a t io n  th a t  he a p p lie s  in  B u rk e 's  case : " I ,  th e re fo re ,
th in k  i t  w ise to  assume th a t  an au th o r o r speaker means what he says 
in  th e  absence o f overwhelming evidence to  th e  c o n tra ry ."  F o r W ilk ins, 
such evidence to  th e  c o n tra ry  does n o t e x i s t  in  B u rk e 's  c a se . W ilk ins, 
p . 12.
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sake . The a p p e lla tio n  "pure conserva tive"  a s  Whitehead, a p p lie s  i t  when

he w r ite s , "The pure co n serv a tiv e  i s  f ig h t in g  a g a in s t th e  essence o f the

u n iv e rse ,"  cannot he assigned  to  B u r k e . T a k i n g  Whitehead to  mean th a t

th e  essence o f th e  u n iv e rse  i s  p ro cess , th e  conclusion  fo llow s th a t  th e

co n serv a tiv e  i s  one who r e s i s t s  change and who r e s i s t s  p ro cess . This i s

c le a r ly  no t th e  case  w ith  Burke, who a ff irm s  change w ithout embracing

i t  as  coterm inous w ith  r e a l i t y .  Burke w r ite s ,  "We must a l l  obey th e  g re a t

law of change. I t  i s  th e  most powerful law o f N ature , and th e  means

17perhaps of i t s  co n se rv a tio n ."  Burke accen tu a te s  change, y e t grounds 

i t  in  th e  enduring essences o f th in g s . He would agree w ith  Andrew Reck 

th a t ,  "Change goes on w ith in  substances; i t  i s  th e  p rocess o f t r a n s ­

la t in g  t h e i r  p o t e n t i a l i t i e s  in to  a c tu a l i t i e s  . . . While changing, sub-
18s tan ces  endure . . . "  The concepts o f essence and substance r e f e r  to  

th e  ab id in g , s ta b le  fe a tu re  o f th e  u n iv e rse .

B u rk e 's  philosophy both  in  i t s  a p p lic a tio n  to  the  u n iv e rse  in  

g en e ra l and p o l i t i c s  s p e c i f ic a l ly  dem onstrates a  balanced view o f change 

moderated by s t a b i l i t y .  In  r e f e r r in g  to  th e  th e o r ie s  o f P a rliam e n t, he 

lau d s  th e  p r in c ip le  o f ren o v a tio n  th a t  a tte n d s  to  th e  "union of perma­

nence and change," d e c la r in g  " th a t  in  a l l  our changes we a re  never wholly 

new." Yet th e re  i s  to  be "enough of th e  new to  in v ig o ra te  u s ,"  th a t  we

N. W hitehead, Adventures o f Id ea s  (New York: M acmillan,
1934), p . 354.

*̂̂ L e tte r to  S i r  H ercu les Langrishe (1792), Works IV :296.

^^Andrew J ,  Reck, "Being and S ubstance ,"  The Review of H eta- 
•physics. v o l. 31, no. 4  (June 1978) :546-47.



"may have th e  advantage of change w ithou t th e  im p u ta tion  of in co n stan cy ."^^  

Most o f B u rk e 's  u t i l i z a t i o n  of th e  concepts o f change and s t a ­

b i l i t y  a re  to  be drawn from h is  p o l i t i c a l  concerns. Y et he makes i t  

c le a r  t h a t  p o l i t i c a l  r e a l i t y  " i s  p laced  in  a  ju s t  correspondence and 

symmetry w ith  th e  o rd e r o f th e  w orld, and w ith  th e  mode of ex is ten ce  

decreed  to  a  permanent body composed o f t r a n s i to r y  p a r t s . "  In  t h i s  

ve in  he w rite s  o f "a  co n d itio n  of unchangeable constan cy ,"  which, "by 

p re se rv in g  th e  method of n a tu re  in  th e  conduct o f th e  s t a t e ,  in  what we

im prove, we a re  never w holly new; in  what we r e ta in ,  we a re  never wholly 
20o b s o le te ."  Thus, th e  m etaphysical elem ents o f change and s t a b i l i t y  

o r permanence a re  to  be found on bo th  th e  p h y s ica l and p o l i t i c a l  realm  

of th e  u n iv e rse  f o r  B urke. The in te rp la y  o f change and s t a b i l i t y  r e s u l t s  

in  an o rd e rly  u n iv e rse .

Change, w ith  th e  a id  o f human wisdom, must be o rd e rly  and 

alm ost im p e rc e p tib le . Slow change avoids what Burke co n sid e rs  th e  

inconveniences o f m uta tion . Yet t h i s  governance o f change, t h i s  a ttem pt 

to  moderate i t s  speed and im pact i s  n o t to  b r id le  an o therw ise  f a s t  flow  

o f n a tu re ; r a th e r ,  i t  i s  to  tem per change accord ing  to  n a tu re ’s way.

This p o s i t io n  i s  confirm ed by Burke in  th e  fo llow ing  s ta tem en t: " I t

would be wise to  a tte n d  upon th e  o rd e r o f th in g s , and no t to  a ttem pt to

19Edmund Burke, Notes f o r  Speech, November 30, 1774, i n  The 
Ph ilosophy  o f Edmund Burke; A S e le c tio n  from His Speeches and W ritin g s , 
ed s . Louis I .  B redvold and Ralph G. Ross (Ann Arbor: The U n iv e rs ity  of
M ichigan P re s s ,  I9 6 0 ), p . 157»

^^ R eflec tio n s  (1790), Works 111:275.
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21ou trun  th e  slow, b u t smooth eind even course  o f N a tu re ."

Change i s  n o t to  be r a d ic a l ,  o r n ih i l a t in g .  I t  i s  to  be o rdered . 

The term  "development" h e lp s  c l a r i f y  th e  use o f th e  word "change" in  t h i s  

in s ta n c e . Development im p lie s  th a t  th e re  i s  o r should be an o r d e r l i ­

ness  to  change, no t a  random or d is s o c ia te d  s e r ie s  o f ev en ts  succeeding 

one an o ther in  a  c h ao tic  or a n n ih ila t in g  fa s h io n . B u rk e 's  "law of change" 

su g g ests  th e  development o f p o s s i b i l i t i e s  through expansion and grow th. 

Change should  improve and p re se rv e . That which e x i s t s ,  w hether i t  be 

man, s o c ie ty , th e  n a tio n , o r s o c ia l  i n s t i t u t i o n  should  be a l te r e d  and 

developed i f  a  s t a t i c ,  a tro p h ie d  world i s  to  be avoided, y e t  w ithou t 

v io len ce  to  e s s e n t ia l  s t r u c tu r e s .  F or example, each man should  seek to  

improve through knowledge and v i r tu e ,  b u t w ithou t v io len ce  to  h is  r a t io n a l  

human n a tu re . Y et, th roughout th e se  changes, something rem ains ab id in g , 

s u b s ta n t ia l ly  and e s s e n t ia l ly  unchanged.

B u rk e 's  thought i s  r e p le te  w ith  many concepts u t i l i z e d  in

t r a d i t i o n a l  m etaphysics. He o fte n  speaks o f "essences" and "substances"
22and " n a tu re s ."  He w rite s  o f c a te g o r ie s , q u a n t i ty , change, habit-, and 

a l t e r a t io n  in  a d d itio n  to  h is  use o f A ris to te lia n -T h o m is tic  concepts 

used  in  e th ic a l  works, such as c a rd in a l v i r t u e s ,  m oderation, tem per­

ance, e t  a l .  But more th an  th a t ,  he g iv e s  th e se  term s th e  same sense

329.

P1 Speech on th e  P lan  f o r  Economical Reform ( I 78O), Works I I :

^ o r  our purposes th e se  term s w i l l  be used , f o r  th e  most p a r t ,  
in te rch an g eab ly  as th ey  appear to  be used by Burke. Substance i s  more 
l ik e ly  to  r e f e r  to  th e  co n cre te  u n i t  o f e x is te n c e  i t s e l f ,  which essence 
o r n a tu re  d e f in e s .  A r is to t le  dem onstrates th e  r e la t io n s h ip  o f substance 
and essence in  M etaphysics. Book V II, C hapter 6 .
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as th a t  g iven  in  a  r e a l i s t  m etaphysics. He r e c o i l s  from any th eo ry  of 

e v o lu tio n , p ro c e ss , o r h is to r ic is m  which might suggest th e  i n e v i t a b i l i t y  

o f  p ro g re s s . I f  such th e o r ie s  a lso  c a l l  f o r  th e  r e je c t io n  o f essences 

o r n a tu re s  a s  som ething s t a t i c  and r e c a l c i t r a n t  to  change, Burke re fu s e s  

t h i s  p o in t as w e ll .  I t  i s  t h i s  emphasis upon change analogously  ap p lied  

to  th e  s o c ia l  rea lm  th a t  th e  re v o lu tio n a ry  uh ilo sophes see as  w r it te n  

in to  th e  very  n a tu re  o f th in g s ,  a  law born to  b ea r f r u i t ,  f r u i t s  gener­

a te d  from th e  c o r ru p tib le  r u in s  of monarchy. I t  i s ,  as  Burke in te r p r e t s  

th e  though t o f th e  r a d ic a l  French id eo lo g u es , as  i f  th e  a c tiv e  p r in c ip le  

o f  r e a l i t y  i s  to  a s s e r t  i t s e l f  in  s o c ie ty  and p o l i t i c s  th rough  fo rc e , 

e n te r p r is e ,  and t a l e n t  w ithou t th e  tem pering r e s t r a i n t  o f a  p a ss iv e  p r in ­

c ip le .  T his i s  change in c a rn a te  w ith o u t r e s t r a i n t ;  f o r  Burke such 

change s p e l l s  chaos, r a th e r  than  o rd e r .

B u rk e 's  s e n s i t i v i t y  to  th e  p ro p er use  o f a  concep tual fram e­

work i s  a p p a r e n t I n  fo rm u la tin g  a  p r in c ip le  o f change, o r , a s  ap p lied  

to  th e  p o l i t i c a l  rea lm , a  p r in c ip le  o f re fo rm atio n , he w r i te s ,  " I  would

n o t exclude a l t e r a t io n  n e i th e r ,  bu t even when I  changed, i t  should  be 
24to  p re s e rv e ."  The use o f th e  term  " a l te r a t io n "  su g g ests  a  q u a l i ta t iv e  

change, whereby th e  substance  o f a  th in g  i s  m odified , p e r fe c te d , o r 

f u r th e r  de term ined . Burke c o n tin u e s , " I would make th e  r e p a ra t io n  as 

n e a rly  a s  p o s s ib le  in  th e  s ty le  o f th e  b u i l d i n g . T h a t  i s ,  th e  ab id -

^John Plam enatz touches upon th e  apparen t paradox o f B u rk e 's  
though t when he s t a t e s :  " I f  he i s  among th e  l e a s t  sy s te m a tic , he i s  a lso
among th e  more c o n s is te n t  o f p o l i t i c a l  p h ilo so p h e rs ."  P lam enatz, Man and 
S o c ie ty : P o l i t i c a l  and S o c ia l Theory, 1:333*

R e f le c tio n s  (1790), Works 111:561-62.

^ & b id . ,  p . 5 6 2 .
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in g  essence i s  to  be su s ta in e d , b u t no t w ithou t th e  q u a l i ta t iv e  improve­

ment th e re o f .

The problem of change and s t a b i l i t y  r e l a t e s  to  th e  n o tio n  o f 

su b stan ces , e ssen ces , and n a tu re s .  I t  i s  n ecessary  to  deepen our under­

s tan d in g  o f  th e  m etaphysics o f change and s t a b i l i t y  through a  rev iew  of 

B u rk e 's  use  o f th e se  term s which suggest an i n t e l l i g i b l e  s t ru c tu re  of 

r e a l i t y .  T his rev iew  w il l  b e t t e r  be served  by a  c o n tra s t  w ith th e  empi­

r i c i s t  t r a d i t io n  which inform ed th e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  m ilieu  o f B u rk e 's  tim e 

and im pressed le s  ph ilo sophes o f th e  French E nligh tenm ent.^^

In  l i g h t  o f th e  growth of e m p ir ic is t  ph ilosophy , e sp e c ia l ly  in

England a f t e r  Locke, one might expect L ocke 's  meaning of substance to

in fu se  th a t  o f B u rk e 's . T his i s  n o t th e  c ase . When Locke u ses th e  term

"su b s ta n ce ,"  i t  c a r r ie s  w ith  i t  th e  id e a  o f a  substra tum , foundation  o r

support f o r  q u a l i t i e s .  This use o f th e  term  b rin g s  to  mind th e  id e a  of
27substance  as  p in cu sh io n . The id e a  o f substance  as  a  support f o r  a c c i­

d en ts  o r q u a l i t i e s  i s  no t th a t  o f A r i s to t le ,  Aquinas, o r Burke. R ather 

th an  s tan d in g  under, evoking th e  s p a t i a l  imagery th a t  i t  does, substance 

in  th e  r e a l i s t  t r a d i t i o n  i s  more of a  perm eation o f th e  e n t i r e  e n t i t y .  

Substance f o r  Aquinas "means th e  u lt im a te  s u b je c t which i s  no t p re d ic a te d

Les ph ilo sophes i s  th e  term  used to  s ig n ify  c e r ta in  French 
e ig h te e n th  cen tu ry  p h ilo so p h ers  such as  V o lta ir e ,  C o n d illa c , D id e ro t, 
d 'H o lbach . Les p h ilo sophes were o f te n  opposed to  bo th  th e  r e l ig io u s  and 
p o l i t i c a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  o f t h e i r  tim es , and t h e i r  though t i s  seen to  be 
a t  l e a s t  p a r t ly  re sp o n s ib le  f o r  th e  tu rn in g  from monarchy to  bourgeo is 
democracy, advocating  th e  n a tu ra l  r ig h t s  o f th e  peop le .

27Concerning th e  etymology o f th e  term  "su b stan ce ,"  see Leo 
Sweeney, A M etanhysics o f A u then tic  E x is te n tia l is m  (Englewood C l i f f s ,  
New J e rse y l P re n tic e -H a ll ,  I n c . ,  1965)i P* 47, fo o tn o te  14.
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o f any o th e r  th in g .  . . . "  b u t which i s  capable of be ing  m odified through

in d iv id u a l ,  a c c id e n ta l  p e r fe c t io n s . The su b je c t r e f e r r e d  to  here  " i s

th e  p a r t i c u la r  in d iv id u a l i n  th e  genus of su b stan ce . In  an o ther usage ,"
28Aq.uinas co n tin u es , "substance  means th e  form or n a tu re  o f th e  s u b je c t ."

Whereas f o r  Locke, th e  substance  l i e s  beyond experience  as  an unknown

substra tum , f o r  Aquinas substance  i s  a  d i s t in c t io n  made w ith in  th e  t o t a l

29datum o f  ex p erien ce . F or Hume th e re  i s  no id e a , p ro p e rly , o f su b stan ce .

Hume says " th e  id e a  o f a  substance  . . .  i s  no th ing  b u t a  c o lle c t io n  o f

sim ple id e a s  th a t  a re  u n ite d  by th e  im ag ination  and have a  p a r t i c u la r  name 
30

assig n ed  them" How does t h i s  compare w ith  Burke?

For p h ilo so p h ers  in  th e  e m p ir ic is t  t r a d i t io n  th e  language

o f m etaphysical substances becomes su p e rflo u s  and la ck in g  in  th e  k ind  of 

e m p iric a l evidence t h e i r  epistem ology demands. Burke, on th e  o th e r hand, 

w hile c o n s ta n tly  and everywhere ask ing  us to  co n su lt our experience , and 

wary o f an a  p r io r i  d e d u c tio n is t ic  m etaphysics, does n o t d isco u n t as 

u n re a l essences o r substances due to  t h e i r  a b s t r a c t ,  m etaphysical ch ar-

28Aquinas, D isputed Q uestions on th e  Power o f  God in  The Pocket 
A quinas, ed . Vernon Bourke (New York; Washington Square P re s s , 196O), 
p . 98.

29That experience re v e a ls  much th a t  i s  r i c h  in  m etaphysical 
co n ten t i s  confirm ed in  th e  fo llow ing  s ta tem en t by John Wild;

The o r ig in a l  d a ta  o f experience  a re  very  r ic h  and v a rio u s , in c lu d ­
in g  e x is te n c e , both  su b je c tiv e  and o b je c tiv e ; essence; and forms 
of o rder th a t  a re  in te r n a l  as  w e ll as  e x te rn a l ,  tem poral a s  w ell 
a s  s p a t i a l ; value and d is value  ; contingency; potency; change; and 
a c t iv e  tendency , a l l  in te rm ixed  and merged in  a  v a s t  confusion .

John W ild, The C hallenge of E x is te n tia l is m  (Bloomington: In d ian a  Uni­
v e r s i ty  P re s s , 1955)» P* 7 2 . I t  i s  unnecessary  to  observe a  th in g  
c a l le d  a  "substance" o r an "essen ce ,"  r a th e r ,  i t  i s  p o ss ib le  to  d isco v er 
a sp ec ts  o f m etaphysical im port w ith in  th e  d a ta  of experience  i t s e l f .

30Hume, A T re a tis e  o f Human N atu re , 1 :24 .
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a c te r .  I t  i s  n o t simply th e  a b s t r a c t  c h a ra c te r  o f sp e c u la tiv e  thought

which Burke d isc o u n ts , f o r ,  as th e  fo llo w in g  s ta tem en t on a b s t r a c t  id e a s

in d ic a te s ,  to  ig n o re  in  a  p r i o r i  fa sh io n  a b s t r a c t  thought i s  to  remove

th e  l i g h t  o f reason :

1 do no t p u t a b s t r a c t  id e a s  wholly out o f any q u es tio n ; because 
1 w i l l  know th a t  under th a t  name I  should  d ism iss  p r in c ip le s ,  and 
th a t  w ithou t th e  guide and l i g h t  o f  sound, w ell-understood  p r in c i ­
p le s ,  a l l  reaso n in g s  in  p o l i t i c s ,  a s  in  ev ery th in g  e ls e ,  would be 
a  confused jumble o f p a r t i c u la r  f a c t s  and d e t a i l s ,  w ithou t th e  means 
o f drawing out any s o r t  o f th e o r e t ic a l  o r p r a c t ic a l  c o n c lu s io n .31

B u rk e 's  use of su b stan ce , essen ce , and n a tu re , a long w ith 

th e  r e a l i s t  school o f m etaphysics, shows th a t  something may be a l te r e d  

o r m odified  w ithou t being s u b s ta n t ia l ly  changed. Commenting on th e  

essence o f a  n a tio n , he n o tes  th e  s u b s ta n t ia l  and enduring presence of 

a  commonwealth amid th e  passage o f g e n e ra tio n s ; " In d iv id u a ls  pass l ik e  

shadows; b u t th e  commonwealth i s  f ix e d  and s ta b le .  The d if fe re n c e , th e re ­

fo re ,  o f today and tomorrow, which to  p r iv a te  people i s  immense, to  th e  
32s ta t e  i s  n o th in g ."  The essence o f a  commonwealth in c lu d e s  th e  people 

y e t i t  i s  more. I t  in c lu d es  th e  people as  m orally  lin k e d  to  one an o ther 

through v a rio u s  a s s o c ia tio n s , groupings, and in c o rp o ra tio n s . In  a  pas­

sage from h is  F i r s t  L e t te r  on a  R eg icide  Peace Burke seeks to  id e n t i fy  

th e  essence o f th e  French n a tio n . I t  i s  n o t mere l o c a l i t y .  I t  in c lu d es  

th e  "m ajesty  of [th e ] th rone  . . . [the] d ig n ity  o f [the] n o b i l i ty  . . . 

th e  honor o f [the] g en try  . . . th e  s a n c t i ty  o f [the] c le rg y  . . . "  and 

v a rio u s  o th e r  a s s o c ia tio n s  and " th e  re s p e c t due to  [the] movable sub-

^^Sneech on th e  P e t i t io n  of th e  U n ita r ia n s  (1792), Works V l l :4 l .  

^^Sneech on th e  P lan  f o r  Economical Reform ( l? 8 o ) . Works 11:330*
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s tan ce  re p re se n te d  by th e  c o rp o ra tio n s  o f th e  kingdom. A ll th e se  p a r t i ­

c u la r  m oleculae u n ite d  form th e  g re a t  mass o f what i s  t r u ly  th e  body

33p o l i t i c  in  a l l  c o u n tr ie s  The essence o f a  n a tio n  i s  more than  th e

s e v e ra l  id e n t i f i a b le  p a r ts  s e p a ra te ly  open f o r  in s p e c tio n . There i s  a

u n ity  t h a t  perm eates and g r a f t s  th e  p a r t s  to g e th e r , th a t  rem ains in t a c t

beyond th e  se p a ra te  e x is ten c e  of th e  s e v e ra l  p a r ts  them selves. F or Burke,

th e  "n a tio n  i s  a  moral e ssen ce , n o t a  g eo g rap h ica l arrangem ent, o r a
3Zl

denom ination o f th e  nom enclator."  F ran ce , f o r  in s ta n c e , tran scen d s

sim ple space and tim e . He d e c la re s  t h a t  "France i s  out o f h e r bounds,
3*5b u t th e  kingdom i s  th e  same." S t i l l ,  th e  essence o f a  n a tio n  i s  no t 

d i f f e r e n t  from b u t in c lu d e s  a l l  th e  d u t ie s ,  s t a t io n s ,  p ro p e rty , s o c ia l  

c la s s e s ,  and b e l ie f s  th a t  comprise i t .

Burke’s use  o f th e  concept essence  b rin g s  f o r th  th e  fo llow ing  

co n clu sio n s: f i r s t ,  essence i s  th a t  which i d e n t i f i e s  and re n d e rs  d is ­

t i n c t  an e n t i t y ; second, essence endures s p e c i f ic a l ly  unchanged through­

ou t tim e; t h i r d ,  i t  i s  no t se p a ra te  from , n o r id e n t i f i a b le  w ith  any of 

i t s  p a r t i c u la r  p a r t s ,  y e t i t  perm eates and u n i f i e s  th e se  p a r ts  in to  a  

s u b s ta n t ia l  whole. T his p la c e s  B u rk e 's  n o tio n  of essence  f irm ly  w ith in  

th e  r e a l i s t  t r a d i t i o n .

B urke’s  m etaphysics in d ic a te s  th e  in c lu s io n  of two fundam ental 

p r in c ip le s ;  one f o r  change and one f o r  s t a b i l i t y .  In  th e  t r a d i t io n  of 

re a lism  th e  p r in c ip le s  accounting  f o r  change and s t a b i l i t y ,  accord ing

^% "irs t L e t te r  on a  R egicide  Peace (1796), Works V:326. 

^ I b i d .

^ ^ b i d .
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to  w hether th e  change i s  p a r t i a l  o r s u b s ta n t ia l  in c lu d e  th e  fo llow ing ; 

p a r t i a l  change e n t a i l s  th e  p r in c ip le s  o r components o f substance  and 

a c c id e n ts , and s u b s ta n t ia l  change e n ta i l s  th o se  o f s u b s ta n t ia l  form and 

prime m a tte r . No such com bination of p r in c ip le s  a re  developed by Burke. 

Y et B u rk e 's  re c o g n itio n  and r e s p e c t  f o r  th e  law fu ln ess  o f  r e a l i t y ,  i t s  

o rdered  d im ensions, euid th e  p r in c ip le s  t h a t  f i x  our n a tu re  and guide our 

a c tio n s  in d ic a te s , h is  concern w ith  p r in c ip le s  o f change and s t a b i l i t y .

And h is  recommendation o f  th e  A r is to te l ia n  l i s t  o f c a te g o r ie s  to  l e s  

ph ilo so p h es  would su g g es t some f a m i l ia r i ty  w ith  th e  m etaphysics o f th e  

S ta g y r i te .  B u rk e 's  re c o g n itio n  th a t  th e re  are  p r in c ip le s  perm eating th e  

very  substance  o f our be ing  i s  ev id en t when, in  th e  co n tex t of w ritin g  

about th e  p r in c ip le s  o f m o ra lity  and p o l i t i c s ,  he s t a t e s :  "The p r in c ip le s

th a t  guide us in  p u b lic  and p r iv a te ,  as th ey  a re  n o t o f our d e v is in g , 

b u t moulded in to  th e  n a tu re  and essence o f th in g s , w i l l  endure w ith  th e  

sun and th e  moon."^^ The p r in c ip le s  o f change and s t a b i l i t y ,  sub stan ce , 

e ssen ce , and n a tu re  v i t a l i z e  B urke' s p o l i t i c a l  ph ilosophy , even though 

he f a i l s  to  develop  a  m e tap h y sica lan a ly s is  o f th e se  p r in c ip le s , a cc e p t­

in g  them as  g ivens o f h i s  th o u g h t. This f a i l u r e  i s  a  sev ere  weakness in  

B urke, one th a t  has hampered th e  assessm ent and a s s im ila t io n  o f h is  p h ilo ­

sophy in to  i t s  p ro p er r e a l i s t i c  framework. While n o t su b je c tin g  h is  meta­

p h y s ic a l p r in c ip le s  to  a n a ly s i s , he does show th e  r e s u l t  o f in c o r re c t ly  

h e ld  p r in c ip le s ,  e s p e c ia l ly  f o r  s o c ie ty .

The p o in ts  made th u s  f a r  about B u rk e 's  m etaphysics and th e

Edmund B urke, D ra ft o f L e t te r  to  th e  B ishop o f C h este r ( l7 7 l)  
in  The P hilosophy o f Edmund B urke, e d s . L ouis I . B redvold and R alph G. 
R oss, pp . 16- 1 7 .
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concep tual framework employed a re  no t sim ply notew orthy h u t p iv o ta l  to  

an understand ing  o f h is  ph ilo sophy . B u rk e 's  u n iv e rse  i s  no t a  s t a t i c , 

o s s i f ie d  u n iv e rse  o f sh ee r permanence. I t  i s  a  changing, y e t  o rd e rly , 

u n iv e rse  and th e  m etaphysical elem ents o f h i s  though t r e f l e c t  t h i s  o rd e r 

and change. H is m etaphysics i s  developm ental, a s s im ila tin g  change, 

a llow ing  f o r  th e  a c tu a l iz a t io n  o r r e a l iz a t io n  o f th e  e s s e n t ia l  s t ru c tu re s  

of r e a l i t y ,  he th ey  such as  th e  improvement o f m an's e s s e n t ia l  r a t i o n a l ­

i t y  through in c re a se d  wisdom, o r th e  d ir e c t in g  of th e  commonwealth tow ard 

in c re a se d  good or v i r tu e ,  hence f u r th e r  r e a l iz in g  i t s  moral e ssen ce . 

B u rk e 's  framework of o rd e r i s  n o t meant to  i n h ib i t  change, h u t r a th e r

to  found i t  upon th e  tim e le ss  p r in c ip le s  th a t  govern n a tu re  and, when
37a p p lied  to  n a tio n s , to  th e  p o l i t i c a l  system .^

T his i s  im portan t f o r  an understand ing  of h is  m etaphysics and 

a lso  f o r  see ing  i t s  value in  B u rk e 's  c r i t iq u e  of l e s  u h ilo so u h e s .

Les ph ilo sophes see  n a tu re  a s  ever changing, in  a  s o r t  of law fu l y e t 

c h ao tic  manner, defy ing  c o n c e p tu a liz a tio n . F or them, su re ly  no r e a l ­

i s t  ph ilosophy , s a tu ra te d  w ith  sub stan ces  and essences a t  th e  h e a r t  o f 

th in g s , could cap tu re  th e  dynamic, co n stan t change and flow  o f r e a l i t y .  

Amongst l e s  p h ilo so p h es . Denis D idero t i s  in s t r u c t iv e  on t h i s  p o in t.

^ Ruth Bevan, i n  comparing Burke and Marx, w r ite s  th a t  th ey  
" p o s i t  a  changeable y e t o rdered  ( " r a t io n a l" )  u n iv e rse  o f which man i s  
a  v i t a l  member . . . The r e a l  world th en  f o r  Burke and Marx i s  th e  
phenomenal ( d ie  s in n lic h e  W elt) i n  o rdered  a c t i v i t y .  Were th e  world 
s t a t i c  o r unchanging o rd e r, knowledge o f i t  would be beyond man."
Ruth Be van, Marx and Burke; A R e v is io n is t  View (La S a lle ,  I l l i n o i s ;  
Open C ourt P u b lish in g  C o., 1973)» P* 5Ô.

^^B urke 's c r i t iq u e  of l e s  ph ilosophes i s  im portan t f o r  g ra sp ­
in g  h is  p o l i t i c a l  ph ilosophy , e sp e c ia l ly  in  l i g h t  o f th e  French Révolue 
t io n ,  which provoked Burke to  h is  p ro foundest p h ilo so p h ic a l r e f l e c t i o n .
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D idero t m ain ta in s th a t  n a tu re  i s  no t s t a t i c  h u t i s  he ing  ever horn anew.

I n  r a i s in g  c e r ta in  "Q uestions" in  h is  work On th e  In te r p r e ta t io n  of Nature

he w r ite s  th a t  i f  phenomena a re  no t lin k ed  th e re  can he no philosophy.

"But i f  th e  s ta t e  o f t h i s  world of phenomena i s  one of p e rp e tu a l change,

i f  n a tu re  i s  s t i l l  a t  work on i t ,  then  d e sp ite  th e  chain  th a t  l in k s
39a l l  phenomena, th e re  can s t i l l  he no p h i l o s o p h y . I m m e d i a t e l y  th e

f a ls e  dichotomy r i s e s  up as  one between see ing  n a tu re  to  he s t a t i c  or

to  he in  change, w ith  no middle ground. The inadequacy o f  a  m etaphysics

im prisoned hy language which excludes r a th e r  th an  re v e a ls  n a tu re  i s

im plied  hy D id e ro t. C opleston w rite s  t h a t  f o r  D idero t "we cannot . . .

g ive a  permanent in te r p r e ta t io n  of N ature in  term s of our conceptual
hoschemes and c la s s i f i c a t io n s ."  D id e ro t 's  concept o f n a tu re  i s  one of 

f lu x  and change, ever new and never o ld . Surely  f o r  him no r e a l i s t  

ph ilosophy would accommodate such h o rizo n s , enmeshed as  i t  appears to  

he in  a  s t a t i c  conception  o f th e  world as governed and s tag n a ted  hy a  

tra n sce n d e n t realm  o f f ix e d , immutable e ssen ces .

The view of a  m etaphysical re a lism  th a t  p la c e s  essences snugly 

away i n  a  tran scen d en t realm  i s  more consonant w ith  what may he termed 

th e  r a d ic a l  e s s e n tia l ism  of P la to  th an  th e  re a lism  o f th e  A r is to t le -  

Aquinas lin e a g e . For P la to  th e  se n s ib le  world o f change and f lu x  i s

Denis D id ero t, On th e  In te r p r e ta t io n  of N ature in  D id e ro t 's  
S e lec ted  W ritin g s , ed . L e s te r  G. C rocker (New York: M acmillan C o., 1966),
pp. 86 - 8 7 .

^ C o p le s to n , A H is to ry  of P h ilosophy . VI, 1, p . 57»

Aquinas n o te s  " th e  opinion of P la to , who a s s e r te d  th a t  th e  
sp e c ie s  o f th in g s  s u b s is te d  se p a ra te ly  from s in g u la r  th in g s ."  S t .  Thomas 
A quinas, The Summa T heologica (New York: B enziger B ro th e rs , I n c . ,  v o l. I ,
19^7 ) .  I .  2 9 , 2 , re p ly  o h j. 4 , p . 157.
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th e  shadow world of u n re a l i ty ,  a  f a i n t  glimmer o f th e  immutable realm  

of essences o r form s. This type o f tran scen d en t e s s e n tia l ism  i s  ty p ic a l ly  

and w rongfully seen as  most re p re s e n ta t iv e  o f r e a l i s t  ph ilosophy, which 

in v a r ia b le  g iv es  r i s e  to  a  s t a t i c ,  changeless conception  o f r e a l i t y .  I f  

anyth ing  should emerge through our study  o f Burke to  t h i s  p o in t, i t  

should be th a t  he accommodates bo th  change and s t a b i l i t y .  There i s  

no th ing  s t a t i c  about h is  conception  o f r e a l i t y  in  an ab so lu te  sense , 

as f o r  P la to .  H is m etaphysics does p rov ide  a  framework f o r  change, a  

change which does no t overthrow th e  tim e le ss  and e te r n a l  p r in c ip le s  of 

r e a l i t y  o r th e  essences o f a c tu a l  e x is ta n ts ,  bu t a  change th a t  seeks to  

improve, to  renew, and to  p e r fe c t  th e se  e x is ta n ts .

The r e a l  i s  n e i th e r  a  c e a s e le s s , ever new and changing f lu x ,  

nor i s  i t  tim e le ss  w ith  a  realm  of essences a lo o f  from m u ta b ili ty .

Things o f t h i s  world do n o t g a in  t h e i r  r e a l i t y  th rough  some m ysterious 

p a r t ic ip a t io n  in  P la to n ic  Forms. E ssences inform  and s a tu ra te  th e  m ater­

i a l  realm  b efo re  u s . Y et they  do no t so determ ine th in g s  as to  p rec lude

change w ith in  th e  m a te r ia l e x is te n t  i t s e l f ,  o r, by analogy, w ith  th e
42p h y s ica l and th e  s o c ia l  o rder w ith in  a  commonwealth. Room f o r  r e a l i ­

g n  r e f e r r in g  to  B u rk e 's  conception  o f essences we have so 
f a r  g e n e ra lly  employed examples form th e  s o c ia l  o rd e r . Thus, B u rk e 's  
understand ing  o f essences has occurred p r im a rily  in  th e  co n tex t o f d is ­
cussio n s  on n a tio n s  and commonwealths. The use o f analogy i s  in  opera­
t io n  here  because of th e  d if fe re n c e  between th e  essence  o f an a c tu a l ,  
p h y s ica l e x is te n t  and th a t  o f a  commonwealth. Burke n o tes  t h i s  d i f f e r ­
ence when he w rite s  th a t  " commonwealths a re  no t p h y s ic a l, b u t moral 
e ssen ces . They a re  a r t i f i c i a l  com binations, and, in  t h e i r  proxim ate 
e f f i c i e n t  cause, th e  a r b i t r a r y  p roductions o f th e  human mind."
F i r s t  L e t te r  on a  R egicide Peace (1796), Works V:234. This a r t i f i c i a l ­
i t y  does v io len ce  n e i th e r  to  th e  commonwealth nor to  human n a tu re , s in ce  
i t  i s  a  te n e t  o f B u rk e 's  philosophy th a t  " a r t  i s  m an's n a tu re ."  So, in
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z a tio n  o f what one e s s e n t ia l ly  i s  and p o te n t ia l ly  can be a llow s f o r  

improvement, as w e ll as  d eg en e ra tio n . The f a b r ic  o f B urke’s m etaphysics 

i s  so  su ffu sed  w ith  th e  elem ents o f change and s t a b i l i t y  a s  .to ensure 

t h a t  " in  what we improve we a re  never w holly new; in  what we r e t a in  we
43

a re  never wholly o b so le te ."

Here su rfa c e s  an o th er p r in c ip le  o f improvement, f u r th e r  secu r­

in g  th e  developm ental a sp ec t o f Burke’s m etaphysics. T his p r in c ip le  i s  

m entioned by Burke in  th e  co n tex t o f h is  d isc u ss io n  of th e  id e a  o f 

in h e r i ta n c e  as  in c lu d in g  a p r in c ip le  of improvement. In  co n sid e rin g  

in h e r ita n c e  he n o tes  th a t  i t  secu res  what i t  a cq u ire s  w hile  leav in g  

a c q u is i t io n  f r e e .  He r e f e r s  to  t h i s  and o th e r  p r in c ip le s ,  such as  th e  

one o f co n serv a tio n  and tran sm iss io n , as be ing  maxims upon which the  

s t a t e  may proceed . These p r in c ip le s  a re  n o t th o se  of p o l i t i c s  s o le ly , 

somehow d ivorced  from n a tu re . The s t a t e ’s fo llow ing  o f th e se  p r in c ip le s  

makes i t s  a c tio n s  analogous to  th e  " p a t te rn  o f n a tu re ."  And here 

emerges s t i l l  an o th er component o f B urke’s  m etaphysics, h is  p r in c ip le  

o f analogy . Together th e se  p r in c ip le s  f u r th e r  c l a r i f y  th e  more funda­

m ental ones of change and s t a b i l i t y .  J u s t  as n a tu re  s tru g g le s , f a l l s ,  

and im proves, so does s o c ie ty . N e ith e r man nor n a tu re  s t a r t s  each day

producing th e  commonwealth man h e lp s  r e a l i z e  h is  s o c ia l  n a tu re . And in  
seek ing  to  understand  B urke’s m etaphysics we a re  no t being  m islead ing  to  
use  examples from th e  s o c ia l  and p o l i t i c a l  o rd er—as t h i s  i s  th e  fo c a l  
p o in t o f B urke’s though t—as he f in d s  r e a l i t y  and i t s  p r in c ip le s  analo ­
gous between the  n a tu ra l  and s o c ia l  o rd e r; between th e  o rd er o f th e  
u n iv e r s e , decreed  by God, and man. S h o r tly , p h ilo so p h ic  analogy w il l  
be d iscu ssed .

^^ R e fle c tio n s  (1790), Works 111:275.

^ Ib id .
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and age ^  novo. In s te a d , both  b u ild  on what has gone b e fo re , and in  

b u ild in g  s u s ta in ,  and in  s u s ta in in g  renew. I t  w i l l  h e lp  to  look  more 

c lo se ly  a t  B u rk e 's  p o s i t io n  on analogy and to  see i t s  im portance f o r  

un d ers tan d in g  th e  o v e ra l l  m etaphysics.

Burke speaks o f " th e  s p i r i t  o f p h ilo so p h ic  analogy" in  th e  

co n tex t o f  th e  id e a  o f in h e r ita n c e  as  a  f a c to r  o f s o c ia l  s t a b i l i t y .  

Although he does n o t s p e c i f ic a l ly  d is c u s s  "p h ilo so p h ic  analogy ,"  he b r in g s  

t h i s  concept forw ard  in  th e  m idst o f  a  passage r e p le te  w ith  a n a lo g ies  

drawn between th e  "o rd e r o f th e  world" and th e  "method of n a tu re ."

I t  i s  im p o rtan t to  no te  th e se  a n a lo g ies  in  o rd e r to  see  th a t  B u rk e 's  

m etaphysics b e a rs  d i r e c t ly  on h is  p o l i t i c a l  ph ilo so p h y . I t  should f u r ­

th e r  our co n v ic tio n  th a t  th e  language of su b stan ce , e ssen ce , and n a tu re  

used in  a  s o c ia l  o r p o l i t i c a l  co n tex t by Burke a re  n o t removed from, 

b u t a re  th e  outgrow th o f h is  un d ers tan d in g  o f r e a l i t y .  These concepts 

r e f l e c t  a  co h eren t p ic tu re  o f r e a l i t y ,  a  r e a l i t y  n o t s p e c u la tiv e ly  

b ifu rc a te d  from th e  liv e d -w o rld  o f p o l i t i c s ,  b u t a  r e a l i t y  t h a t  i s  funda­

m en ta lly  c o n s is te n t .  A rev iew  of some o f B u rk e 's  u se s  o f analogy w i l l  be 

o f a s s is ta n c e .

In  th e  s h o r t  space o f s l ig h t ly  over one page Burke draws p a ra l ­

l e l s  w ith  th e  p o l i t i c a l  scheme of th in g s  and n a tu re  in  f iv e  se p a ra te  

r e fe re n c e s . I n  su ccess io n  he r e f e r s  to  th e  p o l i t i c a l  and s o c ia l  p o lic y  

o f e n ta i le d  in h e r i ta n c e  a s  th e  "happy e f f e c t  o f fo llo w in g  n a tu re , which 

i s  wisdom w ithou t r e f l e c t i o n ,  and above i t ; "  to  "a  c o n s t i tu t io n a l  p o lic y  

working a f t e r  th e  p a t te r n  o f n a tu re  . . to  " th e  i n s t i t u t i o n s  of

45
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p o lic y  , . . [and] th e  g i f t s  o f providence" as  being handed down " in  th e  

same course and o rd e r o f th e  w orld ;"  and, f i n a l ly ,  "a  conform ity to  

n a tu re  in  our a r t i f i c i a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s •" There i s  no e x p lic a tio n  of

th e  meaning of analogy as  used  here  by Burke, y e t i t  i s  apparen t th a t

th e  n a tu ra l  realm  and th e  p o l i t i c a l  realm  a re  analogous to  each o th e r

in  t h a t  each re v e a ls  a  method or desig n  th a t  i s  o rd e rly  y e t a l t e r a b l e .

We w il l  see l a t e r  th a t  th e  u lt im a te  source o f o rd e r and change tran scen d s

t h i s  w orld, y e t i s  p re se n t to  i t ,  t h i s  be ing  God, "Decay, f a l l ,  renova­

t io n ,  and p rog ressio n "  a re  th e  p o s s ib le  a l te r a t io n s  t h a t  occur in  n a tu re  

and in  th e  s t a t e .  T his d isc u ss io n  i s  u s e fu l  in  th a t  i t  h e lp s  dem onstrate 

th a t  m etaphysical p r in c ip le s  such as  th o se  o f change and s t a b i l i t y ,  sub­

s tan ce  and essence , which a re  grounded in  r e a l i t y ,  f in d  a  ready a p p l i ­

c a tio n  to  p o l i t i c s  f o r  Burke.

My focus to  t h i s  p o in t has been upon th e  elem ents o f change 

and s t a b i l i t y ,  su b stan ces , and essences in  B u rk e 's  m etaphysics. I t  i s  

a  f a c t  th a t  in d iv id u a l e x is ta n ts  have an essence len d in g  i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y  

to  r e a l i t y .  Y et, as  we have seen , in  reco g n iz in g  th e  s u b s ta n t ia l  and 

e s s e n t ia l  c h a ra c te r  o f r e a l i t y  Burke d id  n o t s l i g h t  change as  th e  most 

b a s ic  law of n a tu re . T his em phasis on chsuige g ives a  prim acy to  e x is ­

ten ce  as  dynamic a c t i v i t y  in  B u rk e 's  th o u g h t. T his i s  no t to  say th a t  

r e a l i t y  i s  change o r p ro ce ss , and no th ing  more. I t  i s  n o t to  deny th a t  

th in g s  have essences r e f le c t in g  a s ta b le  presence in  b e in g s . As John 

W ild n o te s , "A ction and e x is te n c e  a re  never found w ithou t s t ru c tu re  and

^ ^ Ib id .,  pp . 274 - 7 6 .
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hn
essen ce ."  The e f f e c t  o f B u rk e 's  p o s i t io n  th a t  th e  "law of n a tu re  i s  

change" i s  to  p lace  a  primacy on e x is ten c e  as opposed to  an e s s e n t ia l ­

ism  which fo cu ses  upon th e  f ix e d  and s t a t i c  p ro p e r t ie s  o f be ing , to  th e  

d e trim en t o f i t s  a c t iv e  and dynamic c h a ra c te r . Tb emphasize e i th e r  

extrem e, th a t  o f e x is te n c e  o r o f essence , to  th e  ex clusion  of e i th e r  

p r in c ip le  i s  to  m isrep resen t and a r b i t r a r i l y  d iv id e  being a g a in s t i t s e l f .  

This i s  why th e  re c o g n itio n  of th e  primacy of e x is ten c e  in  B u rk e 's  thought 

i s  so c r u c ia l .  To do o therw ise  i s  to  f a l l  prey to  a  view of Burke as 

e i th e r  a  re a c tio n a ry  o r s ta tu s  quo c o n se rv a tiv e . For t h i s  to  be th e  case 

would be e n t i r e ly  to  c o n tra d ic t  th e  th r u s t  of B u rk e 's  m etaphysics. As 

change i s  th e  dynamic and a c tiv e  a sp ec t o f be ing , and as  t h i s  a sp ec t 

re c e iv e d  f i r s t  p lace  in  B u rk e 's  assessm ent of r e a l i t y ,  Burke could con­

cu r w ith  Wild when he w r ite s , "The a c t  o f e x is t in g  i s  dynamic and tem­

p o r a l . " ^

Why i s  t h i s  so c ru c ia l  to  our understand ing  of Burke? I t  i s  

c r u c ia l  in  t h a t ,  w ith  a  la ck  of su s ta in e d  p h ilo so p h ic a l argum entation 

on B u rk e 's  p a r t ,  one i s  fo rced  to  i s o la te  those  p r in c ip le s  which emerge 

from a p a t ie n t  re ad in g  o f h is  works. Nowhere i s  th e re  to  be found in  

Burke an e x p l i c i t  a n t ic ip a t io n  of p h ilo so p h ic a l e x is te n t ia l is m . In  p a r t ,  

th rough th e  prism  of e x is te n t ia l is m  and from th e  vantage p o in t o f our 

cen tu ry , one can b e t t e r  no te  th e  emphasis upon a c tu a l ,  concrete  ex is ten ce  

by Burke. H is very  h e s itan c y  over a l l  p h ilo so p h iz in g  and m etaphysics in

% i l d ,  p . 1 9 7 .

E x isten ce  i s  c o n tra s te d  by Wild w ith  e ssen ces, which he 
d e sc rib e s  as  " f ix e d  and t im e le s s ."  W ild, p . 242.
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p a r t ic u la r  i s  a  h esitan cy  over lo s in g  o n e 's  i n t e l l e c t  in  a  sw ir l of 

a b s tra c tio n s  and u n iv e rs a is  which a re  p e c u lia r  to  e s s e n tia l ism . One can­

n o t igno re  th eo ry , g ran ted ; h u t one must shun a  th eo ry  th a t  se p a ra te s  man 

from e x is te n c e . This i s  a  re c u rr in g  theme in  Burke. I t  i s  t h i s  under­

stan d in g  of e x is ten ce  th a t  makes B u rk e 's  conservatism  d i f f e r e n t  from a 

conservatism  too  e n th ra lle d  w ith  th e  s t ru c tu re s  o f r e a l i t y .  Although 

Burke emphasizes o rder and s t r u c tu r e s ,  i t  i s  to  p rese rv e  and ensure  th e  

smooth and even flow  of change and th e  d i r e c t io n a l i ty  o f th e  same r a th e r  

than  to  p ra is e  o rder f o r  o rd e r 's  sake .

Yet B u rk e 's  " e x is te n tia lis m "  i s  q u ite  u n lik e  a  S a r tr ia n  view 

where ex is ten ce  precedes and determ ines essence through a  f r e e ly  chosen 

p ro je c t .  For Burke, in  a  manner th a t  M arita in  would f in d  com patible w ith  

h is  view of e x is te n tia l is m , no existence e x i s t s  independently  o f  essence , 

nor essence of e x is te n c e , j u s t  as no change e x is t s  w ithou t s t a b i l i t y ,
llQ

nor s t a b i l i t y  a p a r t  from change. Beyond t h i s ,  i t  i s  alm ost im possib le  to  

go w ith  Burke w ithou t beginning  to  fo rc e  a  p h ilo so p h ic a l mould upon him 

fo re ig n  to  h is  th o u g h t. This understand ing  of B u rk e 's  m etaphysics i s  

p iv o ta l  to  a  comprehension o f h is  p o l i t i c a l  philosophy and conservatism .

Ao
M arita in  chooses " to  a ff irm  th e  primacy of e x is te n c e , b u t 

as im plying and p rese rv in g  essences o r n a tu re s  and as  m an ifestin g  th e  
supreme v ic to ry  o f th e  i n t e l l e c t  and of i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y . "  M arita in  
c a l l s  t h i s  " au th en tic  e x is te n t ia l is m ."  M arita in  c o n tra s ts  " a u th e n tic  
e x is te n tia lism "  w ith  th a t  o f "apocryphal exi s t e n tia l is m ."  The l a t t e r  
a lso  a ffirm s " th e  primacy o f e x is te n c e , b u t as d e s tro y in g  or a b o lish ­
in g  essences or n a tu re s  sind as m an ifestin g  th e  supreme d e fe a t o f th e  
i n t e l l e c t  and of i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y .  F or M arita in  th e  n o tio n s  o f e x is ­
tence  ( th e  e s s e , o r " a c t o f e x is t in g "  o f Aquinas) and essence a re  r e c ip ­
ro c a lly  r e l a t e d .  To a b o lish  one i s  to  a b o lish  th e  o th e r .  On t h i s ,  
M arita in  and Burke a re  in  b a s ic  agreem ent. Jacques M arita in , E x istence  
and th e  E x is te n t (New York: V intage Books, 1966), p . 3*
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B urke' s  i s  a  conserv ing  conservatism , no t a  s ta tu s  quo o r re a c tio n a ry  

conservatism . H is m etaphysics re v e a ls  an e x i s t e n t i a l i s t  th r u s t  in  th a t  

change and a c t i v i ty  re c e iv e  preem inent c o n s id e ra tio n  and th a t  man i s  

considered  in  h is  co n cre te  and h i s t o r i c a l  co n d itio n . Y et t h i s  i s  tempered 

by an accommodation and re c o g n itio n  th a t  e x is t in g  th in g s  have a  de term i­

na te  c h a r a c te r i s t i c  about them, a  "whatness" th a t  marks th in g s  o f f  from 

one a n o th e r . E ssences re n d e r th in g s  i n t e l l i g i b l e  y e t ,  and Burke n o tes 

t h i s  danger w e ll, t h e i r  very  i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y  e a s i ly  le a d s  th e  i n t e l l e c t  

no t f irm ly  grounded in  e x is te n c e  in to  a  world of a b s tr a c t io n s .

T his b rin g s  us near th e  h e a r t  o f Burke’ s m etaphysica l argu­

ment f o r  freedom and l i b e r t y O n e  r e a l i z e s  o n e 's  e x is te n c e  in  th e  f u l l ­

ness o f freedom by becoming what one most e s s e n t ia l ly  i s .^ ^  H ere, the  

elem ents o f th e  m etaphysics o f change and s t a b i l i t y  a re  drawn to g e th e r  

in  a  u n if ie d  manner. The freedom of an in d iv id u a l ,  o r an a lo g o u sly , a 

n a tio n , i s  ob ta ined  th rough a c t iv i ty  in  accord  w ith one’s  n a tu re . B urke’ s 

ph ilosophy c o n s is te n tly  s u s ta in s  t h i s  p o s i t io n ,  echoing th e  r e a l i s t  p re ­

cep t t h a t  " a c tio n  fo llo w s n a tu re ."  T his i s  th e  m a trix  o f a  Burkean meta­

p h y sics  w ith  an emphasis upon th e  primacy of change in  th e  co n tex t of 

o rd e r .

A r a d ic a l  s p i r i t  o f freedom i s  o fte n  con jo ined  w ith a r e je c ­

t io n  o f e ssen ces , and t h i s  r a d ic a l  s p i r i t  Burke found in  th e  French

^^An argument to  be d iscu ssed  more f u l ly  in  th e  nex t c h ap te r .

^^O ther p h ilo so p h e rs  f e e l  t h a t  i t  i s  th e  r e je c t io n  of "meta­
p h y s ic a l essences" th a t  l i b e r a te s  man and allow s him to  become th a t  which 
he chooses to  b e . In  contem porary philosophy M arita in  r e f e r s  to  S a r t r e ’s 
" p ro je c t"  as  th e  e x i s t e n t i a l i s t s ’ eq u iv a len t o f e ssen ce . M arita in , 
E x is ten ce  and th e  E x is te n t ,  p . ?•
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r a d ic a l s .  B u rk e 's  philosophy i s  so m etap h y sica lly  grounded a s  to  r e j e c t

t h i s  s p i r i t  as  ex cess, a  s p i r i t  which in  th e  p o l i t i c a l  scheme of r e a l i t y

52e le v a te s  th e  in d iv id u a l 's  r i g h t s  above th e  good o f th e  commonwealth.

F or Burke th e re  i s  a  h ie ra rc h y  o f e x is te n c e  th a t  no t only u n v e ils  to  man 

h i s  t ru e  i n t e r e s t s ,  b u t h is  p la c e  in  th e  u n iv e rse  i t s e l f .  And h is  p lace  

i s  no t above or o u ts id e  o f s o c ie ty ,  in  a  p re - s o c ia l  s t a t e  o f n a tu re , 

p o sse ss in g  a  h y p o th e tic a l freedom . H is p lace  i s  e s s e n t ia l ly  an in te g r a l  

p a r t  o f th e  commonwealth where th e  in d iv id u a l  n e i th e r  re ig n s  supreme, 

nor i s  swallowed up by L ev ia than  o r th e  commonwealth o r by th e  l e v e l ­

l in g  s p i r i t  o f l e s  -philosophes. Here B u rk e 's  m etaphysics c le a r ly  -v ita l­

iz e s  h is  p o l i t i c a l  ph ilosophy .

Both Burke and l e s  p h ilo so p h es  p lace  g re a t  em phasis upon change. 

Y et th e  l a t t e r ,  as Burke c o n stru es  t h e i r  th o u g h t, a re  more ex p ec tan t of 

a  change th a t  b r in g s  in e -v itab le  p ro g re s s , a  change more l ik e ly  to  shed 

th e  m antle of th e  p a s t  as so much unwanted baggage. In  o rd e r to  under­

s tan d  more f u l ly  B urke' s  m etaphysics i t  i s  necessary  to  ta k e  a  re p re se n ­

t a t i v e  -view of Enlightenm ent th in k e rs  whose though t i s  in  o p p o s itio n  to  

t h a t  o f B urke. T his -view w i l l  in c lu d e  a  prim ary p h ilo so p h ic a l in flu en c e  

in  th e  though t o f Enlightenm ent th in k e r ,  John Locke.

Among c e r ta in  o f l e s  ph ilo sophes th e  r e je c t i o n  o f essences

53

52_^ o r  Burke " th e  s p i r i t  o f freedom le a d s  in  i t s e l f  to  mis­
r u le  and e x c e ss ." R e f le c tio n s  (1 790)> Works I I I ;2?6 .

53As Dante Germino in d ic a te s ,  i t  i s  n o t c e r ta in  t h a t  th e  con­
s e rv a tiv e  opponents o f l e s  ph ilo so p h es  such a s  Burke had even co n su lted  
th e  works o f th e  Enlightenm ent th in k e rs  to  any g re a t  e x te n t .  And th a t  
Burke was probably  responding  to  what he took  to  be t h e i r  p o s i t io n .  
Dante Germino, Modern W estern P o l i t i c ^  Thought; M ach iav e lli to  Marx 
(Chicagoj Rand McNally and C o ., 1972), p . 153»
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appears  ak in  to  th e  r e je c t io n  o f m etaphysics conjo ined  w ith  c e r ta in

e m p ir ic is t  t e n e t s .  T his a n ti-m e ta p h y sic a l im pulse f o r  Enlightenm ent

th in k e rs  l ik e  D idero t and D 'Alembert c a s t ig a te s  m etaphysics as  going

beyond th e  bounds of what can be v e r i f ie d  by sense ex p erien ce . D esp ite

B u rk e 's  su sp ic io n  o f l e s  ph ilosophes as  embracing a  r a t i o n a l i s t i c ,

d ed u ctiv e  m etaphysics, many Enlightenm ent th in k e rs  had been q.uite taken

by L o ck e 's  e m p ir ic is t  ph ilosophy and th e  success o f  sc ien ce  and th e

exp erim en ta l method. D 'A lem bert, f o r  in s ta n c e , r e j e c t s  any knowledge

of m etaphysica l e ssences m ain ta in ing  th a t  m etaphysics must e i th e r  rem ain

in  v a in  sp e c u la tio n s  o r i l l u s io n s ,  o r become a sc ien ce  o f f a c t s .  In  sum,

f o r  D 'Alembert th e  realm  of phenomena and th e  e m p ir ic a lly  v e r i f ia b le

impose a  l im i t  to  our knowledge, and essences suggest an a i r y  f l i g h t
%

in to  th e  u n v e r i f i a b l e C o p l e s t o n  re c o rd s  th a t  f o r  D id e ro t, due to  

N a tu re 's  changeable and e l a s t i c  q u a l i t i e s ,  no "perm anent in te r p r e ta t io n  

o f N ature" can a r i s e  " in  term s of our concep tual schemes and c l a s s i f i ­

c a t io n s .  D idero t la y s  emphasis upon th e  experim en tal method and th e  

need f o r  though t to  rem ain open to  e m p iric a l r e a l i t y .  Here we see th e  

em phasis p laced  on th e  f lu x  o f r e a l i t y .  R e a li ty  i s  in  p ro cess , change­

a b le  and e l a s t i c ,  n o t amenable to  e i t h e r  c o n ce p tu a liz a tio n  o r  schéma­

t i s a t i o n ,  and unab le  to  re v e a l such o c cu lt p ro p e r t ie s  as substances or 

e sse n c e s . F o r D id ero t, so co n s tan t and on-going i s  change th a t  only the  

i n f i n i t e  whole i s  perm anent.

A lthough Enlightenm ent th in k e rs  a re  by no means s t r i c t l y

•^ F re d e rick  C opleston , A H is to ry  o f P h ilo so p h y , VI, 1, pp. 6O-6I .  

•^■^Ibid., pp. 56 - 5 7 .
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m a te r i a l i s t i c  in  t h e i r  p h ilo so p h ie s , m a te ria lism  p lay s  a dominant theme 

f o r  "both D idero t and D 'A lem bert. T h is  fo cu s  upon change and th e  d i s ­

avowal o f sub stan ces  and essences sug g ests  a  c e r ta in  re v u ls io n  w ith  

" i s - n e s s ,"  which J e f f re y  H art term s a  mood o f "a n t io n to lo g ic a l i ty .

The language o f essences su g g ests  f o r  them a  f re e z in g  of r e a l i t y ,  an 

im posing of s t a t i c  immutable concep ts upon th e  world o f m u ta b ility , 

change and p ro g re s s . T his view o f n a tu re , t h i s  r a d ic a l  e x i s t e n t i a l ­

ism , where change i s  supreme and essences taboo , fu e ls  a philosophy 

which sees  p ro g ress  as a b e tte d  by change. W hile p ro g ress  need n o t 

n e c e s s a r i ly  be th e  outgrowth o f change, i t  appears to  be so f o r  D idero t 

and D 'A lem bert.

The r e je c t io n  o f m etaphysica l e ssen ces  has i t s  p h ilo so p h ic a l 

an teced en t f o r  th e  Enlightenm ent th in k e rs  in  Locke. The view o f essences 

as f ix e d  and s ta b le  and as  s tan d in g  a p a r t  from  th e  r e a l  w orld, l ik e  P la ­

to n ic  a rch e ty p es , o f which n a tu ra l  th in g s  p a rta k e  i s  r e je c te d  by Locke 

as be ing  incom patib le  w ith  a v a ila b le  e m p iric a l d a ta .  Locke does a s s e r t  

an o th er ty p e  o f essence as  more re a so n a b le , whereby " n a tu ra l  th in g s  . . . 

have a  r e a l  b u t unknown c o n s t i tu t io n  o f t h e i r  in s e n s ib le  p a r t s ,  . . . "  

and s in ce  unknown, in cap ab le  o f be ing  a b s tr a c te d . Y et h is  thought ten d s

more to  a  nominalism where a  name i s  g iven to  in d iv id u a l th in g s  having

57some c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  in  common.

F or l e s  p h ilo so p h es . th e  id e a  o f essence  and n a tu re  i s  th e  id e a

■^^Jeffrey H a rt, "Burke and R ad ica l Freedom," The Review of 
P o l i t i c s  29 (A p ril  196?):227.

^"^John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human U nderstand ing , 
ed . Raymond W ilburn (London: J .  M. Dent and Sons, L td . ,  1 9 ^ )7  P* 213»
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o f something th a t  s tan d s  a p a r t  from and in  o p p o sition  to  r e a l i t y ,  which 

i s  a  world o f f li ix  and change. In s te a d  o f being , they  opt f o r  becoming, 

hence th e i r  " a n t io n to lo g ic a l i ty ."  The cho ice , however, i s  n o t sim ply 

between being and becoming; between a  f ix e d  and immutable world and 

a  world of change. N e ith e r  Parmenides nor H e ra c litu s  ex h au sts  the  

p o s s i b i l i t i e s .  A r is to t le  o f f e rs  a  middle ground which accounts f o r  both 

being  and becoming, through th e  n o tio n s  o f b e in g - in -a c t  and b e in g -in -  

potency . Fundamental to  t h i s  i s  th e  r e a l iz a t io n  th a t  forms and essences 

do no t e x is t  in  a  world a p a r t ,  b u t, to g e th e r  w ith  m a tte r, c o n s t i tu te  

th e  essence of in d iv id u a l m a te r ia l su b s ta n c es . I n  a  sen se , every sub­

s tan c e  possesses  th e  p o te n t ia l i ty  o f becoming what i t  i s ,  a  c ap ac ity  to  

a c tu a liz e  more com pletely i t s  form o r essen ce . I t  i s  t h i s  m iddle ground 

which Burke' s  m etaphysics occupies, avo id ing  on th e  one hand th e  extrem es 

o f r a d ic a l  e s s e n tia l ism  and on th e  o th e r hand r a d ic a l  e x is te n t ia l is m . 

In s te a d , h is  thought re v e a ls  a  m etaphysics much n e a re r  th e  A r is to te l ia n -  

Thom istic t r a d i t io n ,  a  t r a d i t io n  enhanced, f o r  M arita in , by A quinas'
MO

a u th e n tic  e x is te n t ia l is m .

There i s  no t enough evidence in  Burke to  make such f in e  d is ­

t in c t io n s  among th e  elem ents o f h is  m etaphysics to  so w arran t the  con­

c lu s io n  th a t  h is  philosophy i s  e x ac tly  in  accord w ith  A r i s to t le ,  Aquinas, 

o r M arita in . F or example, th e  emphasis p laced  on e s s e , o r th e  " a c t of 

e x is t in g "  by A quinas, over e n s , o r b e in g , as s ig n if ie d  by th e  form al

Concerning t h i s  p o in t C opleston concludes th a t  Aquinas,
"w hile  r e ta in in g  th e  A ris to te lie u i an a ly ses  o f substance and a c c id e n t, 
form and m a tte r , a c t  and po tency , p lace s  th e  emphasis in  h is  m etaphysics, 
n o t on 'e s s e n c e , ' on what a th in g  i s ,  b u t on e x is te n c e , considered  as  
th e  a c t  o f e x is t in g ."  C opleston , A quinas, p . 79.
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elem ent of th e  su b stan ce , i s ,  o f co u rse , lack in g  in  Burke in  t h i s  re f in e d  

sen se . I f  we can say th a t  change f o r  Burke equ ates  w ith  e s s e , th e  " a c t 

o f e x is t in g ,"  ren d e rin g  a  substance  a c tu a l;  and i f  change, as e x is te n c e , 

has primacy over th e  form al o r  e s s e n t ia l  a sp ec t o f an e x is t e n t ,  c o n s ti­

tu t in g  an in d iv id u a l as i t  does; and i f  we were allow ed by th e  evidence 

o f B urke’s w ritin g s  to  d isco v e r such a  r e f in e d  m etaphysics, then  we 

might say w ith  more a u th o r ity  th a t  B u rk e 's  m etaphysics i s  s t r i c t l y  com­

p a t ib le  and consonant w ith  th e  a u th e n tic  e x i s t e n t i a l  m etaphysics o f 

A quinas. But th a t  i s  no t th e  case , a lthough  B u rk e 's  thought i s  s u f­

f i c i e n t l y  r e p le te  w ith  p o in ts  o f c o m p a tib ility  and in d ic a t io n s  of an 

A ris to te lia n -T h o m is tic  in f lu e n c e  to  p lace  him w ith in  th e  mainstream of 

c l a s s i c a l  re a lism . The ju d ic io u s  and cautioiE  a ff irm a tio n  of t h i s  p o in t 

by Ganavan i s  a d v isab le : "The b a s ic  prem ises o f B u rk e 's  mature p o l i t i ­

c a l  thought . . . s tro n g ly  resem ble th ose  o f m edieval C h r is tia n  

A ris to te lia n ism

The evidence from Burke b e a rs  out th e  co n clusion  th a t  h is  

p o l i t i c a l  thought i s  based on a  f irm , c l a s s ic a l  r e a l i s t  m etaphysics, 

B u rk e 's  m etaphysics a ff irm s  an ordered  y e t  changing r e a l i t y .  Change 

ta k e s  p la ce  in  conform ity w ith  th e  s t ru c tu r in g  p r in c ip le s  o f r e a l i t y  

r e f le c t in g  a  fundam ental predominance of o rd e r over chaos. In  s h o r t ,  

r e a l i t y  i s  i n t e l l i g i b l e ,  g iv in g  evidence o f th e  governance o f rea so n . 

Furtherm ore, such m etaphysical concepts as e ssen ce , su b stan ce , and n a tu re , 

a s  th ey  s t ru c tu re  change and s t a b i l i t y ,  a re  a p p lie d  and re v e a le d  by 

Burke in  a  c o n s is te n t  fa s h io n . A ll o f t h i s ,  I  have argued, se rv es  to

•^^Canavan, The P o l i t i c a l  Reason Edmund Burke, p . 203.
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s u s ta in  th e  th e s i s  th a t  B u rk e 's  p o l i t i c a l  though t i s  grounded, in  a  

r e a l i s t  m etaphysical conception  o f r e a l i t y .



CHAPTER POUR 

THE PHILOSOPHY OF GOD AND HUMAN NATURE

W ith th e  fundam ental m etaphysical p r in c ip le s  o f o rd e r, change 

and s t a b i l i t y ,  substance  and essence p re sen ted  in  th e  p rev ious ch ap te r , 

i t  i s  now p o s s ib le  to  develop f u r th e r  th e  s p e c i f ic s  o f B u rk e 's  meta­

p h y s ic s . Turning to  h is  tre a tm e n t o f God, th e  f i r s t  p r in c ip le  and cause 

o f a l l  r e a l i t y ,  and human n a tu re , we see  th e  constancy of o rder bo th  in  

th e  d esig n s  o f God and in  th e  n a tu re  o f man. These them atic  elem ents 

o f B u rk e 's  m etaphysics w i l l  be more f u l l y  e la b o ra te d .

Our p re se n t focus upon God and human n a tu re  w i l l  b rin g  us 

c lo s e r  to  th e  co n tin g en t rea lm  o f p o l i t i c s  which B u rk e 's  m etaphysics makes 

more i n t e l l i g i b l e .  The f i n a l  p o r tio n  o f t h i s  c h ap te r w i l l  concern B urke 's  

concep tion  o f human l ib e r ty  and e q u a li ty , s t i l l  in  th e  co n tex t o f human 

n a tu re .  F i r s t ,  a  c o n s id e ra tio n  of th e  e x is te n c e  o f God and H is r a t io n a l  

k n o w a b ility .

Philosophy of God

Burke a ff irm s  th e  e x is te n c e  o f God. T his a ff irm a tio n  i s  no t 

g iven  an in -d e p th  dem onstration  by B urke. N onetheless, he does n o t ru le  

ou t th e  knowledge o f God through e i th e r  m an's i n t e l l e c t  o r f e e l in g s .

Burke s t a t e s  th a t  "atheism  i s  a g a in s t ,  n o t only our rea so n , b u t our

67
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i n s t i n c t s .  . . The use o f th e  word "reason" in  t h i s  co n tex t may

re c e iv e  more th an  one in te r p r e ta t io n .  F i r s t ,  i t  may connote th e  id e a  

t h a t ,  g iven  a  r a t io n a l  dem onstra tion , m an's n a tu ra l  l i g h t  o f reason  

could  a ff irm  G od's e x is ten ce  independent o f f a i t h  an d /o r r e v e la t io n .  

Second, i t  may mean th a t  i t  i s  n o t unreasonab le  f o r  man to  b e lie v e  th a t  

God a s  posed to  reason  escapes m an's g ra sp . Burke b e lie v e s  th a t  God i s  

knowable in  th e  realm  of th e  i n t e l l e c t ,  b u t he does n o t p rov ide  r ig o ro u s  

dem onstra tions f o r  G od's e x is te n c e .

Burke ho lds th a t  i t  i s  p o s s ib le , through th e  e f f e c t s  of n a tu re ,

to  come to  know G od's ex is ten ce  and a t t r i b u t e s ,  th u s  a ff irm in g  the

cau sa l p r in c ip le  o f r e a l i t y .  That we can know G od's a t t r i b u t e s  i s  shown

by Burke when he w r ite s ,  " I t  i s  by a  long  deduction , and much s tudy ,
2

th a t  we d isco v e r th e  adorab le  wisdom o f God in  h is  w orks." Elsewhere 

in  B u rk e 's  In q u iry  we f in d  th a t  one may know G od's a t t r i b u t e s  through 

H is works: "But because we a re  bound by th e  co n d itio n  o f our n a tu re , to  

ascend to  th e se  pure and in t e l l e c t u a l  id e a s ," —th a t  i s ,  th e  id e a s  o f 

G od's a t t r i b u t e s —"through th e  medium of se n s ib le  im ages, and to  judge 

of th e se  d iv in e  q u a l i t i t e s  by t h e i r  ev id en t a c ts  and e x e r t io n s , i t  becomes 

ex trem ely  hard  to  d ise n ta n g le  our id e a  o f th e  cause from the  e f f e c t  by 

which we a re  le d  to  know i t . " ^  While a ff irm in g  B u rk e 's  b e l i e f  th a t  

God can be known through h is  e f f e c t s ,  t h i s  passage, n o n e th e le ss , re v e a ls

^R e f le c tio n s  (1790), Works 111:351.

P h ilo so p h ic a l In q u iry  in to  th e  O rig in  o f our Id e a s  o f th e
Sublime and B e a u tifu l  (1757). Works 1 :185 . 

^ I b i d . , p . 14.2.
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h is  h esitan cy  over th e  ex cessiv e  re l ia n c e  upon sp ec u la tiv e  reaso n . 

Beyond B u rk e 's  b a s ic  acceptance of th e  know ability  of God by re a s o n 's  

c o n s id e ra tio n  of th e  s e n s ib le  world l i e s  h is  a s se n t to  the  teach in g s  of 

th e  Church.

I t  i s  ev id en t th a t  Burke he ld  to  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  teach in g s

o f C h r is t ia n i ty ,  e s p e c ia l ly  as  confessed by th e  Church of England.

T his inc luded  h is  b e l i e f  in  a  tran scen d en t D eity , a  C rea to r God who i s

a  P ro v id er f o r  H is c re a t io n . R eferences to  God and H is P ro v id e n tia l

care  f o r  th e  world occur throughout B u rk e 's  works. These re fe re n ce s

to  d iv in i ty  e s p e c ia l ly  emerge in  B u rk e 's  b a t t l e  w ith  th e  Jacob ins o f the

French R evolu tion  who, by way of t h e i r  r a d ic a l  a theism , as Burke saw i t ,

sought to  undermine th e  very  foundations o f s o c ie ty . These foundations

a re  u lt im a te ly  ro o te d  in  God. God i s  n o t only in tim a te ly  lin k ed  to

in d iv id u a l man a s  th e  cause o f h is  e x is te n c e , b u t God i s  th e  " g re a t
h

M aster, Author, a rd  Founder o f S o c ie ty ."  God has c re a te d  man in  H is 

image, denoted by m an's n a tu re  as a  r a t io n a l  an im al.

God c re a te s  man in  H is image and im p rin ts  upon him h is  unique 

c h a ra c te r . Burke r e f e r s  to  "him who gave us our n a tu re , and in  g iv in g  

im pressed an in v a r ia b le  law upon it."^*  God does no t c re a te  man to  tu rn  

him loose  upon h is  own d e s ig n s . He c re a te s  man accord ing  to  H is own 

p la n . God i s  a  God of o rd e r, and, as  c i te d  p rev io u s ly , Burke s t a t e s ,

" I  know th a t  th e re  i s  an o rder th a t  keeps th in g s  f a s t  in  th e i r  p lace :

^R e fle c tio n s  (1790), Works 111:35^*

•̂ T ract on th e  Popery Laws ( I 766) ,  Works V I:322.
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i t  i s  made to  u s , and we a re  made to  i t H o w  does Burke know th is ?  

P r im a rily  a l l  knowledge of th e se  m a tte rs  p e r ta in in g  to  God stem from 

r e l ig io n ,  which he la b e ls  th a t  "grand p re ju d ic e  . . . which ho lds a l l
7

o th e r p re ju d ic e s  to g e th e r ."  To speak of r e l ig io n  a s  a  p re ju d ic e  i s  

n o t to  suggest an i r r a t i o n a l ly  h e ld  op in io n . When speaking of r e l ig io n  

o r th e  "Church E stab lishm en t . . . [as] th e  f i r s t  of our p re ju d ic e s ,"  

Burke adds th a t  such a  p re ju d ic e  i s  no t " d e s t i tu te  o f reaso n , b u t in v o lv -
g

in g  in  i t  profound and ex ten s iv e  wisdom." The "p re ju d ice"  o f which 

Burke speaks i s  th e  a n c e s tra l  wisdom th a t  i s  th e  l iv in g  d e p o s it passed 

on from one g en e ra tio n  to  th e  n e x t. I t  i s  t h i s  wisdom th a t  i s  th e  p ro ­

d uc t o f man’ s n a tu re , and t h i s  "n a tu re  . . .  i s  wisdom w ithou t r e f le c t io n
Q

and above i t . "  T his n a tu re , be ing  man’s  in s t in c t iv e  response to  moral 

v a lu es  and r e l ig io u s  a s s e n t, p ro v es , Burke b e lie v e s , t h a t  God e x i s t s .

F or th e  s o p h is t ic a te d  p h ilo so p h ic a l mind a l l  o f t h i s  i s  some­

what s im p l i s t i c .  I t  i s  n o t th a t  some o f h is  id e a s , such as t h a t  concern­

in g  p re ju d ic e  a s  a  source o f our knowledge about God, could n o t be 

developed o r arguments f o r  them p re se n te d . N otions about a  c o l le c t iv e  

mind o r c o l le c t iv e  consciousness have been developed by in t e l l e c t u a l s

^Speech on a  Motion Made in  th e  House o f Commons (1782), Works
V II! 101.

^ L e tte r  to  W illiam  Smith (1795), Works V I:36? .
Q

R e fle c tio n s  (1790), Works 111:352. Canavan w rite s  th a t  "p re ju ­
d ic e , in  th e  sense in  which Burke p ra is e s  i t ,  i s  n o t i r r a t i o n a l .  Yet 
th e re  i s  a  sense in  which i t  i s  opposed to  re a so n . The reason  to  which 
i t  i s  opposed i s  th a t  o f th e  thorough in d iv id u a l i s t ,  who i s  p r im a rily  
concerned w ith  h is  own r ig h t s  and in te r e s t s  . . . "  Canavan, The P o l i t i c a l  
Reason o f Edmund B urke, p . 75»

^R eflec tio n s  ( l? 9 0 ) .  Works 111:375*
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10from d iv e rse  d i s c ip l in e s .  Y et Burke has n o t s e t  out to  do t h i s  and, 

consequently , f o r  th e  p h ilo so p h er who g iv e s  him s e r io u s  c o n s id e ra tio n , 

p a r t  o f h is  e f fe c t iv e n e s s  i s  d im in ished . On th e  o th e r hand, academic 

p h ilo so p h ers  were n o t th e  u su a l p u b lic  f o r  which he w rote, so c r i t ic is m  

o f him on t h i s  p o in t should  be somewhat tem pered.

In  c re a tin g  us w ith  a  p a r t i c u la r  n a tu re  and o rd e rin g  us f o r

a  s p e c if ic  end, Burke may seem to  imply th a t  God determ ines our s p e c i f ic

a c t s .  Some o f h is  w r it in g s , in  f a c t ,  g ive t h i s  im p ressio n . In  B urke' s

Anneal from th e  New to  th e  Old Whigs, he w r ite s :

. . . .  I  may assume th a t  th e  aw ful A uthor o f our being  i s  th e  Author 
o f our p lace  in  th e  o rd e r o f e x is te n c e ,—and th a t ,  having d isposed  
and m arshalled  u s by a  d iv in e  t a c t i c ,  n o t accord ing  to  our w i l l  b u t 
accord ing  to  H is , He has in  and by th a t  d is p o s i t io n  v i r t u a l ly  sub­
je c te d  us to  a c t  th e  p a r t  which belongs to  th e  p lace  ass igned  u s .

We may ask o u rse lv e s , has God c re a te d  an automaton? Does th e  "d iv in e  

ta c t i c "  o rder our every move o r does He in v i te  u s to  cooperate  in  H is 

p lan  and by a f r e e  acquiesence to  p a r t ic ip a te  in  th e  ends God has o rdained  

f o r  us? For Burke, th e  p ro v id e n tia l  o rd e rin g  o f God secu re s  n e i th e r  man 

nor u n iv e rse  a g a in s t change. I t  does secu re  bo th  a g a in s t chaos and pu r­

p o se le ssn e ss  .
12B u rk e 's  God i s  th e  God of c l a s s i c a l  the ism . Not only has

^^For example, C arl Jung in  psychology and Em ile Durkheim in
so c io lo g y .

^^Anneal from th e  New to  th e  Old Whigs ( l7 9 l ) ,  Works IV :l6 3 -6 6 . 
Burke makes no e f f o r t  to  support h is  c laim s concerning God, tak in g  them 
to  be "assum ptions" o r " te n e ts "  o f f a i t h .  In  l i g h t  o f th e  atheism  th a t
he i d e n t i f i e s  to  be a t  th e  base o f th e  re v o lu tio n a ry  philosophy he lo a th e s ,
i t  i s  p u zz lin g  t h a t  he r e fu s e s  to  s u b je c t h is  b e l i e f s  to  a  more su s ta in e d
sc ru tin y  by rea so n .

^ ^ h e  la b e l  " c l a s s i c a l  th e i s t "  i s  th e  one g iven  by C harles
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God brought th e  world ou t o f  n o th i ig in to  e x is te n c e , b u t a l l  o f  e x is te n c e ,

down to  th e  m in u tes t d e t a i l s ,  rem ains i n  a  s t a t e  o f  dependence upon i t s

C re a to r . In  a s s e s s in g  B u rk e 's  p o s i t io n  on t h i s  p o in t ,  Canavan concludes,

" I t  fo llo w s  th a t  th e  a c tio n s  o f a l l  c r e a tu r e s , even th e  f r e e  a c tio n s  of

men, a re  f u l l y  under th e  dominion and d i r e c t io n  of God, and t h i s  d ire c -
13t io n  i s  c a l le d  d iv in e  p ro v id en ce ."  Canavan co n tin u es  by id e n tify in g

two fe a tu re s  o f B u rk e 's  d o c tr in e  o f p rov idence . They in c lu d e  m an's f r e e -
14dom of cho ice and G od's "supreme and in e lu c tab le  guidance of h is to r y ."  

Burke, as  i s  th e  case in  most o f h i s  philosophy  bo th  p o l i t i c a l  and o th e r­

w ise , assumes t h i s  d o c tr in e  o f p rov idence , making no a ttem pt to  prove i t .

T h e re fo re , Burke "b e liev e d  b o th  in  G od 's supreme dominion over h is to ry ,

15and in  a  genu ine, though l im ite d ,  human freedom w ith in  h is to r y ."

In  speak ing  o f God in  such m a g is te r ia l  ways as " th e  Sovereign 

D isp o se r,"  "The Awful A uthor o f our n a tu re ,"  and th e  " g re a t M aster,

A uthor and Founder o f  S o c ie ty ,"  Burke i s  n o t in d ic a t in g  a  God who super­

imposes H is w i l l  upon man. Man i s  f r e e  to  respond to  God’s w i l l .  Thus 

i t  i s  t h a t  God o rd e rs  th e  b a s ic  course  o f m ankind's march through h is ­

to r y .  M an's own in d iv id u a l  behav iour and h i s  p r a c t i c a l  knowledge o f what 

i s  j u s t  and good i s  inform ed th rough  s e v e ra l  sources such as Holy W rit,

H artshorne  to  th o se  p h ilo so p h e rs  who conceive God to  be "E te rn a l Con­
sc io u sn e ss , Knowing b u t n o t in c lu d in g  th e  w orld ."  P h ilo so p h e rs  in c luded  
by H artsho rne  in  t h i s  t r a d i t i o n  in c lu d e  P h ilo , A ugustine, Anselm, 
a l 'G h a z z a li ,  Aq.uinas, L e ib n iz , e t  a l .  C h arles  H artsho rne , P h ilo so p h ers  
Speak o f God (Chicago: The U n iv e rs ity  o f Chicago P re s s , 1969), p . 17.

^^Canavan, The P o l i t i c a l  Reason o f Edmund B urke, p . 178. 

^^Ibid.

^^bid.
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th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  teach in g  o f  C h r is t ia n i ty ,  th e  m an ifest wisdom of c iv i ­

l i z a t i o n ,  and s o c ie ty 's  manners, customs and th e  c h a r te re d  r ig h t s  of man. 

A d d itio n a lly , man i s  in  p o ssess io n  o f fundam ental moral i n s t i n c t s .  A ll 

o f th e se  sources p rov ide  ways in  which man g a in s  a  p a r t i a l  in s ig h t  in to  

th e  d esig n s  o f P rov idence . As G erald  Chapman rem arks:

The id e a  o f P rovidence working in  h is to ry  . . . never l o s t  i t s  hold  
on Burke, who "believed th a t  emergent s i tu a t io n s  in  th e  h i s to r i c a l  
p ro cess , though t h e i r  c au sa l o r ig in s  may he ohscure, always s tan d  
under a  judgement, a  d isp o s in g  law and in te n t io n ,  w ith  which i t  i s  
w i l l f u l  d i s a s te r  no t to  co o p era te .

God c re a te s  f o r  a  p u rp o se . H is e x is ten c e  en su res  th e  s t a b i l i t y

o f th e  moral law a s  a  defense a g a in s t  th e  c ap rice  o f b ru te  fo r c e .  Burke

w rite s  th a t  " i f  no Supreme R u le r e x i s t s ,  w ise to  form , and p o te n t to

e n fo rc e , th e  moral law, th e re  i s  no san c tio n  to  any c o n tra c t ,  v i r t u a l

17or even a c tu a l ,  a g a in s t  th e  w i l l  o f p re v a le n t power." God has given 

u s a  p a r t i c u la r  n a tu re . Burke w r ite s  th a t  " th e  Author o f our n a tu re  has 

w r i t te n  i t  s tro n g ly  in  t h a t  n a tu re , and has prom ulgated th e  same law in  

H is w r it te n  word, th a t  man s h a l l  e a t  h is  b read  by h is  la b o r .

Through th e  m ysterious and unknown m achinations o f P rov idence, 

man f in d s  h im se lf p laced  w ith in  an h i s t o r i c a l  epoch, a  s i tu a t io n  and 

en v irons a p a r t  from any cho ice o f h is  own. He f in d s  th a t  th e  s i tu a t io n s  

and h o rizo n s th a t  surround h is  l i f e  a re  decreed  by God, s i tu a t io n s  which

^^Gerald Chapman, Edmund Burke: The P r a c t ic a l  Im ag ination
(Cambridge, M ass.: H arvard U n iv e rs ity  P re s s ,  I 967)» p . 271»

"̂̂ Anneal from th e  Hew to  th e  Old Whigs ( l7 9 l ) ,  Works IV :205.

^^Two L e t te r s  to  Gentlem enin B r i s to l  (1778), Works 11:260.
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19determ ine h is  d u t i e s . Burke o fte n  c a l l s  a t te n t io n  to  m an's d u t ie s — 

d u tie s  n o t chosen h u t n o n e th e less  incumbent upon man to  perform . He may 

ig n o re  them b u t he does so by con traven ing  h is  own n a tu re , n a tu ra l  f e e l ­

in g s  and d is p o s i t io n s .  In  t h i s  re g a rd  we f in d  a  moving l e t t e r  which 

r e v e a ls  B u rk e 's  deep r e l ig io u s  co n v ic tio n s . I t  i s  a  l e t t e r  w rit te n  by 

Burke to  E a r l  P itz w illia m  in  re p ly  to  the  l e t t e r ' s  l e t t e r  o f condolence 

on th e  death  o f B u rk e 's  son R ich ard . In  t h i s  l e t t e r  he r e f e r s  to  th e  

"common Providence o f God," and to  th e  f e e l in g s  " th a t  God and n a tu re

have im planted in  me." A lso, he a llu d e s  to  th e  th in g s  he must do as God
?0has o rdained  which he w i l l  subm it to  w ith  G od's g race . '

A lthough h is to ry  to  some th in k e rs  seems to  b e tray  a  c e r ta in  

dynamism in  obedience to  a  law of n a tu re , Burke would no t go so f a r  as 

to  conclude th a t  every n a tio n  i s  in e v ita b ly  succumbing to  a  p re d e te r­

mined d e s t in y . I f  God allow s c iv i l i z a t io n  to  decay and dem oralize. He 

may w e ll be doing so as a  punishment to  r e b e l l io u s  man. Yet Burke does 

no t a sse n t to  a  type o f providence r e s u l t in g  in  h i s to r i c a l  determ inism :

I  doubt whether th e  h is to ry  o f mankind i s  y e t complete enough, i f  
even i t  can be so , to  fu rn is h  grounds f o r  a  su re  th eo ry  on th e  i n t e r ­
n a l causes which n e c e s sa r i ly  a f f e c t  th e  fo r tu n e  of a  s t a t e .  I  am 
f a r  from denying th e  o p e ra tio n  o f such causes: b u t they  a re  i n f i -

19"When Burke says th a t  God a ss ig n s  men th e i r  p lace  in  the  
o rd e r o f e x is te n c e ,"  Canavan w r ite s ,  "he should  no t be understood as 
denying th a t  men can choose t h e i r  p la c e . . . . B ut, th e  d o c trin e  of 
providence te a c h e s , and Burke profoundly  b e lie v e d , th a t  even th e  f r e e  
cho ices o f men f a l l  under th e  supreme guidance of God, and th a t  th e  
h is to r y  bo th  of in d iv id u a ls  and of n a tio n s  i s  ru le d  by a h ig h er w il l  
th an  o u rs ."  Canavan, The P o l i t i c a l  Reason o f Edmund Burke, p . 180.

20Thomas W. Copeland, gen. e d . .  The Correspondence o f Edmund 
B urke. 9 v o ls .  (Chicago: The U n iv e rs ity  o f Chicago P re s s , 1958-1970),
V ol. 7: 1792-1794. by P . J .  M arshall and John A Woods, e d s . ,  pp. 588- 6 9 ,
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n i te ly  u n c e r ta in , and much more obscu re , and much more d i f f i c u l t  to  
t r a c e , than  th e  fo re ig n  causes th a t  tend  to  r a i s e ,  t o  d ep re ss , and 
sometimes to  overwhelm a c o m m u n i t y ,21

I f  s t a t e s  and c iv i l i z a t io n s  fo llo w  some in e lu c ta b le  pathway from in cep ­

t io n ,  developm ent, preem inence, decay and f i n a l ly  d e s tru c t io n , t h i s  pa th ­

way rem ains obscure to  man. Burke, in s te a d , i s  s tru c k  by th e  in c re d ib le

in flu e n c e  th e  l iv e s  o f s in g le  in d iv id u a ls  can e x e rc is e  upon th e  d e s tin y

o f n a tio n s ;

The d eath  of a  man a t  a  c r i t i c a l  ju n c tu re , h is  d is g u s t ,  h is  r e t r e a t ,  
h is  d isg ra c e , have brought innum erable c a la m itie s  on a  whole n a tio n .
A common s o ld ie r ,  a  c h i ld , a  g i r l  a t  th e  door o f  an in n , have changed 
th e  face  o f fo r tu n e , and alm ost o f N a t u r e . 22

One might wonder i f  such p o te n t ia l  on th e  p a r t  o f th e  in d iv id u a l does

no t jeo p ard ize  th e  law o f n a tu re  as i t  comes from God.

To make such a  bold  claim  on b e h a lf  o f th e  im portance of th e

in d iv id u a l  does no t in v a l id a te  th e  n a tu ra l  law . F i r s t ,  th e  n a tu ra l  law 

g iv es  substance  to  r ig h t s  and wrong b u t does no t d e t r a c t  from f r e e  cho ice . 

I t  i s  n o t a  d e te rm in is t ic  fo rc e  in  th e  l i f e  o f man, save th a t  th e  v io la ­

t io n  o f th e  law comes a t  a  p r ic e .  Second, B u rk e 's  re g a rd  f o r  th e  im pact 

o f th e  s in g le  in d iv id u a l i s  an acknowledgement o f th e  d ig n ity  through  

freedom which man p o sse sse s . When th e  c ircum stances a re  f i t t i n g ,  th e  

in d iv id u a l ,  th rough  h is  ch o ices , can e f f e c t  f o r  good o r e v i l  th e  course 

o f a  n a tio n . Thus, B u rk e 's  view o f h is to ry  and G od's p ro v id e n tia l  r o le  

in  i t ,  ag a in , does n o t c o n f l ic t  w ith  th e  freedom o f th e  in d iv id u a l .

God has c re a te d  th e  u n iv e rse  and has p laced  man th e re in  w ith  a

^^ F irs t  L e t te r  on a  R egicide Peace (1796), Works V:235• 

^ ^ b i d . ,  p . 2 3 6 .
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n a tu re  th a t  i s  bo th  f ix e d  and a l t e r a b l e .  Burke w r ite s  in  th e  R e f le c tio n s  

th a t  " they  conceive th a t  He who gave our n a tu re  to  be p e rfe c te d  by our 

v i r tu e  w ille d  a ls o  th e  n ecessary  means o f i t s  p e rfe c t io n : He w ille d  th e re ­

fo re  th e  s t a t e —He w ille d  i t s  connection  w ith  th e  source and o r ig in a l  

a rchetype  o f a l l  p e r f e c t i o n . G o d  gave man h is  n a tu re  and th e  means 

to  i t s  p e r fe c t io n . T his b r in g s  us to  a  c o n s id e ra tio n  of B u rk e 's  p h ilo ­

sophy o f human n a tu re .

P hilosophy of Human N ature

The com plexity o f m an's n a tu re  i s  r e a d i ly  ap p aren t. U ltim a te ly ,

he i s  composed o f body and so u l, pass io n  and rea so n . Man, a  reaso n in g

being  by n a tu re , may allow  h is  p a ss io n a te  n a tu re  to  enslave  h is  re a so n .

Burke w r ite s ,  "S trong  p ass io n  under th e  d i r e c t io n  o f a  fe e b le  reaso n  feed s
24a low fe v e r , which se rv es  only to  d e s tro y  th e  body th a t  e n te r ta in s  i t . "

Here r in g s  th e  no te  o f a  fundam ental s tru g g le  a t  th e  core of m an's being 

w ith  a  p a ss io n a te  n a tu re  th re a te n in g  to  d is ru p t  a  p reca rio u s  balance  

between i t s e l f  and rea so n . But com plexity , inward s tru g g le , and s t r i f e  

exp ress only one s id e  o f human n a tu re . Out o f t h i s  s tru g g le  between 

reaso n  and th e  p ass io n s  can emerge a harmony. T his i s  n o t meant to  be 

a  harmony where th e  p ass io n s  a re  com pletely  suppressed  in  deference  to  

r a t i o n a l i t y .  T his would deny a  c iruc ial component in  man's complex n a tu re . 

R a th er, th e  p a ss io n s  can and should  be p laced  in  s e rv ic e  to  rea so n , and 

through t h i s  s e rv ic e  can emerge a t  l e a s t  a  p a r t i a l  harmony. Burke con-

Z^ R eflec tio n s  (1790), Works 111:361.
pA

Second L e t te r  on a  R egicide  P e a ce . Works V:407.
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t in u e s ;

B ut vehement p a ss io n  does n o t always in d ic a te  an in f irm  judgment.
I t  o f te n  accom panies, and a c tu a te s ,  and i s  even a u x i l ia ry  to  a 
pow erful un d ers tan d in g ; and when th ey  both co n sp ire  and a c t  harmo­
n io u s ly , t h e i r  fo rc e  i s  g re a t  to  d e s tro y  d is o rd e r  w ith in  and to  
r e p e l  in ju ry  from ab ro ad .25

P e te r  S ta n l i s  sees  B u rk e 's  ty p i f ic a t io n  o f m an's n a tu re  as 

b e in g  so complex and v a r ia b le  a s  alm ost to  defy g e n e ra l iz a t io n .^ ^  Burke 

h im se lf  n o te s  in  h is  R e f le c t io n s ; "The n a tu re  o f  man i s  i n t r i c a t e ;  th e  

o b je c ts  o f s o c ie ty  a re  o f th e  g r e a te s t  p o ss ib le  com plex ity ; and, th e re ­

f o r e ,  no sim ple d is p o s i t io n  o r  d i r e c t io n  o f power can be s u i ta b le  e i th e r
27to  m an's n a tu re  o r to  th e  q u a l i ty  o f h is  e ffo irb s."  How does t h i s  com­

p le x i ty  a f f e c t  th e  moral n a tu re  o f man?

Man, f o r  Burke, comes in to  be in g  n e i th e r  t o t a l l y  c o rru p t nor 

sub lim ely  good. He has an i n t r i c a t e ,  complex n a tu re  m odified  by h is  

environm ent, r e l ig io n ,  h a b i ts ,  and a  m yriad o f o th e r  v a r ia b le s ,  a l l

in fo rm ing  h is  e x is te n c e . Man f in d s a  p ro p e r development o f h is  p o te n t ia l
28f o r  goodness th rough  th e  enrichm ent o f h i s  s o c ia l  n a tu re . H is n a tu re  

and G od 's w i l l  o rd a in  h is  s o c i a b i l i t y .  T his i s  confirm ed by Burke a s  he 

w r ite s :

Z^ibid.

^ ^ S ta n lis ,  Edmund Burke and th e  N a tu ra l Law, p . 286, f n .  39»

^^ R e fle c tio n s  (1790), Works 111:312.
20Concerning t h i s  a sp e c t o f m an's n a tu re  and i t s  im p lic a tio n s  

f o r  freedom , S ta n l i s  w r ite s :  "Like A r i s to t l e ,  Burke b e lie v e d  man was by
n a tu re  a  p o l i t i c a l  an im al, so t h a t  t r u e  l i b e r ty  must be 's o c i a l  freedom ,' 
a  c o n d itio n  which re q u ire d  r e s t r i c t i o n  on raw w i l l  and p reven ted  anyone 
from e x e rc is in g  a r b i t r a r y  pow er." S ta n l i s ,  Edmund Burke and th e  N a tu ra l 
Law, p . 6 7 .
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Men axe n o t t i e d  to  one an o th er by paper and s e a l s .  They a re  le d  
to  a s s o c ia te  by resem blances. by c o n fo rm itie s , by sym path ies. I t  
i s  w ith  n a tio n s  a s  w ith  in d iv id u a ls .  N othing i s  so s tro n g  a  t i e  of 
am ity between n a tio n  and n a tio n  as correspondence in  law s, custom s, 
manners, and h a b its  o f l i f e . 29

Burke d en ie s  any a n a rc h ic a l claim s to  extreme in d iv id u a l freedom . Anarchy

ten d s to  a b so lu tiz e  in d iv id u a l freedom a t  th e  expense o f s o c ie ty ’ s claim s

on th e  in d iv id u a l ,  th e reb y  ig n o rin g  man’s  s o c ia l  and p o l i t i c a l  n a tu re .

Yet man’s s o c ia l  n a tu re  i s  in e sc a p ab le . "Men a re  n ev e r,"  Burke say s ,

" in  a  s t a t e  o f t o t a l  independence o f each o th e r .  I t  i s  n o t th e  cond i-
30t io n  o f our n a tu re ."

Through a  common s o c ia l  n a tu re , a l l  men m ain ta in  an id e n t i ty  

w ith  one a n o th e r . T h is  id e n t i ty ,  however, does no t p rec lu d e  d if f e r e n c e s . 

The q u e s tio n  i s ,  how can mankind be u n ite d  to  one an o th er by a  common 

n a tu re  w hile th e  world b ears  w itn ess  to  so much p lu ra lism  among custom s, 

t r a d i t i o n s , and laws? Burke ta c k le s  t h i s  problem when he co n sid e rs  th e  

r o le  o f th e  a n c ie n t l e g i s l a to r s  a s  they  addressed  th e  l e g i s l a t i v e  prob­

lems o f t h e i r  tim e s . Burke w r ite s  th a t  th e  a n c ie n t l e g i s l a to r s ,

. . . had to  do w ith  men, and they  were ob liged  to  study  human n a tu re . 
They had to  do w ith  c i t i z e n s ,  and th ey  were ob lig ed  to  study  th e  
e f f e c t s  o f th o se  h a b its  which a re  communicated by th e  c ircum stances 
o f l i f e .  They were s e n s ib le  th a t  th e  o p e ra tio n  o f t h i s  second 
n a tu re  on th e  f i r s t  produced a  new com bination; and thence  arose  
many d iv e r s i t i e s  amongst men, acco rd ing  to  t h e i r  b i r t h ,  t h e i r  
education , t h e i r  p ro fe s s io n s , th e  p e rio d s  o f t h e i r  l iv e s ,  t h e i r  
re s id e n c e  in  towns or in  th e  co u n try , t h e i r  s e v e ra l  ways o f a c q u ir­
in g  and o f f ix in g  p ro p e rty , and acco rd ing  to  th e  q u a l i ty  o f th e  
p ro p e rty  i t s e l f —a l l  which ren d ered  them as  i t  were so many d i f f e r ­
e n t sp e c ie s  o f an im als.

^ % i r s t  L e t te r  on a  R egicide  Peace (1798), Works V;317» 

^ ° I b id . ,  p . 321.

^R e f le c t io n s  ( l7 9 0 ) . Works 111:476-77.
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I t  i s  c le a r  th a t  man’ s s o -c a l le d  f i r s t  n a tu re , h is  human n a tu re , 

e n ta i l s  h is  second n a tu re , h is  a c t i v i t y  as a  c i t i z e n  o f s o c ie ty . Man i s  

n a tu r a l ly  s o c ia l  and h is  s o c ia b i l i t y ,  and th e  vary ing  circum stances in  

which th e  p lu r a l i ty  o f men f in d  them selves, r e s u l t s  in  a  d iv e r s i ty  o f 

h a b i ts  and customs among men. The A r is to te l ia n  c a te g o r ic a l  d i s t in c t io n  

between substance o r essence and a cc id e n t has a  ready  a p p lic a tio n  h e re .

The fu s io n  of man’s c irc u m s ta n tia l o r co n d itio n a l n a tu re , as  one might 

c a l l  t h i s  second n a tu re , and h is  human n a tu re , or f i r s t  n a tu re —which ^  

a  s o c ia l  n a tu re —does no t e lim in a te  in  term s of p r io r i t y ,  in  term s of i t s  

most fundam ental a sp e c t, t h i s  f i r s t  n a tu re . Indeed , th e  very p e c u l ia r ­

i t y  o f man’s f i r s t  n a tu re , i t s  s o c ia l  q u a l i ty , len d s  i t s e l f  to  th e  con­

s ta n t  development th a t  man undergoes in  th e  i n f i n i t e  d iv e r s i ty  o f th e  

s o c ia l  w orld . Through t h i s  development o f h is  s o c ia l  n a tu re , man sub­

s t a n t i a l l y  r e t a in s  h is  d is t in c t iv e n e s s  as man.

A ll o f t h i s  i s  com patible w ith  Burke’s  m etaphysical p r in c ip le s  

o f change and s t a b i l i t y .  E s s e n t ia l ly ,  human n a tu re  i s  f ix e d . There i s  

no dim ension o f p ro cess  on th e  le v e l  o f th e  e s s e n t ia l  n a tu re  of man.

But th e  dynamic, developm ental a sp ec t o f r e a l i t y  i s  accommodated by man’s 

s o c ia l  n a tu re , o r second n a tu re . T h is s o c ia l  n a tu re  ren d e rs  one man 

d i s t i n c t  from a n o th e r . Through th e  confluence o f a  v a r ie ty  o f fo rc e s  

im pinging on man, to g e th e r  w ith  th e  cho ices he makes, th e  in d iv id u a l 

becomes something d i s t i n c t ,  something unique, w hile r e ta in in g  h is  essen ­

t i a l  hum anity. The e n t i r e  s o c ia l  o rd e r i s  c re a te d  and e x is t s  f o r  th e  

purpose o f man’ s p e r fe c t in g  o f h is  b e ing , th a t  i s ,  fo r  th e  d ig n ity  o f 

man. Burke t i e s  to g e th e r  th e se  n o tio n s  when he s ta te s :
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Every s o r t  o f m oral, every s o r t  o f c i v i l ,  every s o r t  o f p o l i t i c  
i n s t i t u t i o n ,  a id in g  th e  r a t io n a l  and n a tu ra l  t i e s  th a t  connect th e  
human understand ing  and a f fe c t io n s  to  th e  d iv in e , a re  n o t more than 
n ecessa ry , in  o rd er to  b u ild  up th a t  w onderful s t r u c tu r e , Man,— 
whose p re ro g a tiv e  i t  i s ,  to  be in  a  g re a t  degree a  c re a tu re  o f h is  
own making, and who, when made as  he ought to  be made, i s  d e s tin ed  
to  hold  no t r i v i a l  p lace  in  th e  c r e a t i o n . 32

Two th in g s  now become c le a r .  F i r s t ,  Burke a ffirm s  c a u s a l i ty ,  

God i s  c au sa lly  p re se n t to  th e  u n iv e rse  n o t only in  H is ro le  as  C rea to r, 

b u t a lso  as  s u s ta in e r  and, beyond th a t ,  as  th e  end o f th e  u n iv e rse , 

u rg in g  man toward p e r fe c t io n , c a l l in g  f o r  m an's coopera tion  in  th e  pur­

s u i t  o f ju s t i c e .  Second, th e  e f f e c t  o f G od's c au sa l presence i s  i n t e l ­

l i g i b l e  to  man, Man can recogn ize  through reaso n  G od's hand in  th e  u n i­

v e rse , a lthough , more im portan t f o r  Burke man apprehends G od's hand i­

work according  to  h is  n a tu ra l  f e e l in g s .  F u r th e r  c l a r i f i c a t i o n  on B u rk e 's

philosophy of human n a tu re  re g a rd in g  m an's r a t i o n a l i t y  i s  needed,
•33

Man i s  a  r a t io n a l  a n i m a l , B u r k e  makes t h i s  c le a r  in  th e

fo llow ing : "For man i s  by n a tu re  re a so n a b le ; and he i s  never p e r fe c t ly

in  h is  n a tu ra l  s t a t e ,  b u t when he i s  placed where rea so n  may be b e s t  c u l-
34

t iv a te d  and most p redom inates,"  T his claim  of m an's r a t io n a l i t y  does

no t p rec lude  i r r a t i o n a l  behav io r, o r su g g est th a t  human reason  i s  always
35in  firm  and d isp a s s io n a te  c o n tro l o f human conduct,^  I t  does a s s e r t .

^ ^ b i d , ,  p , 3 5 3 .
33

In  d isc u ss in g  t h i s  a sp ec t of human n a tu re , I  am n e c e s sa r ily  
p re sc in d in g  from what S ta n l i s  r ig h t ly  r e f e r s  to  as  B u rk e 's  view of "man 
as a  r a t io n a l  and em otional being  , , S ta n l i s ,  Edmund Burke and th e  
N a tu ra l Law, p , I 6 I ,

^A n n ea l from th e  New to  th e  Old Whigs ( l7 9 l)»  Works IV :176,

^ • ^ i lk in s  re c o rd s  t h a t  Burke sometimes speaks o f a  s tru g g le  
between reason  and th e  p ass io n s  a lthough  he concludes th a t  "Burke
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as Canavan n o te s , " th a t  man i s ,  w ith  a l l  h is  f a u l t s  and w eaknesses, a
36r a t io n a l  an im al. , .

Man i s  n o t only a  r a t io n a l  an im al. To claim  th a t  man i s  p u re ly

r a t io n a l  i s  to  s t r i p  him of o th e r c h a r a c te r i s t i c  p r o p e r t ie s ; i t  i s  to

d i s t o r t  and o v ers im p lify  h is  e x is te n c e . H is r a t io n a l i ty  a ff irm s  h is

e ssen ce , h u t h is  essence i s  to  he a  human heing  of f le s h  and h lood, no t
37to  e x i s t  a s  pure i n t e l l e c t .  Burke confirm s t h i s  when he s t a t e s ,  

" P o l i t i c s  ought to  he a d ju s te d , no t to  human re a so n in g s , h u t to  human 

n a tu re ; o f which th e  reason  i s  h u t a  p a r t ,  and hy no means th e  g re a te s t
q Q

p a r t . "  When a  comparison i s  drawn between t h i s  q u o ta tio n  and th e  

s ta tem en t where Burke n o te s  th a t  "man i s  hy n a tu re  re a so n a b le ,"  th e re  

may appear to  he a  c o n tra d ic t io n . On th e  one hand, Burke i s  p rocla im ­

in g  m an's n a tu ra l  s t a t e  to  he where reaso n  i s  "b e s t c u l t iv a te d  and most 

p redom ina tes,"  In  th e  succeeding  quo te , he m ain ta ins t h a t  re a so n  though 

p a r t  o f human n a tu re , i s  "hy no means th e  g re a te s t  p a r t ."  I n  th e  f i r s t  

in s ta n c e  reaso n  i s  e le v a te d ; in  th e  second i t  i s  su b o rd in a ted . This

b e lie v e d  in  a  fundam ental accord  o r harmony between reason  and th e  
p a s s io n s ."  W ilk in s , The Problem of Edmund B u rk e 's  P o l i t i c a l  P h ilo so p h y , 
pp. 102-3*

36Canavan, The P o l i t i c a l  Reason o f Edmund Burke, p . 80.
37On t h i s  p o in t, n o te  Ruth B evan 's  d iscu ss io n  and h e r fa v o r­

ab le  comparison o f Burke ^ t h  Marx in  Marx sind Burke; A R e v is io n is t  View, 
pp . 55-79* A lso , S ta n l i s  s t a t e s ,  "By 'r e a s o n ' Burke d id  n o t mean the  
immediate lo g ic a l  deductions o f in d iv id u a ls ,  h u t th e  complex, h i s t o r i ­
c a l ,  co rp o ra te  r e v e la t io n s  o f th e  whole human ra c e ,  as embodied in  
h i s t o r i c a l  c o n tin u ity  and p re s c r ip t iv e  a r t i f i c i a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  Burke 
d i s t r u s te d  in te n s e ly  th e  t r a d i t i o n  o f in d iv id u a l lo g ic a l  re a so n ."
S ta n l i s ,  Edmund Burke and th e  N a tu ra l Law, p . 162.

^^O bservations o f a  L ate  P u b lic a tio n  on th e  P re se n t S ta te  of 
th e  N ation  C1769). Works I ; 398.
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p o s s ib le  c o n tra d ic t io n  i s  re so lv ed  w ith in  th e  co n tex t o f B u rk e 's  w ritin g s  

a s  a whole and th e  purposes f o r  which he w ro te , Burke wars w ith  those  

s tu d e n ts  o f p o l i t i c s  who determ ine what th e  p o l i t i c a l  s t a t e  o f a f f a i r s  

id e a l ly  should  he in  s ta r k  c o n tra s t  to  what th ey  in  f a c t  a re .  Such i s  

th e  case w ith  th e  Jaco b in  w r i te r s  o f  th e  French R ev o lu tio n . They draw 

up b lu e p r in ts  f o r  s o c ie ty , a n a ly t ic a l ly  c o n s is te n t  y e t devoid o f an 

h i s t o r i c a l  a p p re c ia tio n  o f man. To B urke ' s  mind, th e  Jaco b in s  ig n o re  

th e  w eight o f t r a d i t io n s  and customs which, w hile  l im i t in g  m an's p o l i ­

t i c a l  h o rizo n s and r e s t r a in in g  th e  i t c h  f o r  n o v e lty , n o n e th e le ss  ground 

man in  h is  p a s t .  These t r a d i t i o n s  p re se rv ed  men from th e  m achinations 

and d esig n s  o f  u to p ian  p o l i t i c a l  w r i te r s .  Thus, when Burke d e n ig ra te s  

re a so n , he g e n e ra lly  does so to  rebuke th o se  w r i te r s  who igno re  th e  whole, 

complex c re a tu re  who i s  man. Reason belongs to  a  be ing  who r e ta in s  

much of th a t  an im a lity  sh ared  w ith  th e  b ru te  w orld . M an's reaso n  i s  

n o t a  f a c u l ty  independent o f m an's p h y s ic a l o r  em otional s t a t e  o r ab le  

to  s e p a ra te  i t s e l f  from environm enta l in f lu e n c e s . Y et, reaso n  can , a t  

l e a s t  in  p a r t ,  tran scen d  i t s  own c re a tu re ly  e x is te n c e .

When Burke c a l l s  f o r  th e  s u b je c tio n  o f reaso n  he means a  

rea so n  which d iv o rces  i t s e l f  from th e  c o n c re te , b e in g -in - th e -w o rld  

e x is te n c e  of man. He c a l l s  t h i s  " a  p r io r i ' re a so n in g , a  reaso n in g
39t h a t  r e f l e c t s  more m an's w ish fu l th in k in g  th a n  th e  a c tu a l  s t a t e  o f man.

So th e  fo rc e  o f th e  q u o ta tio n  from Burke where reaso n  i s  c i te d  a s  "by 

no means th e  g r e a te s t  p a r t"  o f human n a tu re  i s  to  u rge  u s  no t to  i s o l a t e  

one a sp e c t o f man, however s ig n i f i c a n t ,  a t  th e  expense o f  th e  e n t i r e

^^Reflections (1790), Works I I I ; 311.
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in d iv id u a l . As he s t a t e s  in  th e  R e f le c t io n s : " . . .  The n a tu re  o f man
An

i s  i n t r i c a t e  . . . "

I n  co n sid e rin g  th e  essence o f human n a tu re , we cannot ig n o re  

th e  com plexity  o f m an's e x is te n c e , an e x is te n c e  th a t ,  th rough a  cease ­

l e s s  a rra y  o f  changes, m odifies and develops man’s s o c ia l  n a tu re . When 

we speak o f human n a tu re , we a re  c a l l in g  to  mind those  q u a l i t i e s  which 

apply  to  a l l  men, n o t ju s t  to  some. Burke m ain ta in s t h a t  a l l  human 

be in g s  a re  b o th  r a t io n a l  and r e l ig io u s  by n a tu re . T h is to o  i s  b u t one 

e s s e n t i a l  a sp e c t o f m an's complex n a tu re . R egarding m an's r e l ig io u s  

n a tu re , Burke s t a t e s ,  "We know, and i t  i s  our p r id e  to  know th a t  man i s  

by h is  c o n s t i tu t io n  a  r e l ig io u s  anim al; t h a t  atheism  i s  a g a in s t , n o t 

only our re a so n , b u t our i n s t i n c t s ;  and th a t  i t  cannot p re v a i l  lo n g ."

The person  who d en ies th a t  which i s  by n a tu re  p a r t  o f h is  very being  

does so a t  a  p r ic e .  He i s  a t  war w ith  h im se lf . And, as  a  consequence, 

he i s  a t  war w ith  a l l  mankind. Atheism , f o r  Burkq gnaws a t  th e  very  

fo u n d a tio n s  o f  s o c ie ty . So b a s ic  to  m an's be ing  i s  h is  r e l ig io u s  n a tu re  

t h a t  r e l ig io n  ho lds f i r s t  p la ce  among th e  v a lu es  o f l i f e .  "On [th e  

C h r is tia n ]  r e l ig io n ,  accord ing  to  our mode, a l l  our law s and in s t i t u t i o n s  

s ta n d , as upon t h e i r  b a se . That scheme i s  supposed in  every t r a n s a c t io n  

o f l i f e  . . From th e se  r e f l e c t io n s  on human n a tu re  emerges a  f u r th e r

c o n s id e ra t io n .

^ I b i d . , p . 3 1 2 . 

^ ^ I b id . ,  p . 3 3 1 .

^^ o u r t h  L e t te r  on a  R eg ic ide  Peace (1796), Works VI: 112.
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Does Burke co n sid e r man good, e v i l ,  or m orally  in d i f f e r e n t

by n a tu re?  I s  m an's fundam ental tendency in  th e  d ir e c t io n  of a  s e l f -

cen te red  egotism  o r toward a  n a tu ra l  harmony w ith h is  fellowman? Burke

p ro v id es  a  g e n e ra l answer to  t h i s  q u estio n  in  h is  work e n t i t l e d  Thoughts

on th e  Cause o f Our P re se n t D isco n ten ts  where he w r ite s :

We must so f te n  in to  a  c re d u li ty  below th e  m ilk in ess  o f in fan cy  to  
th in k  a l l  men v ir tu o u s . We must be ta in te d  w ith  a  m alig n ity  t r u ly  
d ia b o l ic a l  to  b e lie v e  a l l  th e  world to  be eq u a lly  wicked and cor­
r u p t .  The e le v a tio n  of th e  one, and th e  dep ress io n  of th e  o th e r , 
a re  th e  f i r s t  o b je c ts  o f a l l  t r u e  p o l ic y .^3

O ther p o l i t i c a l  p h ilo so p h e rs , such as Hobbes and Rousseau, 

su g g est d i f f e r e n t  v iew p o in ts . Hobbesian man in  th e  s t a t e  o f n a tu re , 

whose prom inent no te  i s  s e l f - i n t e r e s t ,  can only tran scen d  h is  n a tu ra l  

s e lf is h n e s s  through th e  d is c ip l in e  o f th e  s t a t e .  By c o n tra s t ,  Rousseau, 

in  h is  id e a  o f th e  noble savage, sees  man as n a tu ra l ly  good y e t co rrup ted  

by s o c ia l  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  Burke disavows b o th  extrem es. As man i s  no t 

in n a te ly  good he does no t s u f fe r  from th e  reg im en ta tio n  th a t  f a l l s  to  

him w hile  l iv in g  in  community, under th e  governance o f law s. I n  f a c t ,  

w ithou t s o c ie ty  and upon h is  own man la c k s  th e  a b i l i t y  to  develop and 

p e r f e c t  h is  p e rs o n a li ty . At th e  same tim e , n o t be ing  t o t a l l y ,  and n a tu ­

r a l l y ,  depraved, to o  much s o c ia l  re g u la tio n  b r id le s  u n n e ce ssa rily  th e  

in d iv id u a l i ty  o f man. A balance  i s  to  be s tru c k . Human n a tu re , a f t e r  

a l l ,  i s  a  p roduct and r e f le c t io n  o f d iv in e  in te l l ig e n c e .  Man i s  an

^Thoughts on th e  Cause o f Our P re se n t D isco n ten ts  (17?0), 
Works 1 :471 . C o n tra s t t h i s  w ith  Frank 0 'Gorman's m istaken n o tio n  of 
B u rk e 's  p o s i t io n  where 0 'Gorman s ta t e s :  "Burke b e lie v ed  in  th e  essen ­
t i a l  weakness and c o r r u p t ib i l i t y  o f human n a tu re , in  th e  in c a p a c ity  of 
th e  average man to  re so lv e  h is  problem s in  a  r a t io n a l  manner, in  th e  
ir r e le v a n c e  o f most ' r a t i o n a l '  s o lu tio n s  to  p o l i t i c a l  problems . . . "
0 'Gorman, Edmund Burke: H is P o l i t i c a l  P h ilo sophy , p . 142.
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i n t e l l i g e n t  being—being c re a te d  in  G od's image—not sim ply a  bundle o f 

p a ss io n s . He has th e  p o te n t ia l  f o r  good. F u r th e r , man's s o c ia l  or 

second n a tu re , an ex ten sio n  of h is  human n a tu re , h e lp s  make him an adap t­

ab le  r a th e r  than  a r ig i d ,  in f le x ib le  b e ing . He possesses a  n a tu re  o f 

ordered  p ro p o r tio n s . Yet h is  n a tu re  in v i te s  uniqueness and change w ith ­

out d is so lv in g  in to  an amorphous e x is ten ce  th a t  re sc in d s  m an's hum anity.

I t  combines id e n t i ty  in  d if fe re n c e . Man as  man has a  common n a tu re , 

y e t  each so c ie ty  develops un iq u e ly , n o t un ifo rm ly . Again, B u rk e 's  meta­

physics  o f change and s t a b i l i t y ,  w ith  th e  emphasis upon o rd er and develop­

ment, draws to g e th e r  th e  elem ents o f h is  ph ilosophy . The p o s s ib i l i ty  o f th e  

p ass io n s  g iv in g  way to  chaos rem ains. For s o c ia l  o rder to  p re v a i l  as  i s  

meant, man must f r e e ly  choose to  coo p era te .

In  l i g h t  o f m an's n a tu re  as  a  reaso n in g , r e l ig io u s ,  s o c ia l  

b e in g , what does Burke m ain ta in  concerning th e  elem ents of human n a tu re  

which h e lp  connect h is  m etaphysical p r in c ip le s  w ith  h is  p o l i t i c a l  p h ilo ­

sophy? As p rev io u s ly  m entioned, two c ru c ia l  concepts emerge h e re , both 

being  im portan t f o r  an understand ing  o f B u rk e 's  philosophy o f man and 

h i s  p o l i t i c a l  ph ilosophy . These a re  th e  concepts of freedom and eq u al­

i t y .  B u rk e 's  though t on th e se  concepts se rv es  to  i l l u s t r a t e  f u r th e r ,  

in  a  d i f f e r e n t  c o n tex t, h is  p r in c ip le s  of o rd e r, change and s t a b i l i t y ,  

and essence and n a tu re .

Human Freedom

In  t h i s  s e c tio n  I  wish to  d iscu ss  th e  n a tu re  o f human freedom 

as i t  e x is t s  both  on th e  p e rso n a l and s o c ia l  le v e l  f o r  man. My purpose 

i s  to  show f u r th e r  how man's n a tu re , r e f le c t in g  B u rk e 's  m etaphysical
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p r in c ip le s  o f change and s t a b i l i t y  and o f a  .law fu lly  ordered r e a l i t y ,  

comes to  b e a r in  a  more s p e c i f ic  way in  h is  p o l i t i c a l  ph ilosophy .

Freedom f o r  Burke i s  n a tu ra l  to  man. I t  flow s from h is  very  

n a tu re  as a  reaso n in g  b e in g . Burke w rite s  o f " th e  r a t io n a l  and m oral 

freedom of in d iv id u a ls  . . . t h a t  p e rso n a l l ib e r ty "  th a t  c o n tr ib u te s  

so much " to  th e  v ig o r  . . . and d ig n ity  o f a  n a tio n ."  Man i s  n o t com­

p e lle d  to  behave in  any determ ined fa sh io n . There i s  no th ing  about h is  

n a tu re  which d en ies  him freedom . C reated  to  be f r e e  by God, to  enjoy

l i b e r t i e s  as  a  s o c ia l  b e ing , man i s  n o t c re a te d  to  be f r e e  w ithout 
4 c

r e s t r a i n t s .  M an's freedom i s  no t by n a tu re  i n f i n i t e , b u t r a th e r  f i n i t e  

and s t ru c tu re d .  Freedom i s  v i t a l ,  n o t s t a t i c .

Freedom i s  no t sim ply l im ite d  by th e  o rder o f th e  u n iv e rse ; 

r a th e r  i t  i s  secured  by th e  same. Because o f i t s  f in i tu d e ,  m an's i n t e l ­

l e c t  i s  l im ite d  in  i t s  range o f knowledge, consequently  reduc ing  th a t  

upon which he can a c t .  An e s s e n t ia l  th r u s t  o f f a l l i b i l i t y  i s  plunged 

in to  th e  dep ths o f m an's b e in g . Man cannot come to  know com pletely  th e  

e n t i r e  panaroma o f l i f e  which p la c e s  demands upon him. Man i s  l im ite d — 

lim ite d  in  th e  scope o f h is  a c t i v i t y  and th e  knowledge upon which he 

can a c t .  C onsequently , B u rk e 's  conception  o f l ib e r ty  i s  one of l im ite d  

freedom . Freedom w ithou t l im i t s  and s t ru c tu re  s p e l l s  l ic e n s e  and chaos. 

The theme o f l im i t  b r in g s  o rd e r to  m an's freedom . The S a rtre a n  view 

o f freedom , denying a l l  l im i ta t io n  as  a  c irc u m sc rip tio n  on b e in g -fo r -

^ L e t t e r  to  a  Member o f th e  N a tio n a l Assembly (1791), Works
IV i49.

^■^"Liberty, to o , must be l im ite d  in  o rd e r to  be p o sse ssed ."  
L e t te r  to  th e  S h e r i f f s  of B r i s to l  (1777)» Works 11:229*
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liéi t s e l f ,  has no analogue in  B urke. Nor i s  a  M arxian-type man, whose 

s o c ia l  consciousness i s  a  r e f le x io n  o f e x ta n t  m a te r ia l  and economic 

c o n d itio n s , com patible w ith  B u rk e 's  v iew po in t. In s te a d , man has hy 

n a tu re  a  s t ru c tu re d  freedom . What about t h i s  s tru c tu re ?

The essence  o f m an's freedom i s  s t ru c tu re d  f o r  s o c ie ty . M an's 

m etaphysica l s t r u c tu r e  makes o f  him a  be in g  lo c a te d  in  space and tim e, 

a  s t r u c tu r e  th a t  demands r e a l i z a t io n ,  n o t a t  an id e a l  le v e l  o f a b s tra c ­

t io n ,  b u t w ith in  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  and s o c ia l  moorings unique to  each in d i ­

v id u a l .  These l im i t s ,  o r d e te rm in a tio n s  o f m an's m etaphysical s t r u c tu r e , 

p rov ide  a  backdrop which ro o ts  man and p ro v id es  him o rd e r . Man i s  a t  th e  

i n t e r s t i c e s  o f th e  p h y s ic a l, s o c ia l ,  and s p i r i t u a l  dim ensions o f a  r e a l i t y  

which, though u n iv e r s a l ,  a re  u n iq u e ly  experienced  a s  h i s .  And th e se  

r e a l  dim ensions o f h i s  l i f e  impose a  boundary which does n o t su ffo c a te  

h is  n a tu ra l  freedom ro o te d  in  r a t i o n a l i t y .  R a t io n a li ty  s t ru c tu re s  f r e e ­

dom, rem inding man th e re  a re  l im i t s  to  t h i s  un ique ly  human p o ssess io n  

c a l le d  freedom . M an's n a tu re  p la ce s  him sq u a re ly  w ith in  th e  s o c ia l  a rena  

where, as  Burke concludes, men a re  never t o t a l l y  independent o f one 

an o th e r .

Man i s  r a d ic a l ly  f r e e  in  th a t  h is  freedom i s  a t  th e  very core 

o f h is  e ssen ce . Freedom i s  m an's b i r t h r i g h t ,  h is  d ig n ity  as  man. I t  

i s  n o t earned ; i t  i s  a  g i f t  due him as a  r a t io n a l  b e in g . Speaking of

46S a r tr e  draws th e  fo llo w in g  conclusion : " I  am condemned to
be f r e e .  T h is means th a t  no l im i t s  to  my freedom can be found except 
freedom i t s e l f  o r , i f  you p r e f e r ,  t h a t  we a re  n o t f r e e  to  cease  being  
f r e e ."  Jean -P au l S a r t r e ,  Being and N othingness (New York: Washington
Square P re s s ,  I n c . ,  1966) ,  p ,

'̂̂ First Letter on a Regicide Peace ( 1796), Works V: 321.
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lilD erty , Burke s ta te s  h is  "belief

th a t  a l l  men who d e s ir e  i t ,  deserve  i t .  I t  i s  n o t th e  rew ard of 
our m e r it ,  o r th e  a c q u is i t io n  o f our in d u s try . I t  i s  our in h e r i ­
ta n c e . I t  i s  th e  "b ir th r ig h t o f our s p e c ie s . We cannot f o r f e i t  
our r i g h t  to  i t ,  "but "by what f o r f e i t s  our t i t l e  to  th e  p r iv i le g e s  
o f our k in d .. _I mean th e  abuse, o r  o b liv io n , o f our r a t io n a l  fa c ­
u l t i e s  . . .

T his freedom , w ith  i t s  p o te n t ia l  f o r  ex cess, i s  m ediated on th e  s o c ia l  

p lan e , becoming what i t  i s  meant to  b e , a  s o c ia l  freedom . T his i s  no t 

an u n n a tu ra l abridgem ent o f what i s  o therw ise  an a b so lu te  freedom , b u t 

i t  i s  th e  necessa ry  requ irem ent f o r  th e  r e a l iz a t io n  o f m an's e ssen ce , 

M an's s o c ia l  in terdependence  i s  a  co n d itio n  o f h is  fu l f i l lm e n t  and, in  

an o th e r ja rg o n , h is  s e l f - a c tu a l iz a t io n .  H ere, th e  c o n tin u ity  o f m an's 

e s s e n t i a l  n a tu re  a f fo rd s  th e  backdrop f o r  h is  development as man; w hile 

r e ta in in g  h is  e s s e n t ia l  sameness, m an's e x is te n c e  ex p re sses  i t s e l f  

dynam ically .

One f in d s  in  Burke a p o s i t iv e  and n eg a tiv e  th r u s t  to  man's

freedom . Freedom i s  p o s i t iv e  in  t h a t  i t  i s  ro o te d  in  m an's n a tu re  a s  a

r a t i o n a l  b e in g , conceiv ing  a l t e r n a t iv e s ,  capable o f a c t in g  upon them.

Burke s t a t e s ,  " I  s h a l l  alw ays, however, co n sid er th a t  l ib e r ty  as  very

e q u iv o ca l in  h e r  appearance which has n o t wisdom and ju s t i c e  f o r  h e r 
2(,q

companions . . ."  Freedom i s  n eg a tiv e  in  th a t  man i s  q u ite  l im ite d  

b o th  i n  i n t e l l e c t u a l  endowment by th e  l im i t s  o f tim e and space , and th e  

h i s t o r i c a l  c o n s tr a in ts  o f h is  s o c ia l  s i tu a t io n .  I  have a lread y  noted

Edmund Burke, L e t te r  to  Mons. Dupont (O ctober 1789) in  
L ouis I .  B redvold and Ralph G. R oss, e d s . .  The Philosonhy of Edmund Burke; 
A S e le c t io n  from H is Speeches and W ritin g s , p . 71*

^ R e f le c t io n s  ( 1790) ,  Works 111:409.
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th e  w arning of Burke when t h i s  p o s i t iv e  th r u s t  o f freedom reco g n izes  no 

bounds. The u n lim ited  n a tu re  o f f r e e d o m - in - i ts e lf  le ad s  to  an overthrow 

o f th e  v i t a l  s t ru c tu re s  o f m an's s o c ia l  l i f e . ^ ^  Freedom must be curbed 

n o t only a s  a  co n d itio n  o f m an's s o c ia l  e x is te n c e , which i s  th e  province 

o f p o l i t i c a l  ph ilosophy, b u t th e  n o tio n  o f a  s tru c tu re d , ordered f r e e ­

dom i s  c e n tr a l  to  h is  philosophy o f human n a tu re .

The fu s io n  of th e  themes o f l im i t  and th e  u n lim ited —o f f r e e ­

dom accord ing  to  o n e 's  n a tu re  and a b so lu te  freedom—fin d  t h e i r  analogue

in  th e  tw in  f e a tu re s  o f B u rk e 's  m etaphysics, s t a b i l i t y  and change. 

S t a b i l i t y ,  permanence, and c o n tin u ity  o f o n e 's  n a tu re —a l l  o f th e se  echo 

th e  theme o f l im i t ,  w hile change echoes th a t  of th e  u n lim ite d . The 

u n iv e rse  as  o rd e rly  und ersco res  th e  theme o f r e s t r a i n t ,  m oderation, or 

l im i t a t io n .  On t h i s  p o in t Canavan quo tes Burke th u s ; " ' I  love o rder

51so f a r  a s  I  am ab le  to  understand  i t  . . . f o r  th e  u n iv e rse  i s  o r d e r . '"

The u n iv e rse  i s  o rd e r, y e t  o rd e r can be th re a ten e d  by i t s  o p p o site ,

d is o rd e r .  I n  th e  p o l i t i c a l  realm  d is o rd e r  p re v a ils  when freedom i s

adm itted  w ithout l i m i t .  Burke warns o f " th e  s p i r i t  o f freedom, lead in g
52i n  i t s e l f  to  m isru le  and excess . . ."  F or Burke, freedom in  i t s  

u n b rid led  form s p e l l s  chaos. He warns th a t  to  make freedom a  g i f t  

"only  re q u ire s  to  l e t  go th e  r e in  . . . "  Yet he co n tin u es  by emphasiz­

in g  th a t  t ru e  freedom demands tem pering " to g e th e r  th e se  opp o site  elem ents

^ ° I b id . ,  p . 276.

^^ u r k e  to  th e  Archbishou o f N is ib i  (December 14, 1791) in  
Canavan, The P o l i t i c a l  Reason of Edmund B urke, p . 19.

^R e f le c t io n s  (1790), Works 111:276.
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o f l ib e r ty  emd r e s t r a i n t  in  one c o n s is te n t work . . . "  and. t h i s  re q u ire s  

"deep r e f l e c t io n ,  a  sag ac io u s, pow erful, and combining mind."'^^

From t h i s  th e  fo llow ing  conclusions emerge. F i r s t ,  freedom 

in  i t s e l f  i s  u n lim ited  and p o te n t ia l ly  d e s tru c tiv e  i f  no t checked by 

some r e s t r a in in g  lim 3,t. Second, th e  extreme of l im ita t io n  and r e s t r a i n t  

w ithou t freedom i s  eq u ally  d e s tru c t iv e .  In  t h i s  ve in  Burke s t a t e s ,

" I t  i s  b e t t e r  to  ch e rish  v ir tu e  and humanity by leav in g  much to  f r e e  

w i l l  . . . th an  to  a ttem pt to  make men mere machines . . . The world 

on th e  whole w i l l  gaiin by a  l ib e r ty  w ithout which v ir tu e  cannot e x i s t . "

T h ird , freedom and r e s t r a i n t ,  th e  u n lim ited  and l im ite d , a re  b e s t  brought 

to g e th e r  in  a  tempered harmony. The u n iv erse  re v e a ls  a  c la sh  o f oppo­

s i t e s  which may be re c o n c ile d  on b o th  th e  p h y s ica l and p o l i t i c a l  p lan es  

of e x is te n c e . Burke rem inds th e  French th a t  under th e  o ld  regim e they  

"had th a t  a c tio n  and co u n te rac tio n  which, in  th e  n a tu ra l  and in  th e

p o l i t i c a l  w orld, from th e  re c ip ro c a l  s tru g g le  of d isco rd an t powers,
55draws ou t th e  harmony of th e  u n iv e rs e ."

G o-active p r in c ip le s  o f r e a l i t y  such as  th e  l im ite d  and th e  

u n lim ited  a re  p e re n n ia l in  m etaphysics. The most fundam ental Pythago­

rean  d o c tr in e  was, as  K iikand Raven n o te , " th e  u ltim a te  dualism  between 

L im it and U n lim ited , . . ."  p r in c ip le s  which "u n d e rlie  th e  whole u n iv e rs e ."56

% i d . ,  pp. 559-60.

: ^ I b i d . , pp. 368- 6 9 .

^ ^ I b id . ,  p . 277.

S. K irk  and J .  E . Raven, The PTO socratic P h ilo so p h ers ;
A C r i t i c a l  H is to ry  w ith  a  S e le c tio n  of T exts (Cambridge; The U n iv e rs ity  
P re s s ,  1969) ,  p . 2 2 9 .
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From t h i s  p a i r  o f o p p o site s  th e  p r in c ip le s  o f th e  l im ite d  g iv e s  r i s e  to

th e  good, w hile  th e  p r in c ip le  o f th e  u n lim ited  i s  re p re se n te d  hy th e

answ ering e v i l  accord ing  to  th e  Pythagorean ta h le  o f  o p p o s ite s . L im it

th e r e f o r e , in c lu d e s  th a t  " u n ity , r e s t ,  goodness and so on ," K irk  and 
57Raven s t a t e . S u c h  s p e c i f ic  m etaphysica l c o n s id e ra tio n s  a re  m issing 

from B u rk e 's  ph ilosophy , h u t th e  themes o f l im i t a t io n ,  r e s t r a i n t ,  l i b e r ty ,  

and s t ru c tu re d  s o c ia l  freedom echo th e  m etaphysica l p r in c ip le s  o f th e  

l im ite d  and u n lim ite d . The need f o r  r e s t r a i n t s  on m an's freedoms i s  

n o t sim ply a  c a p i tu la t io n  to  h is  s o c ia l  c o n d itio n , h u t i s  im p era tiv e  

f o r  human n a tu re .

True enough, man i s  possessed  o f  a  reaso n in g  c a p a c ity , h u t 

m an's p a ss io n a te  n a tu re  to o  o fte n  chafes a t  th e  c o n tro ls  o f reaso n .

Yet th e se  very  c o n tro ls  channel th e  p a ss io n s  o f man in  a  way th a t  lends 

harmony ho th  in d iv id u a lly  and sociality-to m an's h e in g . For Burke th e  

p o te n t ia l  m etaphysical ru p tu re  a t  th e  h e a r t  o f man i s  th e  very s e c re t  

o f  m an's success  as  man. The u n lim ited  th r u s t  o f th e  p a ss io n s  and th e  

s p i r i t  o f freedom d e s ir e  and seek f u l f i l lm e n t  in  th e  j u s t  r u le  of reaso n . 

As Burke p o in ts  o u t, s o c ie ty  demands th e  su b ju g a tio n  o f th e  p a ss io n s ; 

such a  su b ju g a tio n  i s  a  co n d itio n  o f h is  s o c ia l  e x is te n c e  and such an 

e x is te n c e  i s  th e  n a tu ra l  r e a l iz a t io n  o f m an's nature.-^

What has been s a id  about freedom as  a  p a r t  o f Burke’s  p h ilo ­

sophy o f human n a tu re  appli.es u n iv e rs a l ly  to  man, e n ta i l in g  an e s s e n t ia l ,  

n a tu ra l  e q u a li ty  between men. U nderstanding B u rk e 's  th eo ry  o f e q u a li ty

■ '̂̂ Ibid.

^^Reflections (1790), Works I I I ; 310.
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i s  a  key to  f ia rth e rin g  our g rasp  o f th e  m etaphysical fo u n d a tio n s  of 

h is  p o l i t i c a l  ph ilo sophy .

Human E q u a lity

Man as man i s  horn e q u a lly  in to  s o c ie ty , and from t h i s  common 

s o c ia l  hond a  r i c h  v a r ie ty  o f d i f f e r e n t i a t io n  emerges, a  p ro cess  which 

i s  p iv o ta l  f o r  th e  growth o f s o c ie ty . I f  m etaphysical sp e c u la tio n  

ig n o res  o r  d en ies  t h i s  p ro cess  o f d i f f e r e n t i a t io n ,  then  th e  purpose o f 

m etaphysics—to  make known th e  p r in c ip le s  o f r e a l i t y —i s  tru n c a te d , and 

m etaphysics f a i l s  i t s  g o a l. M etaphysics cannot f a l s i f y  o r ohscure r e a l i t y ; 

r a th e r  i t  must re v e a l  r e a l i t y .  A f a l s e  m etaphysics, which reduces u s  to  

a  c o n tr iv e d  e g a li ta r ia n is m , such as th e  Jaco h in s  p e rp e tra te d , cannot fo r  

Burke he p e rm itte d .

At c e r ta in  le v e ls  o f r e a l i t y  men share  n a tu ra l  e q u a li ty ,  a t

o th e rs  a  n a tu ra l  in e q u a l i ty .  In  term s o f e q u a l i ty ,  men a l l  share  in  a

common n a tu re , possessed  o f reaso n , having a n a tu ra l  tendency tow ard

59s o c ie ty , and under th e  governance o f th e  law of nature."^ Though th e  

rud im entary  endowments a llu d ed  to  in  t h i s  l i s t  a re  shared  hy a l l ,  th e  

degree to  which th ey  a re  possessed  v a r ie s  s h a rp ly . So i t  i s  acknowledged 

as  t r u e ,  and as a  fundam ental te n e t  o f B urke’ s  th eo ry  o f e q u a l i ty , th a t  

a l l  men a re  horn e q u a lly . One way in  which t h i s  e q u a li ty  i s  made mani­

f e s t  i s  t h e i r  equal su b je c tio n  to  th e  p re - e x is te n t  n a tu ra l  law o f which 

God i s  th e  so u rce . But ag a in , in e q u a l i ty  emerges, as n o t a l l  men a re  

a c tu a l ly ,  nor hy d esig n , meant to  he fu sed  to g e th e r  in  a  monotonous 

s im i la r i ty .  How does a  n a tu ra l  e q u a li ty  on th e  le v e l  o f  a  common human

•̂ ^Tract on the Pouery Laws ( I 766) , Works VI: 323<
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n a tu re  g ive  way to  a  n a tu ra l  lneq ,u a lity ?  Does th e  apparen t d iscrepancy  

occur a t  two d i f f e r e n t  le v e l s  o f  e x is ten c e?  In  o rd e r to  answer th e se  

q u e s tio n s  we must f i r s t  co n s id e r B u rk e 's  tre a tm e n t o f  m en's r a t i o n a l i t y  

as  i t  r e l a t e s  to  e q u a l i ty .

I t  i s  t r u e  th a t  a l l  men p o ssess  th e  a b i l i t y  to  re a so n . I t  i s  

ju s t  a s  tru e ,h o w ev er, t h a t  th e  ways in d iv id u a l men have c u l t iv a te d  t h e i r  

powers o f reaso n , o r th e  ways in  which th ey  have co rru p ted  o r abused 

re a so n , r e s u l t  in  a  permanent a l t e r a t io n  o f o n e 's  n a tu re . Sound reaso n , 

Burke m a in ta in s , i s  a  c o n d itio n  o f a  v ir tu o u s  l i f e .  To l iv e  w ithou t 

reaso n  i s  to  in v i te  th e  madness o f a  mean and w retched e x is te n c e .

Such a l i f e  may n o t com pletely  annul m an's b a s ic  human n a tu re , b u t i t  

does degrade him. M oreover, a  l i f e  o f intem perance and immoderation, 

where a l l  reaso n  and law fu ln ess  a re  disavowed, le a d s  to  th e  lo s s  of 

freedom and to  p e rso n a l enslavem ent. Burke w r i te s , " I t  i s  o rdained  in  

th e  e te r n a l  c o n s t i tu t io n  o f th in g s ,  th a t  men of in tem p era te  minds cannot 

be f r e e .  T h e ir  p a ss io n s  fo rg e  t h e i r  f e t t e r s . I n  s h o r t ,  men must 

"pu t m oral ch ain s  upon t h e i r  own a p p e t i te s  . . Man's ex periences

perm anently  a f f e c t  th e  k ind  of p erson  he i s .  Here we see th a t  man's

^^ L e tte r  to  a  Member o f th e  N a tio n a l Assembly (1791), Works
IV :24.

6 i
I b i d . ,  p . 5 2 .

^ ^ b i d . , p . 51* Use o f th e  metaphor "chains" makes v ir tu e  
sound, in d eed , l i k e  an arduous ta s k .  I n te r e s t in g ly  enough, a  re c e n t 
au th o r, Is a a c  Kramnick, argues th a t  Burke h im se lf had to  employ s e v e r i ty  
over h is  own p a ss io n a te  n a tu re , and th a t  h i s  b a t t l e  w ith  l a t e n t  homo­
se x u a li ty  th re a te n e d  co n tin u a lly  to  d is ru p t  h is  own psych ic  s t a b i l i t y .  
Is a a c  Kramnick. The Rage o f Edmund Burke; P o r t r a i t  o f an Ambivalent 
C onserva tive  (New York: B asic  Books, I n c . ,  1977)*
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s o c ia l  o r second n a tu re  Im pinges upon and a f f e c t s  w ithou t e s s e n t ia l ly  

a l t e r in g  h is  human n a tu re ,

So we have e q u a li ty  w ith  in e q u a l i ty . C ircum stances may a f f e c t  

th e  n a tu ra l  e q u a li ty  th a t  p r e v a i ls  between men through t h e i r  p o sse ss io n  

o f  a  common n a tu re . This i s  n o t to  say th a t  c ircum stances alone a l t e r  

a  n a tu ra l  e q u a l i ty .  Men n a tu ra l ly  vary  in  a b i l i t i e s . C ircum stances, 

con jo ined  w ith  m an's e x e rc ise  o f h is  a b i l i t i e s ,  perm anently enhance o r 

d im in ish  him. W hatever th e se  a c tu a l  v a r ia t io n s —some men being  more 

d ex tero u s  o f hand, o th e rs  o f mind—i t  i s  n a tu ra l  f o r  men to  m an ifest a 

v a r ie ty  o f a b i l i t i e s .  Ther^ I s ,  q u ite  obv iously , th e  s u p e r io r  and in f e ­

r i o r  in  n a tu re  and in  s o c ie ty . A sim ple le v e l l in g  o f c o n d itio n s , a 

u n ifo rm ity  o f ex p erien ces , an e q u a liz a tio n  o f s o c ia l  c o n d itio n s , would 

n o t, and should n o t, e lim in a te  t h i s  n a tu ra l  in e q u a l i ty  between men.

Why i s  t h i s  th e  case?

A le v e l l in g  of s o c ia l  c o n d itio n s  to  o b ta in  a  s o c ia l  e q u a li ty

i s  no t only u to p ia n  id ea lism , b u t i t  d e f ie s  a  n a tu ra l  in e q u a l i ty  r e a l iz e d

in  th e  o rd e r o f n a tu re  i t s e l f .  F or Burke, th e  n o tio n  o f c o n tra c t  as

l in k in g  som ething subo rd ina ted  to  a  su p e r io r , th e  id e a  o f th e  n a tu ra l

o rd e r o f th in g s  re q u ir in g  each o f u s  to  occupy a d e f in i te  p lace  in  th e

h ie ra rc h y  of n a tu re , i s  conveyed in  h is  fo llo w in g  rem arks;

Each c o n tra c t o f each p a r t i c u la r  s t a t e  i s  b u t a  c lau se  in  th e  g re a t 
p rim aeval c o n tra c t  o f  e te r n a l  s o c ie ty , l in k in g  th e  low er w ith  the  
h ig h e r n a tu re s , connecting  th e  v i s ib le  and in v is ib le  w orld, accord­
in g  to  a  f ix e d  compact san c tio n ed  by th e  in v io la b le  oath  which ho lds 
a l l  p h y s ica l and a l l  moral n a tu re s , each in  t h e i r  appoin ted  p l a c e .

Not only does th e  p h y s ic a l, natursüL o rd e r o f th in g s  f in d

^ R eflectio n s (l7 9 0 ), Works 111:359.
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I t s e l f  lin k e d  and oixiered to  th e  r e s t  o f n a tu re , h u t so does th e  moral 

auid s o c ia l  w orld. We a re  n a tu ra l ly  and f r u i t f u l l y  subord inated  by con­

v en tio n  and by n a tu re  one to  an o th er, g iv in g  evidence o f a  p roper and 

f i t t i n g  s o c ia l  in e q u a l i ty . How e ls e  could  tru e  p o l i te a  be ob tained  save 

th a t  some should le a d  and o th e rs  fo llow ? I t  i s  th e  n a tu ra l  co n d itio n  of 

man, so c ie ty , and p h y s ica l r e a l i t y  i t s e l f  to  be in te rd ep en d en tly  r e la te d  

to  some d i s t in c t io n  o f rank  o r chain  o f being  th a t  su p ero rd in a tes  some 

th in g s  and su b o rd in a te s  o th e rs . And, f o r  man and s o c ie ty , such co n d itio n s  

h e lp  achieve th e  common good. A co n d itio n  o f s o c ia l  in e q u a l i ty , n o t 

a r b i t r a r y  o r  c a p r ic io u s , b u t one consonant w ith  a  n a tu ra l  and moral o rd er 

b r in g s  an in e q u a l i ty  "which th e  o rd e r o f c i v i l  l i f e  e s ta b lis h e s  as  much 

f o r  th e  b e n e f i t  o f th o se  whom i t  must leav e  in  a  humble s t a t e ,  as those  

whom i t  i s  ab le  to  e x a l t  to  a  c o n d itio n  more sp len d id , bu t no t more 

happy." I t  i s  no t only ju s t  b u t n ecessary  f o r  th e re  to  be a  h ie r ­

a r c h ic a l  arrangem ent f o r  s o c ie ty . T his h ie ra rch y  should n o t be one o f 

in c re a se  in  p r iv i le g e  and s ta tu s  a lo n e , b u t one where h ig h e r s ta tu s  

b rin g s  in c reased  s o c ia l  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty .

J u s t  a s  r e a l i t y  possesses  an ordered d iv e r s i ty ,  a  h ie ra rch y  

o f be ing , th e re  lik ew ise  i s  a  s o c ia l  g rad ing  th a t  in  p a r t  r e f l e c t s  th e  

needs of s o c ie ty  and th e  c o n d itio n  of men. Burke reco gn izes an a n c ie n t 

o rd e r in  so c ie ty  th a t  a s s i s t s  in d iv id u a ls  in  knowing t h e i r  s ta t io n  and 

consequent d u t ie s .  He w rite s :  "Our country  i s  no t a th in g  o f mere

p h y s ica l l o c a l i t y .  I t  c o n s is ts ,  i n  a  g re a t  measure, in  th e  a n c ien t 

o rd e r in to  which we a re  bom  . . . The p lace  th a t  determ ines our duty

^ \ b i d . ,  pp. 279-80.
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to  our country  i s  a  s o c ia l ,  c i v i l  r e l a t i o n . I t  i s  th e  e x is ten c e  of

t h i s  o rd er th a t  s t r u c tu r e s  change and p e rm its  a  p u rp o sefu l development

w ith in  s o c ie ty , ach iev ing  an e q u a li ty  t h a t  eq u a lly  meets th e  needs o f man
66as  man, and man in  s o c ie ty . A s o c ia l  h ie ra rc h y  sug g ests  f o r  Burke, 

a  n a tu ra l  e q u a li ty  and in e q u a l i ty .  That B u rk e 's  th eo ry  of e q u a li ty  

r e v e a ls  bo th  a  n a tu ra l  e q u a li ty  and in e q u a l i ty  does no t imply a  c o n tra ­

d ic t io n  w ith in  B u rk e 's  ph ilo sophy . E q u a lity  and in e q u a l i ty  occur a t  

two d i f f e r e n t  l e v e l s .  M an's n a tu ra l  e q u a li ty  occurs a t  th e  le v e l  o f h is  

hum anity. A ll men share  in  those  s in g u la r  q u a l i t i e s  which make them men. 

Y et t h e i r  humanity b ea rs  in  i t s  essence th o se  very  q u a l i t i t e s  which le ad  

to  t h e i r  n a tu ra l  in e q u a l i ty .

Man i s  by n a tu re  a  s o c ia l  b e in g . H is human n a tu re  i s  expressed  

in  a  s o c ia l  n a tu re  which f lo u r is h e s  and r e a l iz e s  i t s e l f  un iquely  i n  each 

perso n . I t  i s  th e  Jaco b in s  who go awry, le d  by t h e i r  f a l s e ly  co nstrued  

m etaphysics, to  seek  an e q u a liz a tio n  o f co n d itio n s  among men, th in k in g  

thereby  th a t  th ey  serv e  some m etaphysical im p e ra tiv e .

Who a re  th e se  Jacob ins?  For Burke, they  a re  th o se  who

, . . re so lv ed  to  d e s tro y  th e  whole frame and f a b r ic  o f th e  o ld  
s o c ie t ie s  o f th e  w orld, and to  re g e n e ra te  them a f t e r  t h e i r  fa sh io n  
. . .  As th e  grand p re ju d ic e , and th a t  which ho lds a l l  th e  o th e r  
p re ju d ic e s  to g e th e r , th e  f i r s t ,  l a s t ,  and middle o b je c t o f t h e i r
h o s t i l i t y  i s  r e l ig io n .

^^Aoueal from th e  New to  th e  Old Whigs (1791)i Works IV ;l6 7 .

^^Johnson rem arks, and Burke would concur, " th a t  o id e r  cannot 
be had b u t by su b o rd in a tio n ." James B osw ell, The L ife  o f Samuel Johnson , 
p . 382.

^' Â l e t t e r  to  W illiam  Smith on th e  S ub jec t o f C a th o lic  Emanci­
p a tio n  (1795). Works VI : 36?. F ran c is  Canavan w rite s  th a t  "dm dng th e  
French R evo lu tion , anyone who c r i t i c i z e d  th e  e x is t in g  o rd e r in  th e  name
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The Jac o b in s  e r r  bo th  in  term s of t h e i r  th e o r ie s  o f e& uality  and of

l i b e r t y .  In  t h e i r  championing o f th e  n a tu ra l  r ig h t s  o f men, th ey  p o s i t

what f o r  Burke i s  th a t  infamous s t a t e  o f n a tu re  where a l l  men eq u a lly

p o ssess  l i b e r t y .  They assume, fo r th w ith , i t  i s  th e  n a tu re  and mandate

o f government to  l iq u id a te  a l l  in e q u a l i t i e s  in  o rder to  un leash  t h i s

p rim al s t a t e  o f e q u a li ty  amid a  p u ta t iv e  s t a t e  o f n a tu ra l  l i b e r t y .

Whoever th e  Jaco b in s  were and w hatever t h e i r  philosophy could be, th e re

were b a s ic  ten d en c ie s  to  t h e i r  thought t h a t  became conceived in  th e

extrem e in  B u rk e 's  mind. A s p i r i t  o f r a d ic a l  e g a li ta r ia n is m  was one o f

th e se  te n d e n c ie s . T his d e s ire  to  reduce a l l  le v e ls  o f s o c ie ty  to  a

b a s ic  e q u a li ty , t h i s  compulsory e q u a liz a t io n  tendency of th e  Jac o b in s ,

could only have sq u a lid  r e s u l t s .  Burke n o te s  th a t  from th e  movement

tow ard e g a li ta r ia n is m

a  p e r fe c t  e q u a li ty  w i l l ,  indeed , be p roduced ,—th a t  i s  to  say 
eq u a l want, equal w retchedness, equal beggary , and, on th e  p a r t  
o f  th e  p a r t i t i o n e r s ,  a  w oeful, h e lp le s s ,  and d e sp e ra te  d isa p p o in t­
ment. Such i s  th e  even t o f a l l  compulsory e q u a liz a t io n s . They 
p u l l  down what i s  above ; th ey  never r a i s e  what i s  below; and they  
d ep ress  h igh  and low to g e th e r  beneath  th e  le v e l  o f what was o r ig i ­
n a l ly  th e  low est.

Soren K ierkegaard lik ew ise  ex p resses  a f e a r  o f t h i s  le v e l l in g

of th e  r ig h t s  o f man' was a  Jaco b in  to  B urke." This im prec ise  use o f 
a  term  to  lump to g e th e r  a l l  o f o n e 's  opponents in  such a  complex even t 
as  th e  French R evo lu tion  may appear to  be in to le r a b le  to  some. Canavan 
argues th a t  t h i s  should  be no "cause f o r  s u rp r is e .  Burke was no t a  
s c h o la r , b u t a  p ra c t is in g  sta tesm an , and n e i th e r  by p ro fe ss io n  nor by 
temperament was he in c l in e d  to  make d i s t in c t io n s  among id e a s  a l l  o f 
which he regarded  as  dangerous to  s o c ie ty  anyhow." Canavan, The P o l i t i ­
c a l  Reason o f Edmund Burke, p . 106. I  b e lie v e  t h i s  ex p lan a tio n  i s  q u ite  
lam e. C arried  to  i t s  extrem es i t  should  suggest th a t  no t even a monar­
c h i s t  keen to  th e  excesses of th e  regim e and anxious to  see a l t e r a t io n s  
to  secu re  th e  substance o f monarchy could vo ice  h is  d is s e n t  l e s t  he 
f a l l  under th e  vague ru b r ic  o f "Jacob in ism ."

^^Thoughts and D e ta ils  on S c a rc ity  (1795)» Works V :142-4].
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p ro cess  in  term s o f what i t  would do to  th e  in d iv id u a l . O bviously ,

Burke a ls o  fe a re d  th a t  th e  very  fo rc e  th a t  was to  f r e e  th e  in d iv id u a l 

from  s o c ia l  s e r v i tu d e , namely th e  s p i r i t  o f e q u a l i ty , would he th a t  

v ery  fo rc e  th a t  reduces th e  in d iv id u a l  to  an in d is t in g u is h a b le  number 

among th e  teem ing masses o f th e  s t a t e . But K ierkegaard  and Burke 

d i f f e r e d  i n  an o th er re s p e c t concern ing  th e  le v e l l in g  p ro c e ss . K ierke­

gaard  w r ite s  i n  The P re se n t Age,

No s o c ie ty  o r a s s o c ia t io n  can a r r e s t  th a t  a b s t r a c t  power, th e  
p ro cess  o f le v e lin g ]  sim ply because an a s s o c ia t io n  i s  i t s e l f  i n  th e  
s e rv ic e  o f th e  le v e l in g  p ro c e ss . . . . The a b s t r a c t  le v e l in g  
p ro cess  . . .  i s  bound to  c o n tin u e , l i k e  a  tra d e  wind, and consume 
e v e ry th in g . 69

Burke does n o t b e lie v e  th a t  a l l  a s s o c ia t io n  r e s u l t s  in  th e  annulment of 

th e  in d iv id u a l ,  K ie rk e g aa rd 's  p r iz e d  e x i s t e n t i a l  c a teg o ry . To a s s o c ia te  

i n  s o c ie ty  i s  b a s ic  to  human n a tu re .  What i s  n o t b a s ic  to  human n a tu re  

f o r  e i th e r  Burke o r K ierkegaard  i s  to  lump mankind to g e th e r  w ithou t 

d i s t in c t io n  a s  to  p o s i t io n  o r s t a t io n  in  l i f e .

The sp e c u la tiv e  th in k e r  who f a i l s  to  see a n a tu r a l  in e q u a l i ty

and d iv e r s i ty  between men i s  one b lin d e d  by m isconceived s o c ia l  th e o r ie s .

In  th e  R e f le c tio n s  Burke opines th a t ;

th e  a n c ie n t l e g i s l a t o r  would have been ashamed th a t  th e  coarse  
husbandman should  w ell know how to  a s s o r t  and to  use  h i s  sheep, 
h o rse s , and oxen, and should  have enough of common sense n o t to  - 
a b s t r a c t  and eq u a lize  them a l l  in to  anim als w ithou t p ro v id in g  f o r  
each k in d  an a p p ro p ria te  food, c a re , and employment, w h ils t  he 
th e  econom ist, d isp o se r  and shepherd  o f h is  own k in d re d , sublim ­
in g  h im se lf  in to  an a iry  m etaphysic ian , was re so lv ed  to  know noth­
in g  o f h i s  f lo c k s  b u t a s  men in  g e n e r a l . 70

69Soren K ierkegaard , The P re s e n t Age in  A K ierkegaard  A nthology, 
ed . R obert B r e ta l l  (New York; The Modem L ib ra ry , 1 9 ^ )  1 P- 262.

^^Reflections (l7 9 0 ), Works I I I ; ^77.
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To t r e a t  a l l  men a l ik e  as  i f  th e re  a re  no d if fe re n c e s  between them, i s

an e r r o r .  C onsider th e  a re a  o f employment. Burke ho lds th a t  w hile

a l l  ho n est occupations a re  w orthw hile and d ese rv in g  of th e  s t a t e ' s

r e s p e c t ,  n o t a l l  a re  h o n o rab le . For to  claim  a  p o s i t io n  as  honorab le ,
71he rem arks, i s  to  "im ply some d i s t in c t io n  in  i t s  fa v o r ."  But some

occupations a re  s e r v i le  in  n a tu re . To co n sid e r men employed in  th e se

occupations o f equal ran k  w ith  t r u ly  honorable occupations i s  to  be
72" a t  war w ith  n a tu re ,"  re n d e rin g  in  f a c t  a  f a l s e  e q u a l i ty .

The s p i r i t  o f e q u a li ty , o f co u rse , se rv es  as a convenient 

id e o lo g ic a l  weapon a g a in s t th e  monarchy and n o b i l i ty  because, i f  men 

were indeed  eq u a l, then  th e  s o c ia l  d if f e r e n c e s  between them demands a 

j u s t i f i c a t i o n  n a tu re  does no t p ro v id e . There a re  d if fe re n c e s  between 

men which a re  a  r e s u l t  o f p re v a il in g  s o c ia l  c o n d itio n s . But th e se  d i f f e r ­

ences a re  n o t u n n a tu ra l; i t  i s  no t u n n a tu ra l f o r  th e re  to  be g ra d a tio n s  

w ith in  s o c ie ty . "Some d ecen t, re g u la te d  pre-em inence, some p re fe ren ce

(n o t ex c lu s iv e  a p p ro p ria tio n ) g iven to  b i r t h  i s , "  Burke w r ite s ,  " n e i th e r
73u n n a tu ra l, nor u n ju s t ,  nor i m p o l i t i c . " ^  I t  may be q u ite  fo r tu i to u s  

f o r  some men to  re c e iv e  noble p a ren tage  w hile o th e rs  do n o t . The r e f in e ­

ment th a t  comes w ith  such a  noble b i r t h — o r a t  l e a s t  Burke hoped such 

re fin em en t would fo llow —a t t e s t s  to  th e  welding o f m an's two n a tu re s  

to g e th e r  making f o r  a  r e a l  d if f e r e n c e . W ithout t h i s  in e q u a l i ty  s o c ie ty  

cannot e x i s t  and m an's s o c ia l  n a tu re  and h is  very  e x is ten c e  goes w anting .

T ^ Ib id ., p . 296. 

T̂ Ibid.
" ^ ^ b id ., p . 299.
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The q u estio n  i s  w hether o r n o t th e  le v e ls  o f so c ie ty , th e  v a r ie ty  of 

s o c ia l  c la s s e s ,  harmonize to g e th e r  to  make f o r  a  h ea lth y  s o c ia l  e n t i ty ,  

in  p u rs u it  o f th e  common good, allow ing  each man an a ren a  w ith in  which 

he can p e r f e c t  h im se lf .

The m etaphysicians who in c u r  B u rk e 's  wrath a re  th o se  who in

th e i r  e f f o r t s  to  eq u a liz e  in s te a d  p u l l  down th e  sc a ffo ld in g  o f so c ie ty

and mankind w ith  i t .  Burke condemns th e se  l e v e l le r s  th u s , and w ith

them s in g le s  ou t a  f a l s e  m etaphysics o f  e q u a l i ty :

They have a ttem pted  to  confound a l l  s o r ts  o f c i t i z e n s ,  as  w e ll as 
they  cou ld , in to  one homogeneous mass . . . They reduce men to  
loose  c o u n te rs , merely f o r  th e  sake o f sim ple t e l l i n g ,  and no t 
to  f ig u r e s  whose power i s  to  a r i s e  from t h e i r  p lace  in  th e  ta b le  
. . . The t r o l l  o f t h e i r  c a te g o r ic a l  ta b le  might have inform ed 
them th a t  th e re  was something e ls e  in  th e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  world 
b esid es  substance  and q u a n t i ty . They might le a rn  from th e  c a te ­
chism o f m etaphysics th a t  th e re  were e ig h t heads more in  every 
complex d e l ib e ra t io n  which they  have never thought o f . . .7^

F a lse  th e o r ie s  o f e q u a li ty  a ttem pt to  do th e  im p o ssib le , 

imposing an e q u a li ty  on men, removing a l l  d if fe re n c e s  between them, op t­

in g  f o r  masses over c la s s e s .  A ll o f t h i s  con tinues to  u n d e r lie  th e  

fundam ental d i s t in c t io n  between Burke and th e  Jaco b in s  on th e  n a tu re  

o f s o c ie ty . F or th e  l a t t e r ,  as  Burke viewed them, s o c ie ty  i s  a  conven­

t io n ,  an a r t i f i c e  which c o n s t r ic t s  th e  n a tu ra l  freedom of man. Being 

a r t i f i c i a l ,  hence u n n a tu ra l , th e  s o c ia l  d if fe re n c e s  th a t  e x is t  w ith in  

so c ie ty  do v io len ce  to  m an's n a tu re . The ru le  o f one c la s s  over ano ther 

imposes a  hegemony by convention th a t  does no t o b ta in  in  a  s t a t e  of 

na tu re  where man i s  n a tu ra l ly  f r e e .  T his c o n s t i tu te s  a  re s ta te m e n t of 

th e  dilemma which rem ains a t  th e  very c e n te r  o f B u rk e 's  con troversy  w ith

"^^Ibid., p . 478.
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th e  Ja c o b in s , a  con troversy  which B u rk e 's  m etaphysics seeks to  over­

come.

Burke ho lds th a t  th e  le g it im a te  and n a tu ra l  s o c ia l  in e q u a li­

t i e s ,  such as th o se  found in  c la s s  d i s t in c t io n s  w ith in  s o c ie ty , a re  con­

ducive to  th e  common good. He w rite s  " th a t  every such c la s s i f i c a t io n ,  

i f  p ro p e rly  o rdered , i s  good in  a l l  forms of government, and composes 

a s tro n g  h a r r i e r  a g a in s t th e  ex cesses o f despotism , as  w ell as i t  i s  th e  

necessa ry  means of g iv in g  e f f e c t  and permanence to  a  re p u b l ic ."  As 

a  b u f fe r  a g a in s t despotism  and a b u t t r e s s  to  a  sound re p u b lic ,  s o c ia l  

c la s s e s  and th e  d is t in c t io n s  th ey  e n t a i l  a re  n ecessary  to  a  n a tio n . 

Furtherm ore, a  h ie ra rc h y  of s o c ia l  c la s s e s  does no t suppress those  who 

should le a d , nor e le v a te  those  who should  fo llo w . In s te a d , such suppres­

s io n  r e s u l t s  from th e  l e v e l l e r s  o f s o c ie ty , th e  e n fo rc e rs  o f e q u a l i ty , 

such as th e  re v o lu tio n a r ie s  in  F ran ce . They would, Burke s t a t e s ,  " lay  

low ev ery th in g  which had l i f t e d  i t s  head above th e  l e v e l ,"  and w hile 

a ttem p tin g  to  le v e l ,  f a i l  to  e q u a l i z e . B u r k e  m ain ta in s th a t

In  a l l  s o c ie t i e s ,  c o n s is tin g  o f v a rio u s  d e s c r ip tio n s  o f c i t i z e n s ,  
some d e s c r ip tio n  must be upperm ost. The le v e le r s ,  th e re fo re , only 
change and p e rv e r t th e  n a tu ra l  o rd er o f th in g s ; th ey  lo ad  th e  e d i­
f i c e  o f so c ie ty  by s e t t in g  up in  th e  a i r  what th e  s o l id i ty  o f th e  
s t r u c tu r e  re q u ire s  to  be on th e  ground.

I  b e lie v e  th a t  Burke r ig h t f u l ly  reco g n izes  th a t  s o c ia l  o rd er demands

some manner o f s o c ia l  in e q u a l i ty  through c la s s  d i s t in c t io n s .  Yet in  h is

e f f o r t s  to  stem th e  re v o lu tio n a ry  fe rv o r  which he id e n t i f i e d  w ith th e

"^ ^ b id ., pp. 478- 7 9 . 

"^^Ibid., p . 4 7 5 . 

"^"^Ibid., p . 2 9 5 .
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Jaco b in s  he s k i r t s  to o  e a s i ly  th e  poverty  and u n n a tu ra l in e q u a l i ty  th a t  

p re v a ile d  in  e ig h te e n th  cen tu ry  F rance . While one can argue th a t  th e  

urgency o f th e  re v o lu tio n a ry  th r e a t  and what i t  portended f o r  England 

fo rced  him to  ig n o re  a  balanced  and d isp a ss io n a te  assessm en t, t h i s  i s  

n o t s u f f i c i e n t  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  th e  s tu d en t o f h is  though t to  d ism iss  

an im balance in  h is  c r i t iq u e  o f  th e  French R evo lu tion .

F o r Burke, th e re  i s  a  c la s s  o f peop le, th e  a r is to c r a c y , who 

p rov ide  n a tu ra l  le a d e rsh ip  f o r  a  n a tio n . P r im a rily , one i s  a  member o f 

h is  c la s s  by b i r t h .  The a r is to c ra c y  and i t s  p o s i t io n  i s  ensured through 

h e re d ita ry  w ealth  and th e  d isp ro p o rtio n a te  sh are  o f  th e  n a t io n 's  p ro ­

p e r ty  th a t  belongs to  them. Burke w rite s  th a t  " th e  power o f p e rp e tu a­

t in g  our p ro p e rty  in  our f a m ilie s  i s  one of th e  most v a lu ab le  and i n t e r ­

e s t in g  circum stances belonging  to  i t ,  and th a t  whiich ten d s  th e  most to
78th e  p e rp e tu a tio n  o f so c ie ty  i t s e l f . "  Among th e  d u t ie s  o f le a d e rsh ip  

belonging  to  a r is to c ra c y  i s  " to  be employed as an a d m in is tra to r  o f law

79and ju s t i c e ,  and to  be thereby  amongst th e  f i r s t  b e n e fa c to rs  to  mankind." 

S o c ie ty  should  p ro te c t  and p reserv e  the  a r is to c ra c y  in  t h i s  r o le  w hile 

a r is to c ra c y  should  o f f e r  p r in c ip le d  d ir e c t io n  f o r  th e  n a tio n , tap p in g  

th e  v a s t  r e s e rv o i r s  o f wisdom th a t  t r a d i t io n  has d e liv e re d  in t a c t  to  

s o c ie ty . And i t  i s  t h i s  n a tu ra l  le a d e rsh ip  which r e f l e c t s  th e  d ic ta te s  

o f  reaso n  over p a ss io n , o f m an's h ig h er n a tu re  over h is  low er n a tu re . I t  

i s  an in e q u a l i ty  t h a t  i s  e q u ita b le  f o r  i t  r e f l e c t s  th e  n a tu re , no t only 

o f man, b u t o f an ordered  u n iv e rse  whose o rder i s  th e  d esig n  of th e

f ^ l b id . ,  p . 298.

^^Appeal from the New to the Old Whigs (1791), Works IV: 162-77•
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C re a to r  h im se lf .

The m etaphysica l e lem ents o f B u rk e 's  philosophy  d iscu ssed  in  

C hapter Three a re  r e f le c te d  in  h i s  philosophy o f God and human n a tu re , 

l i b e r t y  and e q u a l i ty .  B u rk e 's  though t on God and man s u s ta in s  th e  th e s i s  

o f  a  developm ental concep tion  o f r e a l i t y ,  one th a t  i s  n o t e s s e n c e -f re e .

The m etaphysica l p r in c ip le s  developed in  C hapter Three f in d  a  ready  

a p p lic a t io n  to  th e  p o l i t i c a l  concep ts o f l i b e r t y  and e q u a l i ty .  L ib e rty  

a s s i s t s  man in  r e a l iz in g  h i s  e s s e n t i a l  n a tu re  in  becoming what he poten­

t i a l l y  i s .  H is ch o ice s , to  be t r u l y  f r e e ,  a re  made acco rd ing  to  what i s  

consonant w ith  h i s  n a tu re . Concerning e q u a l i ty ,  we see  B u rk e 's  d isavow al 

o f  any movement tow ard e g a l i ta r ia n is m  th a t  would v io la te  th e  h ie r a r c h ic a l ly  

s t ru c tu re d  n a tu re  o f r e a l i t y .  Each th in g  has i t s  p la ce  and i t s  purpose, 

in c lu d in g  man. B u rk e 's  view of r e a l i t ÿ  d is c lo s e s  a  law fu l and purposive 

d e s ig n , form ing an im portan t elem ent in  th e  f a b r ic  o f  h i s  m etaphysics.

The elem ents o f te le o lo g y  and n a tu ra l  law a s  they  p e r ta in  to  B u rk e 's  

m etaphysics a re  our nex t concern .



CHAPTER FIVE

THE METAPHYSICAL ELEMENTS OF TELEOLOGY AND NATURAL LAW

I t  i s  necessary  in  t h i s  f i n a l  ch ap te r to  accom plish s e v e ra l  

o b je c t iv e s .  To beg in  w ith , a  b r i e f  review  o f th e  argument to  t h i s  p o in t 

f o r  a  Burkean m etaphysics i s  in  o rd e r. N ext, th e  elem ents o f te le o lo g y  

and n a tu ra l  law in  B u rk e 's  m etaphysics w i l l  be p re sen ted  in  such manner 

a s  to  dem onstrate th e  b a s ic  connection  w ith  th e  p rev ious e lem ents examined. 

F in a l ly ,  concluding rem arks i n  support of my th e s i s ,  in c lu d in g  some 

c r i t ic is m s  of Burke, w i l l  be o ffe re d .

R e c a p itu la tio n  of B u rk e 's  M etaphysics

B u rk e 's  m etaphysics i s  one o f o rd e r. The two main f e a tu re s  

o f t h i s  o rd e r a re  change and s t a b i l i t y .  O rder i s  r e a l iz e d  in  th e  physi­

c a l  and moral n a tu re s  o f th in g s  as  they  a re  bound in  an o rd e rly  h ie ra rc h y  

l in k in g  bo th  th e  v i s ib le  and in v is ib le  w orld. Such an o rd er i s  achieved 

by b rin g in g  in to  harmony change and s t a b i l i t y ,  which o f them selves a re  

in  o p p o s itio n . To b rin g  change and s t a b i l i t y  in to  a  u n ity  re q u ire s  reaso n . 

D ivine providence p ro v ides t h i s  reaso n , b rin g in g  about th e  harmony of 

th in g s  in  such a  way as to  p re se rv e  th e  freedom and d ig n ity  o f man. 

C onsequently , th e  tendency o f th in g s  to  remain what they  a re , y e t  to  

change and improve, dem onstrates th e  dynamic, developm ental c h a ra c te r

104
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of r e a l i t y .^  Reviewing, o rder i s  d e s ire d  and ordained  by God, rev ea led  

in  p h y s ic a l n a tu re , human n a tu re , and s o c ie ty  a l ik e .  Order i s  grounded 

in  Sind su s ta in e d  by th e  e s s e n t ia l  n a tu re  o f th e  v a rio u s  e x is te n ts  through­

out r e a l i t y ,  b o th  in  i s o la t io n ,  in te r r e la t io n s h ip ,  and in  r e a l i t y  as a  

whole. Y et t h i s  o rd er i s  no t s t a t i c ,  b u t develop ing , ten d in g  toward th e  

p e r fe c t io n  o f each th in g .

The e x is ten c e  of o rd er does no t impede development or improve­

ment. Both man and s o c ie ty  a re  p e r fe c t in g , no t p e r fe c te d . The p r in c ip le  

o f improvement re c e iv e d  a t te n t io n  e a r l i e r ,  as  d id  th a t  o f analogy. Man, 

s o c ie ty  and p h y s ica l n a tu re  can a l l  be improved. That p o s s ib i l i ty  e x i s t s ,  

and i s  to  be sought, a lthough  complete r e a l iz a t io n  o f th e  n a tu re  o f 

th in g s  o r be ings i s  n o t to  be expected . Such i s  th e  n a tu re  o f r e a l i t y

th a t  i t s  e s s e n t ia l  s t ru c tu re s  s u s ta in  a  dynamic, n o t s t a t i c ,  o rd e r.

John Wild makes th e  fo llow ing  comments, in c lu d in g  a  quote from K ierke­

gaard , which a re  p e r t in e n t  to  t h i s  d iscu ss io n ;

A ction  and e x is ten c e  a re  never found w ithou t s t ru c tu re  and essence .
. . . Man p o ssesses  no u n lim ited  freedom, and d e term in a te  law i s  
no t opposed to  th e  lim ite d  freedom he p o sse sse s . As K ierkegaard 
h im se lf p o in ted  ou t: . . . w ithou t law freedom simply does no t
e x i s t .  . . .  I t  i s  th e  law which g iv e s  freedom .' ”2

C opleston in  s im ila r  fa sh io n  c h a ra c te r iz e s  A quinas' under­
stan d in g  o f th e  world as  fe a tu re d  by "permanence and change." He w rite s  
th a t  Aquinas

p re s e n ts  u s w ith  a  changing and a  developing w orld. . . . This 
a sp e c t o f A quinas' m etaphysics, namely th e  p re s e n ta tio n  o f a 
w orld combining permanence and change . . . p re se n ts  an a b s tr a c t  
th e o r e t ic a l  p ic tu re  o f a  developing u n iv e rse  which has a t  th e  same 
tim e s u f f ic ie n t  permanence and i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y  to  make knowledge 
p o s s ib le .

Here development and change a re  combined w ithou t lo s s  to  permanence and, 
in  A quinas' m etaphysics, to  e s s e n t ia l  s t r u c tu r e s .  C opleston , Aquinas, 
p . 1 0 5 .

^ i l d .  The C hallenge of E x is te n t ia l is m , p . 197, and Soren
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B urke 's  ph ilosophy , w ith  i t s  acknowledgment o f change a s  th e  

f i r s t  law o f n a tu re , a t t e s t s  to  th e  accommodation in  h is  thought o f "both 

essence and e x is te n c e , s t ru c tu re  and a c t io n . The same p ro p o rtio n  of 

essence and e x is ten c e  i s  m ain tained  hy th e  f e a tu re s  o f s t a b i l i t y  and 

change. Yet sp e c u la tiv e  reaso n , through a b s tr a c t io n ,  f a s te n s  i n i t i a l l y
I

upon e ssen ces . I t  i s  th e  tendency o f th e  i n t e l l e c t ,  as  Wild n o te s , to  

a b s t r a c t  essences w ith  com parative e a se . "When sep a ra ted  from e x is ten c e  

in  t h i s  way, they  a re  viewed as a  system  o f u n iv e rs a l ,  t im e le s s , in a c t iv e  

o b je c ts  bound to g e th e r  by n ecessary  lo g ic a l  r e la t io n s h ip s ." ^  B u rk e 's  

though t r e f l e c t s  an e x i s t e n t i a l i s t  t h r u s t  th rough  i t s  re c o g n itio n  o f th e  

s ig n if ic a n c e  o f change f o r  man, through i t s  a p p re c ia tio n  o f man's a c tu a l  

c ircu m stan ces , and through th e  im portance o f h is to ry  f o r  th e  understand ­

in g  o f man. Thus, w hile no t h im se lf an e x i s t e n t i a l i s t  as  th e  term  i s  

te c h n ic a l ly  a p p lie d  today, Burke does p lace  im portance on th e  f a c t  of 

e x is te n c e , and on i t s  l iv in g ,  dynamic q u a l i t i e s . To e x is t  f u l l y  in  th e  

s o c ia l  realm  i s  to  be what one i s  by n a tu re  and to  f u l f i l l  o n e 's  s ta t io n  

in  l i f e ,  to  accom plish o n e 's  duty  and to  have an o p p o rtu n ity  f o r  happ i­

n ess .

A lso, G od's c r e a t iv e ,  desig n in g  r o le ,  g iv in g  man a  n a tu re  

which i s  r a t io n a l ,  em otional, and s o c ia l ,  has been p resen ted  in  C hapter 

Four. God im parts  h is  image to  man and c re a tio n  r e f l e c t s  G od's w i l l  to  

o rd e r . Harmony, m oderation, tem perance, th e  r e s t r a in e d  a p p e ti te s  and th e

K ierkegaard , Works o f Love, t r .  David Swenson (P rin ce to n : P rin ce to n
U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , 1946), pp. 32-33-

^Wild, p . 3-
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w il l  o f man sind th e  a c tio n s  o f th e  s t a t e  a re  to  he submitted, to  rea so n . 

Yet t h i s  reaso n  i s  expressed  n o t sim ply through  th e  reaso n in g s  o f in d i ­

v id u a l men, h u t through th e  a n c ie n t l iv in g  wisdom co n ta in ed  w ith in  th e  

custom s, t r a d i t i o n s ,  manners, and laws o f a  n a tio n . The w orld as  ordered  

and seek ing  o rd e r i s  an i n t e l l i g i b l e  ex p re ss io n  of i t s  d iv in e  c r e a to r .

The e x is te n c e  o f an o rd e rly  u n iv e rse  as  harm oniously expressed  

through  th e  in te rp la y  o f change and s t a b i l i t y  g iv es  s tm actu re  to  a  

dynamic, developm ental, s o c ia l  r e a l i t y . O rder i s  achieved  in  th e  s o c ia l  

realm  through an e x is t in g , changing s o c ie ty , th e  e s s e n t ia l  s t ru c tu re s  

o f which s te e r  s o c ie ty  from chaos and r u in .  The s t r u c tu r e s  o f s o c ie ty  

a re  i n  p a r t  secured  through th e  purposes f o r  which s o c ie ty  e x i s t s .  Both 

human n a tu re  and so c ie ty  p o ssess  a  t e l i c  q u a l i ty ,  each having a  p roper 

end acco rd ing  to  th e  essence of each . Yet t h e i r  e s s e n t ia l  s t ru c tu re  

p o ssesses  a  t e l i c  n a tu re . O rder does no t e x i s t  f o r  th e  sh ee r sake o f 

o rd e r, n e i th e r  does so c ie ty  e x i s t  f o r  i t s  own sake a s  i f  devoid  of 

pu rpose . Both th e  o rd er o f th e  u n iv e rse  and of s o c ie ty  p o ssess  a  te le o ­

lo g ie s !  elem ent. I t  i s  t h i s  t e l i c  dim ension o f B u rk e 's  m etaphysics th a t  

c o n s t i tu te s  our nex t concern .

From a c o n s id e ra tio n  o f th e  te le o lo g ic a l  a sp e c ts  o f h is  p h ilo -

h,
The image of Burke t h a t  predom inates i s  g e n e ra lly  th a t  o f th e  

u n flin c h in g  defender o f monarchy and t r a d i t i o n a l  s o c ie ty  a s  in  th e  case 
o f th e  French R ev o lu tion . What i s  overlooked i s  B u rk e 's  a t ta c k s  on th e  
s ta tu s  quo, n o t in  i t s  e ssen ce , h u t in  i t s  e x ce sse s . T his was so in  h is  
c r i t iq u e  o f th e  E a s t In d ia  Company under Warren H astin g s , and th e  v io len ce  
and a r b i t r a r y  a u th o r ity  e x e rc ise d  and t a c i t l y  condoned by th e  government 
a g a in s t  th e  n a tiv e  people o f In d ia .  Burke was a  staunch  defender of 
American r ig h t s  and th e  r ig h t s  o f I r i s h  C a th o lic s  a s  w e ll, p o s it io n s  
no t taken  to  cu rry  fav o r from th e  s ta tu s  quo. N ev e rth e le ss , th e se  were 
position - consonant w ith B u rk e 's  p r in c ip le d  p o l i t i c s .
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sophy th e re  i s  a  coheren t movement to  th e  n a tu ra l  law elem ents o f B u rk e 's  

th o u g h t. F or i t  i s  th e  n a tu ra l  law t h a t ,  in  a  p r in c ip le d  and g e n e ra l 

way, h e lp s  re v e a l  to  m an's re a so n  th e  g o a ls  and p a t te rn s  to  be sought 

in  h i s  s o c ia l  a c t i v i t y ,  a c tin g  a s  a  f i n a l  co u rt f o r  th e  a c t i v i t y  o f  men 

and n a tio n s  a l ik e .  And to g e th e r ,  b o th  th e  te le o lo g ic a l  and n a tu ra l  law 

e lem ents o f B u rk e 's  though t w i l l  serve  to  f u r th e r  il lu m in a te  th e  meta­

p h y s ic a l b a s is  o f B u rk e 's  p o l i t i c a l  ph ilo sophy .

T eleology

There i s  an end o r g o a l f o r  which th in g s  e x i s t .  I n  r e a l i s t  

m etaphysics t h i s  has been spoken o f a s  f i n a l  c a u sa tio n . God c re a te s  fo r  

a  purpose, no t c a p r ic io u s ly . C onsequently , th e  u n iv e rse  as  G od's c re a tio n  

i s  p u rp o siv e . M ention has a lre a d y  been made o f th e  r o le  o f  d iv in e  pur­

pose in  h is to r y .  The d iv in e  purpose i s  m an ifested  in  th e  t e l i c  n a tu re  o f 

man and s o c ie ty . Thus, i t  i s  necessa ry  to  co n sid e r th e  te le o lo g ic a l  

dim ensions o f B u rk e 's  th o u g h t, e s p e c ia l ly  as they  p e r ta in  to  h is  p o l i t i ­

c a l  ph ilosophy .

F or Burke th e  aim o r t e l i c  q u a l i ty  th in g s  p o ssess  r e f l e c t s

th e  o b je c tiv e  o rder o f r e a l i t y .  The purpose o f o n e 's  l i f e  o r  o f a

c iv i l i z a t i o n  i s  no t sim ply what any person  o r c o l l e c t iv i ty  determ ines i t  

to  b e .

F or Burke th e  aim o r t e l i c  q u a l i ty  th in g s  p o ssess  r e f l e c t s

th e  o b je c tiv e  o rd er o f r e a l i t y .  The purpose of o n e 's  l i f e  o r o f a

c iv i l i z a t i o n  i s  no t sim ply what any person  o r c o l l e c t iv i ty  determ ines 

i t  to  b e . I t  i s  i n  th e  o rd e r o f th in g s  th a t  a l l  c re a tio n  should by i t s  

very  n a tu re  be c re a te d  w ith  a  purpose . This purpose i s  n o t sim ply th e
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e x p re ss io n  o f an epoch o r moment in  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  u n fo ld in g  of r e a l i t y .  

T e leo logy , th e re fo re ,  i s  an elem ent o f B u rk e 's  m etaphysics because i t  

concerns th e  purposive n a tu re  o f  c re a tio n  as  o rdained  by God.

R e a li ty  i s  n o t sim ply a  random o r even law fu l m echan istic  

in te rp la y  o f p a r t s .  Embedded in  th e  e s s e n t i a l  s t ru c tu re  o f  th in g s  i s  

th e  purpose f o r  which th in g s  e x i s t .  T h is purpose i s  no t experienced  in  

i s o la t io n ,  where each being  somehow f u l f i l l s  i t s  d esig n  in  o n t ic ,  mona­

d ic  autonomy from a l l  th e  r e s t .  Things e x i s t  in  in te r a c t io n  and i n t e r ­

p la y . S o c ie ty , f o r  exam ple,. i s  n o t sim ply what we ex p erience  today .

I t  i s  a  l iv in g  s o c ia l  body. Burke w r ite s ,

S o c ie ty  i s  indeed a  c o n tra c t .  . . .  I t  i s  to  be looked on w ith  
o th e r  rev e ren c e . . . .  I t  i s  . . .  a  p a r tn e rs h ip  in  every v i r tu e  
and in  a l l  p e r fe c t io n . As th e  ends o f such a  p a r tn e rs h ip  cannot 
be o b ta ined  in  many g e n e ra tio n s , i t  becomes a  p a r tn e rs h ip  no t only 
between th o se  who a re  l iv in g ,  b u t between th o se  who a re  l iv in g ,  
th o se  who a re  dead, sind th o se  who a re  to  be b o m .-5

What h as  been i s  p a r t  o f what i s  to d ay . I t  i s  c o n s t i tu te d  by an i n t r i ­

c a te  and v a s t network o f r e la t io n s h ip s  connecting  th e  customs and manner­

ism s from th e  p a s t ,  w ith  th e  in te rch an g e  o f  peop les p a s t  and p re se n t in  

a  bonded u n i ty .  T his u n ity  does n o t sim ply e x i s t ;  r a th e r ,  i t  e x is t s  fo r  

a  p u rp o se . The purposive q u a l i ty  o f i t s  b e ing  may o r may n o t be r e a l iz e d .  

A n a tio n , com prising an o rg an ic  u n ity  o f c o n s t i tu e n t  p a r t s ,  i s  inform ed 

and in fu se d  in  i t s  e s s e n t ia l  core w ith  a  re a so n  f o r  b e in g . T his reason  

e x is t s  w ith in  i t  and b e fo re  i t  u rg in g  i t  to  grow th, developm ent, and 

change. The id e a l  of i t s  growth, th e  f e l i c i t y  o f th e  p a r t s  and th e  whole, 

i s  achieved  in  d eg rees . Yet th e  n a tio n  has a  reaso n , and r e a l i t y  has an 

end.

R e f le c t io n s  ( 1790), Works I I I  : 359•
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There i s  a  tw o -fo ld  a sp ec t to  t h i s  t e l i c  q u a l i ty  o f r e a l i t y .

As an aim f o r  e x is te n c e  and a  g oa l to  ach ieve th e re  a re  both  tran scen d ­

e n t and immanent a sp e c ts  o f e x is te n c e . The te lo s  f o r  humaui n a tu re  and 

i t s  n a tu ra l  ex p re ss io n , s o c ie ty , tra n sce n d s  man in  a  du a l way. I t  does 

so in  t h a t  th e  purpose f o r  m an's e x is te n c e  i s  o rdained  by God. As th e  

cause o f m an's reaso n  f o r  b e ing , t h i s  te lo s  tran scen d s  man as  r e s id ­

in g  in  God. T his c o n s t i tu te s  i t s  id e a l  component. Mam, f a l l i b l e  by 

n a tu re , an adm ixture o f b o th  good and e v i l ,  w i l l  never in  t h i s  l i f e  

become f u l l y  what he was c re a te d  to  b e .^  There can be no u to p ian  

e x p e c ta tio n s  indu lged  by man w hile be ing  t r u e  to  h is  c o n d itio n . Man 

cannot become in  t h i s  l i f e  what God e te r n a l ly  conceived him to  b e . The 

second a sp ec t o f th e  tran scen d en t q u a l i ty  o f man's purpose re s id e s  in  th e  

id e a l  to  be aimed f o r .  The id e a l  o f human n a tu re , being  an id e a l  which 

tra n sce n d s  what reasonab ly  can be o b ta in ed , e n ta i l s  f o r  Burke th e  sub­

o rd in a tio n  o f th e  p a ss io n a te  s id e  o f m an's n a tu re  to  h is  reaso n . Burke 

c laim s th a t  " th e  p ass io n s  g ive  z e a l and vehemence. The understand ing  

bestow s desig n  and system . The whole man moves under th e  d is c ip l in e  o f
7

h is  o p in io n s ."

Burke n o te s  th e  ignorance and f a l l i b i l i t y  th a t  a tte n d s  human 
n a tu re  when he w rite s  th a t  th o se  fo r e fa th e r s  who helped , over th e  course 
o f tim e , g ive shape to  th e  B r i t i s h  c o n s t i tu t io n  "ac ted  under a s tro n g  
im pression  of th e  ignorance smd f a l l i b i l i t y  o f mankind. He th a t  had made 
them th u s  f a l l i b l e  rewarded them f o r  having in  t h e i r  conduct a tten d ed  
to  t h e i r  n a tu re ."  R e f le c tio n s  (1790), Works 111:562.

^Second L e tte r  on a  R egicide Peace (1796), Works V ;36 l.
As W ilk ins n o te s , f o r  Burke man's n a tu re  i s  h ie r a rc h ic a l ly  a rranged , 
w ith  th e  w i l l  and a p p e ti te s  su bo rd ina ted  to  h is  re a so n . W ilk ins, The 
Problem o f B u rk e 's  P o l i t i c a l  P h ilo sophy , p . 105.
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An immanent a sp e c t a lso  re v e a ls  i t s e l f .  Both man and s o c ie ty

a c tu a lly  possess th e  p o te n t ia l  to  improve and to  more n early  achieve

t h e i r  own e s s e n t ia l  purpose here  and now. I t  i s  reaso n ab le  to  seek th e

fu l f i l lm e n t  o f o n e 's  n a tu re , a  n a tu re  th a t  re v e a ls  th e  te lo s  o f o n e 's

b e in g . And th e  a b i l i t y  to  become what one p o te n t ia l ly  i s  c o n s t i tu te s

a  fundam ental a sp ec t of what th e  essence o f a  th in g  i s .

B u rk e 's  m etaphysics, th e re fo re , has a  te le o lo g ic a l  component.

The p e r t in e n t  a sp ec t o f t h i s  p o in t f o r  Burke l i e s  n o t in  th e  realm  o f

cosmology, b u t in  h is  understand ing  o f man and s o c ie ty . F i r s t ,  I  s h a l l

co n sid e r th e  t e l i c  q u a li ty  o f human n a tu re , and second, th a t  o f s o c ie ty .

T his should serve  as ano ther l in k  between B u rk e 's  m etaphysics and h is

p o l i t i c a l  th o u g h t.

In  examining human n a tu re  Burke concludes in  a very  e a r ly

w ritin g  th a t  "man i s  made f o r  sp ec u la tio n  and a c tio n ; and when he p u r-
0

sues h is  n a tu re  he succeeds b e s t  in  b o th ."  The end o f human n a tu re  i s  

tw ofold: th e  d iscovery  o f t r u t h  and a c t iv i ty  aimed toward th e  common good.

This tw ofold end o f human n a tu re  i s  b e s t  s ta te d  through c o n tra s tin g  th e  

end of the  sp ec u la tiv e  ph ilo so p h er and th a t  o f  th e  p h ilo sopher in  a c t .

In  th e  realm  o f sp e c u la tio n , only t r u th  w i l l  s u f f ic e .  As noted  e a r l i e r ,  

th e  sp ec u la tiv e  p h ilo so p h e r 's  purpose i s  to  mark th e  end o f government, 

whereas the  p h ilo sopher in  a c tio n  i s  concerned w ith  th e  p roper means to  

th o se  ends. For Burke, both  th e  sp ec u la tiv e  and p r a c t ic a l  s id e  of human 

n a tu re  serve a  purpose in  th e  r e a l iz a t io n  of th e  in d iv id u a l and s o c ie ty .

V. F . Som erset, ed . A Notebook of Edmund Burke (Cambridge; 
Cambridge U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , 1957)» p . Sé.



112

I t  i s  n o t any t r u t h  o r  any good th a t  p e r fe c ts  human n a tu re .

Man i s  ob liged  to  subm it to  th e  t r u th  and choose th e  good which i s  con­

sonant w ith  th e  n a tu ra l  o rd e r o f th in g s . T his o rd e r b inds th e  e n t i r e  

u n iv e rse  to g e th e r  in to  one in te g r a l ly  lin k e d  " e te rn a l  s o c ie ty ."  Burke 

speaks of

. . . th e  g re a t  p rim eval c o n tra c t o f e te r n a l  s o c ie ty , l in k in g  th e  
low er w ith  th e  h ig h e r n a tu re s , connecting  th e  v is ib le  and in v is ib le  
w orld, accord ing  to  a  f ix e d  compact san c tio n ed  by th e  in v io la b le  
oath  which h o lds a l l  p h y s ic a l and a l l  moral n a tu re s  each in  t h e i r  
appoin ted  p la c e . T h is law i s  n o t su b je c t to  th e  w i l l  o f th o se  who, 
by an o b lig a tio n  above them, and i n f i n i t e l y  s u p e r io r , a re  bound to  
subm it t h e i r  w i l l  to  th a t  la w .9

T his u n ity  i s  found in  no th in g  le s s  th an  th e  n a tu ra l  law .^^ Man p e r fe c ts

h is  n a tu re  only when he a c ts  in  accordance w ith  th e  law o f n a tu re . To

e le v a te  o n e 's  w i l l  over n a tu r e 's  law as  o rdained  by God, Burke co n sid ers

f o l l y .  Burke w r ite s ,  "We may b i t e  our c h a in s , i f  we w i l l ,  b u t we s h a l l

be made to  know o u rse lv e s , and be ta u g h t th a t  man i s  born to  be governed

by law; and he t h a t  w i l l  s u b s t i tu te  w i l l  in  th e  p lace  of i t  i s  an enemy

to  G o d . " G o d  has p laced  a l l  n a tu re s , Burke rem inds u s , in  t h e i r

appoin ted  p la c e s , i n  p roper r e la t io n s h ip  to  one a n o th e r.

For Burke, i f  i t  concerns man o r h is  a f f a i r s ,  th e  q u estio n  i s

"Does i t  s u i t  h is  n a tu re  in  g en e ra l?—o r does i t  s u i t  h is  n a tu re  as
IPm odified by h is  h a b its ? "  T h is in d ic a te s  th a t  th e  s tan d ard  o f human

^R eflec tio n s  (1790)» Works I I I j 359»

c h ap te r .
^^I s h a l l  co n sid e r t h i s  f u r th e r  in  th e  second p o rtio n  o f t h i s

11Speech on Impeachment o f Warren H astings (February l 6 , 1788), 
Works IX :433"

12Speech on Reform o f R ep resen ta tio n  o f th e  Commons in  P a r l i a ­
ment (1782). Works V I I ;97.
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endeavor i s  i t s e l f  human n a tu re , n o t in  a b s tr a c t io n ,  h u t a s  i t  a c tu a l ly  

i s  r e a l iz e d  in  s o c ie ty .

In  speaking  o f m an's n a tu re  "as  m odified  by h is  h a b i t s ,"  Burke 

i s  r e f e r r in g  to  m an's second o r s o c ia l  n a tu re . The im p era tiv e  o f h is  

r a t io n a l  s o c ia l  n a tu re  to  seek  a  p ru d e n tia l ,  v ir tu o u s  happ iness in  

in  so c ie ty  f in d s  i t s  r e a l iz a t io n  in  th e  p a r t i c u la r ,  co n tin g en t moment 

of t h i s  l iv e d -w o rld . T his em phasis upon th e  a c tu a l ,  co n cre te  world 

o f th e  here  and now underscores th e  e x i s t e n t i a l  th r u s t  in  B u rk e 's  th o u g h t. 

H is p o l i t i c a l  philosophy  i s  n o t u to p ia n , o r a b s t r a c t  in  c h a ra c te r ,  c h a r t­

in g  some id e a l  view o f man and h is  d e s tin y . H is p o l i t i c a l  thought i s  

co n d itio n ed  by th e  p re se n t moment, r ip e  w ith  a l l  th e  dilemmas, a n x ie t ie s ,

and joys th a t  t h i s  s p e l l s .  Burke would ag ree  w ith  John M acquarrie th a t

13"man i s  tem poral th rough  and th ro u g h ."

T his r e a l i z a t io n  o f o n e 's  n a tu re  re q u ire s  bo th  th e  s o c ia l  

co n tex t which su p p lie s  th e  co n d itio n s  o f m an's f u l f i l lm e n t ,  and l i b e r ty  

and v ir tu e  as th e  p ro p er way to  r e a l iz in g  o n e 's  t e l o s . I t  i s  necessa ry  

to  co n sid e r in  more d e t a i l  th e  purpose c i v i l  s o c ie ty  p ro v id es  f o r  man.

C iv i l  s o c ie ty  e x is t s  f o r  th e  ex p ress  purpose of p ro v id in g  man 

w ith  th e  means and c o n d itio n s  o f en joy ing  h is  n a tu ra l  r i g h t s .  T h is , f o r
iLf,

Burke, i s  th e  "u ltim a te  purpose of c i v i l  s o c ie ty ."  But man has no 

r ig h t  in c o n s is te n t  w ith  v i r tu e ,  e sp e c ia l ly  prudence. R ig h ts  must be 

c o n s is te n t w ith  n a tu re . Burke s t a t e s ,  "Men have no r i g h t  to  what i s  n o t

^^John M acquarrie, E x is te n tia l is m  (Harmondsworth, M iddlesex, 
England: Penguin Books, L td . ,  1976), pp . 220-21.

^̂ Tract on the Ponery Laws (1766), Works VI;333.



u n ­

re a so n ab le  and to  what i s  n o t f o r  t h e i r  b e n e f i t . I t  i s  a  s o c ia l  

purpose and n o t an ex p ress io n  of bourgeo is  in d iv id u a lism  which i s  im plied  

by B u rk e 's  m ention o f " n a tu ra l  r i g h t s . "  The r ig h t s  o f men in  s o c ie ty  

a re  n o t a b so lu te , demanding f u l f i l lm e n t  w ithou t q .u a lif ic a tio n . R a th e r, 

" th e  r e s t r a i n t s  on men, as w e ll as  t h e i r  l i b e r t i e s ,  a re  to  be reckoned 

among t h e i r  r i g h t s . M a n  does n o t renounce c e r ta in  freedoms to  o b ta in  

th e  s e c u r i ty  o f group a f f i l i a t i o n ;  in s te a d , th e  freedoms man p o ssesses  

a re  s o c ia l  freedom s, no t freedom s a n te d a tin g  some m y th ica l e n try  in to  

s o c ie ty  th rough  a  s o c ia l  c o n tr a c t .  Burke does no t m ain ta in  a  s o c ia l  

c o n tra c t  th e o ry  o f s o c ie ty .  The in d iv id u a l i s  no t p r io r  to  s o c ie ty , 

n o r i s  s o c ie ty  sim ply an a r t i f i c i a l  c o n s tru c t o f man. In s te a d , man i s  

bom  in to  s o c ie ty .  T rue, s o c ie ty  i s  a  convention , hence an a r t i f i c e  of 

man. But " a r t  i s  m an's n a tu re ."

The Jac o b in  view o f so c ie ty  i s  a n t i t h e t i c a l  to  a  te le o lo g ic a l  

concep tion  o f s o c ie ty .  The Jaco b in s  ten d  to  e le v a te  th e  in d iv id u a l and 

h is  d e s ir e s  above th a t  o f th e  s t a t e .  They i n s i s t  on enum erating l i s t s  

o f r i g h t s  a s  a  check l i s t  f o r  governments to  meet. S o c ie ty  becomes sub­

s e r v ie n t  to  man. B u rk e 's  u se  o f term s l i k e  " n a tu ra l  r ig h ts "  i l l u s t r a t e s  

h is  concern f o r  s o c ie ty  as a  l iv in g ,  growing organism, and m an's d u tie s  

and o b lig a tio n s  to  th e  same. These d u t ie s ,  i f  f u l f i l l e d ,  make f o r  a  

h ap p ie r s o c ie ty  b o th  in  th e  whole and in  i t s  p a r ts  than  would o therw ise  

be th e  c a se . C onsequently , c i v i l  s o c ie ty  i s  n a tu ra l  to  man; more than  

t h a t ,  i t  i s  demanded by m an's n a tu re  in  o rd e r to  a t t a in  th e  purposes and

•̂R e f le c tio n s  (l? 9 0 ), Works 111:313.

^ R b id . ,  p . 310,
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ends f o r  which i t  e x i s t s .

In  t h i s  re g a rd , as  P e te r  S ta n l i s  n o te s , th e  s t a t e  as  th e  p o l i t i ­

c a l  ex p ress io n  o f s o c ie ty  i s  a  d iv in e  in s tru m en t f o r  m an's socis tl s a lv a -  

17t io n .  The s t a t e  h as  a  m oral purpose: to  f a c i l i t a t e  th e  p e r fe c t io n  of

human n a tu re . The p o l i t i c a l  arrangem ents o f th e  s t a t e  e x i s t  f o r  s o c ia l

ends, and " i t  i s  a  m oral and v ir tu o u s  d is c r e t io n ,"  Burke a d v is e s , "which
18keeps governments f a i t h f u l  to  t h e i r  en d s."

I n  co n ce rt w ith  th e  u t i l i t a r i a n s  Burke aims to  make "govern­

ment p le a s in g  to  th e  p e o p le ."  But th e re  i s  a  s tan d a rd  f o r  b rin g in g

p le a su re  to  th e  peo p le , one t h a t  tow ers over g r a t i fy in g  t h e i r  changing
19fan cy , th a t  s tan d a rd  being  " th e  l im i t s  o f ju s t i c e ."  H is n o tio n  o f 

ju s t i c e  w i l l  be shown l a t e r  as  p a r t  o f th e  argument f o r  n a tu ra l  law 

as a  component o f h is  m etaphysics.

Elsew here th e  purpose and aim of man and s o c ie ty  i s  f u r th e r  

marked o f f  by Burke, so marked a s  to  re v e a l  th e  t e l i c  n a tu re  o f r e a l i t y  

as  a  component o f B u rk e 's  m etaphysics. Teleology as  an elem ent o f h is  

m etaphysics f u r th e r  und ersco res  th e  reaso n ab len ess  and th e  i n t e l l i g i b l e  

s t ru c tu re  o f r e a l i t y .  When speak ing , f o r  in s ta n c e , o f P a rliam en t he 

d e c la re s  i t  to  be "a  d e l ib e ra t iv e  assem bly o f one n a tio n , w ith  one 

i n t e r e s t ,  t h a t  of th e  whole—where n o t lo c a l  pu rposes, n o t lo c a l  p re ­

ju d ic e s , ought to  g u ide , b u t th e  g e n e ra l good, r e s u l t in g  from th e  gen-

^"^S tanlis, Edmund Burke and th e  N a tu ra l Law, p . 210.

V I I :^2.
^^Speech on th e  P e t i t io n  o f th e  U n ita r ia n s  (1792), Works

Edmund Burke, An A ddress to  B r is to l  in  Defense o f th e  Catho­
l i c  Q uestion in  R . Hoffman and P . Levack. e d s . .  B u rk e 's  P o l i t i c s  (New York: 
A lfred  A. Knopf, 19^9)» P* 1^6.
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20e r a l  reaso n  o f th e  w hole." The end to  be sought f o r  so c ie ty  i s  th a t  o f

th e  common good, w herein in d iv id u a l man f in d s  th e  fu l f i l lm e n t  o f h is

p erso n al good. And th e  common good which i s  man's end bo th  in d iv id u a lly

and c o rp o ra te ly  i s  a  reaso n ab le  end. I t  i s  reaso n ab le  in  th a t  i t  i s

conceived and w ille d  by God, and th a t  i t  meets th e  r a t io n a l ,  s o c ia l ,  and

em otional needs o f man and s o c ie ty .

Man's t e lo s  as  inc luded  in  th e  common good e n ta i l s  a  cho ice .

Man must e x e rc ise  th e  freedom th a t  i s  e s s e n t ia l ly  h i s .  The e x e rc ise

of th a t  freedom must be law fu l and must be in  accordance w ith  v i r tu e .

Man's te lo s  i s  a  moral one, and v i r tu e  must mark th e  p a th  toward i t s

r e a l i z a t io n .  What i s  th e  te lo s  o f l i b e r ty  and v ir tu e ?  What purpose does

l ib e r ty  se rv e , ta k in g  v i r tu e ,  e sp e c ia l ly  prudence, as  a  guide?

L ib e rty  a id s  man and so c ie ty  in  p e r fe c t in g  t h e i r  n a tu re .

To be deprived  o f l i b e r ty  i s  to  be reduced below th e  le v e l  o f o n e 's

hum anity. L ib erty  i s  n o t th e  ex c lu s iv e  province o f any c la s s  o f s o c ie ty .

L ib e rty , Burke w r ite s ,  " i s  th e  p o rtio n  o f th e  mass o f th e  c i t i z e n s ;  and

not th e  haughty l ic e n s e  o f some p o te n t in d iv id u a l, or some predom inant 
21f a c t io n ."  For o rd e r to  p re v a il  in  s o c ie ty , l i b e r ty  must e x i s t .  S oc ie ty

cannot long  p re v a i l  w ithout l ib e r ty  and o rd e r. And s in ce  so c ie ty  i s  th e

co n d itio n  f o r  " th e  p e r fe c tio n  of which [main's] n a tu re  i s  c a p a b le ,"-

where l ib e r ty  and o rd e r do n o t o b ta in , so c ie ty  becomes d iv id ed  a g a in s t 
22i t s e l f .  W ithout o rd er and peace th e  common good, through th e  v ir tu o u s

^^Sneech a t  th e  C onclusion o f the  P o l l  Works 11:96.

^^ L e tte r  to  R ichard  Burke. Esq. (1793)» Works V I:390. 

^ ^ R eflec tio n s  (1790), Works I I I :W 8 .
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s t a t e ,  cannot "be ach ieved . Burke i s  n o t sim ply speaking o f h ap p in ess . 

H appiness i s  more l ik e ly  to  come to  th e  good man th an  th e  had; i t  i s  

more l ik e ly  to  he a  permanent s ta p le  o f h is  l i f e  th a t  th e  t r a n s i to r y ,  

f u t i l e  p le a su re s  o f th e  c o rru p t. But happ iness i s  no t th e  f i n a l  end of 

our e x is te n c e . We a re  f i r s t  o f a l l  ob liged  to  a  l i f e  o f  v i r t u e ,  th e  

achievem ent o f our s ta t io n  in  l i f e ,  th e  m eeting o f our o b lig a tio n s , and 

th e  courageous commitment to  th o se  we love and to  th o se , in  our own 

p e c u lia r  c o n d itio n , l i f e  h as, by h e r p ro v id e n tia l  hand, p laced  in  our 

company. Our l iv e s  a re  f i l l e d  w ith  a l l  manner o f d u t ie s ,  y e t  th e se  same 

burdens make f o r  a  m eaningful, f ru c tu o u s  l i f e ,  and len d  to  th e  cohesive­

n ess  o f th e  community. We a re  a t  l i b e r ty  to  do good, and th a t  which we 

do i s  n o t counted good u n le ss  f r e e ly  chosen. We choose our s o c ia l  bonds 

because th ey  a ff irm  our e s s e n t ia l  hum anity.

L ib e rty  does n o t s p e l l  chaos. R a th e r, l i b e r ty ,  conjoined w ith  

v i r tu e ,  i s  a t  th e  b a s is  o f s o c ie ty . Burke exp lained  h im se lf on t h i s  

p o in t to  th e  e le c to r s  o f B r i s to l  p r io r  to  h is  e le c t io n  from th a t  c i ty :  

"But th e  l i b e r ty ,  th e  only l i b e r ty ,  I  mean i s  a  l ib e r ty  connected w ith  

o rd er: t h a t  no t only e x i s t s  along w ith  o rd e r and v i r tu e ,  b u t which

cannot e x i s t  a t  a l l  w ithout them. I t  in h e re s  in  good and steady  govern-
23

ment, as in  i t s  substance and v i t a l  p r in c ip le ."

Why does l i b e r ty  re q u ire  order? W ilkins p rov ides an answer

s ta t in g  th a t  f o r  Burke "man i s  n o t wholly r a t io n a l , "  th e re fo re , he needs
oil,

bo th  " s o c ia l  d is c ip l in e  and s e l f - r e s t r a i n t . "  T his may sound l ik e  th e

^^Speech at h is  Arrival at B r is to l (1774), Works 11:87.
2h^ I f i l k i n s ,  p . 1 1 2 .
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m edicine o f th e  in tr a n s ig e n t  c o n se rv a tiv e , one who seeks only th e  p re ­

s e rv a tio n  o f th e  c u rre n t o rd e r, w hatever th e  p r ic e .  Such a  v is io n  o f 

Burke does no t s tan d  up a g a in s t  a  c lo se  read in g  o f h is  Works o r s c ru tin y  

o f h is  l i f e .  R eca llin g  th a t  Burke was a  Whig, a  member o f th e  Rocking­

ham o p p o s itio n , should  be s u f f ic ie n t  to  rem ind us of th e  s tru g g le  co n tin u ­

in g  between th e  Crown and Commons as pursued by th e  Whigs. Burke stood  

shou lder to  shou lder w ith  C harles  James Fox in  h is  q u a l i f ie d  o p p o sitio n  

bo th  to  th e  im p o sitio n  of G r e n v i l le 's  Stamp Act in  America and th e  war 

being  waged a g a in s t th e  c o lo n ie s . A lso, he pushed h ard  f o r  th e  economic 

reform  of th e  c i v i l  l i s t  and, in  doing so , f o r f e i t e d  h is  own p o te n t ia l ly  

v a s t  emoluments th a t  would have accrued to  him as Paym aster g e n e ra l, an 

o f f ic e  he acqu ired  when th e  Rockingham Whigs came to  th e  head o f th e  

a d m in is tra tio n , B u rk e 's  p o l i t i c s  appear a t  one moment re v o lu tio n a ry  and 

a t  an o th er moment re a c t io n a ry . R eg ard less , h is  p r in c ip le d  p o l i t i c s  are  

ev id en t in  h is  conception  o f an ordered s o c ia l  l i b e r t y .  And v i r t u e ,  mother­

in g , p reen ing , a s s i s t in g  in  th e  flow ering  o f l i b e r ty ,  th rough h e r d i s ­

c re tio n a ry  comportment sees  to  th e  f i d e l i t y  o f government to  i t s  d e s ig n s .

Burke v a lu es  v ir tu e  as conducive to  th e  p e r fe c t in g  o f human 

n a tu re . The s p i r i t  o f a l l  v i r tu e  i s  th e  s p i r i t  o f m oderation. I t  i s  a 

pow erful, o rd e rin g , v ir tu e  whose r e in  w ith in  so c ie ty  makes f o r  a  f irm , 

cohesive s o c ia l  s t r u c tu r e .  "M oderation . . .  i s  th e  v i r tu e  only o f

^  say " q u a lif ie d "  in  th a t  f o r  America and I re la n d  he wished 
them both  to  rem ain w ith in  th e  Im p eria l r u le  o f  B r i ta in .  This was no t 
sim ply f o r  a  je a lo u s  p ro te c tio n  o f c o lo n ia l  hegemony, b u t because he 
f e l t  th e  s tro n g  t r a d i t i o n  of l i b e r t i e s  vouchsafed to  th e  B r i t i s h  peop les 
b e s t  be p reserved  w ith in  th e  um brella  o f B r i t i s h  h e r ita g e  and p ro te c t io n . 
O ther enem ies, Burke fe a re d , loomed to  co n fro n t a  d is jo in e d  em pire, 
e s p e c ia l ly  France f o r  I r e la n d .
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s u p e r io r  minds. I t  req .u ires  a  deep courage, and f u l l  o f r e f le c t io n ,  to  

be tem perate  when th e  v o ices  o f m u ltitu d es  . . . p asses  judgement a g a in s t  

you ."  Burke perhaps could no t h e lp  b u t r e c a l l  h is  own p o s i t io n  on th e  

French re v o lu tio n  even a t  th e  expense o f long  tim e Whig a s s o c ia te s  who 

were dismayed by h is  s tan c e  on t h i s  m a tte r . They b e lie v e d  th e  re v o lu ­

t io n  r e f le c te d  Whig p r in c ip le s .  Burke saw many a sp e c ts  o f t h i s  monu­

m ental ev en t which d id  n o t square  w ith  h is  view of p o l i t i c s ,  Whig or 

o th e rw ise , n o t th e  l e a s t  o f which was th e  overthrow  o f th e  monarchy and 

th e  n o tio n  o f u n iv e rs a l  s u f fe ra g e . These were immoderate p o s it io n s  th a t  

broke much to o  r a d ic a l ly  w ith  French  t r a d i t i o n s ,  which th re a te n e d , in  th e

e x trem ity  o f th e  change u rg ed , to  overthrow  th e  essence o f th e  n a tio n  

27i t s e l f .  C onsequently , a s  a  r e s t r a in in g ,  m oderating p r in c ip le ,  v ir tu e  

in  man h e lp s  to  p re se rv e  th e  n a tu re  o f  th in g s , b e in g , as i t  i s ,  law fu l 

in  i t s  e ssen ce .

L ib e rty  i s  e s s e n t ia l  to  m o ra li ty . Burke had grown in  h is  

d e sp a ir  over th e  p a th  o f c iv i l i z a t i o n  a f t e r  a  long and r a th e r  f u t i l e  

f ig h t  over th e  B ast In d ia  Company fo llow ed  so c lo se ly  by th e  havoc

Edmund Burke, L e t te r  to  Mons. Dupont (O ctober I 789 ) in  
L ouis I.B red v o ld  and Ralph G. R oss, e d s . .  The Philosophy of Edmund Burke: 
A S e le c t io n  from H is Speeches and W ritin g s , p . 3 8 .

27B u rk e 's  s o c ia l  and p o l i t i c a l  r e la t io n s h ip s  became most 
s t r a in e d  d u rin g  th e  p e rio d  o f th e  r e v o lu t io n .  C a rl B. Cone, a  re c e n t 
b io g ra p h e r, w r ite s  th a t  " I t  was about t h i s  tim e th a t  he began making 
h im se lf  s o c ia l ly  d is a g re e a b le , d is ru p t in g  p r iv a te  g a th e rin g s  by h is  
p a ss io n a te  a t ta c k s  upon th e  R ev o lu tio n , Whether a t  a  m eeting of th e  
committee on Jo h n so n 's  monument o r a t  th e  Club, Burke made h im self 
u n p le a s a n t."  C a rl B. Cone, Burke and th e  N ature o f P o l i t i c s t  The Age 
of th e  French R evo lu tion  (Lexington; The U n iv e rs ity  o f Kentucky P re s s , 
1964) ,  pp . 302- 3 . I t  seems th a t  o f te n  Burke was in cap ab le  o f r e s t r a i n t  
and m oderation , v i r tu e s  which p lay  so v i t a l  a  p a r t  in  h is  philosophy, 
r e f l e c t in g  h is  m etaphysics o f o rd e r .
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reeked  i n  F rance , a l l  o f which combined to  cloud h is  optimism concern­

in g  th e  fu tu re  o f an o rdered , s o c ia l  freedom . S t i l l  he knew what l ib e r ty  

was and what i t  was n o t, and he d id  no t f a i l  to  no te  i t s  r e la t io n s h ip  

to  m o ra lity , a s  he d id  in  th e  R e f le c t io n s : " In  some people I  see  g re a t

l i b e r ty  indeed ; in  many, i f  no t in  most, an o p p re ss iv e , degrad ing  s e r v i ­

tu d e . But what i s  l i b e r ty  w ithout wisdom and w ithou t v ir tu e ?  I t  i s  th e

g r e a te s t  o f a l l  p o s s ib le  e v i l s ;  f o r  i t  i s  a  f o l l y ,  v ic e ,  and madness,
28w ithou t t u i t i o n  o r r e s t r a i n t . "  Here l i b e r t y ,  th e  freedom th a t  belongs 

to  man, re v e a ls  i t s  la w fu l, s o c ia l ,  rea so n ab le  q u a l i t y . I t  a lso  re v e a ls  

th e  ev er p re se n t danger o f e v i l  which demands th e  r e s t r a i n t s  on our 

p a ss io n s  to  p re se rv e  o rd e r . How does m an's f a l l i b l e  n a tu re  and th e  prob­

lem of e v i l  e f f e c t  th e  ends of so c ie ty ?

B u rk e 's  ph ilosophy o f man p rev en ts  a  f a c i l e  p h ilo so p h ic a l 

optimism about s o c ie ty . I f  th e  purpose of c i v i l  s o c ie ty  i s  th e  p e r f e c t ­

in g  o f human n a tu re , then  th e re  i s  much in  th e  very h e a r t  o f man to  

o b s tru c t t h i s  o ccu rrence . Man i s  a  f a l l i b l e  c re a tu re —n o t t o t a l l y  

depraved, y e t marked w ith  im p e rfe c tio n . No p lan s  o f government, re g a rd ­

l e s s  o f th e  care  w ith  which they  a re  drawn, w i l l  be enough to  overcome 

m an's in h e re n t f a l l i b i l i t y . M an's f a l l i b i l i t y  impedes th e  d e s ire d  

p ro g ress  of n a t io n s . Burke in d ic a te s  th a t  a l l  we can do i s  to  make su re  

th in g s  d o n 't  come to  w orse, g iven  th e  im p erfec t ways o f man. T h is does 

n o t c a l l  f o r th  gloom or d e sp a ir . Though no u to p ia n , Burke does see th e  

r e a l  p o s s ib i l i ty  o f improvement, b u t f o r  every  s te p  forw ard th e re  i s  th e  

r i s k  o f two s te p s  backwards. Yet th e  good i s  w ith in  re a ch , le ad in g  Burke

 ̂ R eflections (l790), Works 111:559.
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to  -write th a t  " th e re  i s  noth ing  th a t  God has judged good f o r  u s th a t  He

has no t g iven us th e  means to  accom plish, both in  th e  n a tu ra l  world and 
29th e  moral w orld ,"

What i s  th e  good spoken of here? I t  i s  no t simply th e  w i l l  

o f th e  people expressed  a t  any moment in  h is to r y .  R ath er, i t  i s  th e  

w i l l  o f th e  people expressed  w ith in  th e  id e n t i ty  they  have achieved 

through deep a n c e s tr a l  linkeage  w ith  th e  g en e ra tio n s  and wisdom of th e  

p a s t ,  Burke s t a t e s ,  "The C o n s ti tu tio n  o f a  country  being once s e t t l e d  

upon some compact, t a c i t  o r expressed , th e re  i s  no power e x is t in g  o r 

fo rc e  to  a l t e r  i t ,  w ithout th e  b reach  o f th e  covenant, o r the  consent 

o f th e  p a r t i e s . "  The w i l l  o f th e  people i s  an outgrowth o f a l l  th e  

n a tio n  i s  and has come to  be . Furtherm ore, t h e i r  w i l l  must no t ab rogate  

t h e i r  n a tu re . In s te a d , i t  must be com patible w ith th e  n a tu ra l  law, and 

n a tu ra l  law i s  i t s e l f  a  m etaphysical category  in  Burke’s  though t.

N a tu ra l Law

Recent w r ite r s  on Burke have recogn ized  th e  c la s s ic a l  n a tu ra l

31law foundation  of B urke 's  p o l i t i c a l  philosophy,''^ There i s  n o t, however, 

unanim ity among c u rre n t s c h o la rs  on th e  im portance, i f  any, o f th e  n a tu ra l  

law f o r  Burke, Among those  c u rre n t w r i te r s  who continue to  p lace  Burke 

in  th e  u t i l i t a r i a n  camp and d ism iss th e  n a tu ra l  law as an im portan t 

elem ent o f h is  philosophy i s  Frank 0 'Gorman, 0 'Gorman considers  Burke’s

^^Sneech on the  P lan  f o r  Economical Reform (lySO), Works 11:357*

^^An Anneal from th e  New to  th e  Old Whigs ( l7 9 l ) ,  Works IV :162,

^^The works by Canavan, W ilk ins, and S ta n l is  mentioned through­
out t h i s  study  a re  most prom inent.
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re fe re n c e s  to ,  and use o f , th e  concept o f  n a tu ra l  law as being  "u su a lly
32a  po lem ical te ch n iq u e ."  0 'German m ain ta in s th a t  Burke i s  too  su sp i­

c io u s  o f a b s tr a c t  id e a s , to o  unsystem atic  in  th e  e lu c id a tio n  o f h is  

th o u g h t, and to o  p rag m a tica lly  concerned w ith  th e  p re s s in g  p o l i t i c a l  

ev en ts  o f th e  day to  g ive a r t i c u la t io n  to  th e  concept o f th e  n a tu ra l  law .^3

I t  i s  my c o n ten tio n  th a t  th e  concept o f th e  n a tu ra l  law i s  an 

in te g r a l  p a r t  o f B u rk e 's  m etaphysics and th e re fo re  fo u n d a tio n a l a lso  to  

h is  p o l i t i c a l  th e o ry . I  w i l l  show th a t  the  n a tu ra l  law or law o f n a tu re  

i s  a  law r e f l e c t iv e  o f G od 's w i l l  and j u s t i c e .  A d d itio n a lly , i t  i s  nec­

e ssa ry  to  show th a t  th e  p r in c ip le s  o f th e  n a tu ra l  law r e f l e c t  bo th  an 

ab id in g  and changing a s p e c t , making i t  th e  same law, y e t  u n iv e rs a l ly  

a p p lic ab le  in  a l l  h i s t o r i c a l  epochs and s o c ie t i e s .  F urtherm ore , th e  

n a tu ra l  law i s  re a so n a b le , and as  a  r e f l e c t io n  o f G od's be in g , i t  i s  

a  p a r t  o f th e  o b je c tiv e  s t ru c tu re  o f r e a l i t y  and, a t  l e a s t  in  i t s  e ssence , 

capable  o f being  apprehended by th e  human mind. As opposed to  0 'Gorman,

I  m ain ta in  th a t  Burke does n o t have reco u rse  to  th e  n o tio n  of th e  n a tu ra l  

law f o r  sheer po lem ical p u rposes. R a th er, t h i s  concept i s  a  c ru c ia l  

component of h is  m etaphysics.

F i r s t ,  an overview of B u rk e 's  philosophy o f law i s  in  o rd er to  

b e t t e r  comprehend h is  n a tu ra l  law p o s i t io n .  An e a r ly  work o f Burke, th e  

T rac t on th e  Ponery Laws, s e t s  out what he ta k e s  to  be th e  b a s is  o f law.

320 'Gorman, Edmund Burke: H is P o l i t i c a l  P h ilo so p h y , p . 19.

33I b i d . ,  p . 1 3 . For a  more d e ta i le d  c r i t iq u e  o f 0 'Gorm an's 
in te r p r e ta t io n  of Burke and th e  n a tu ra l  law see th e  p re se n t w r i t e r 's  
review  of 0 'Gorm an's book. Joseph Pappin I I I ,  "The Case A gainst B urke," 
Modern Age; A Q u a rte rly  Review 19 (F a l l  1975) s^3 i-3 2 .
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The T rac t was w r i t te n  in  response  to  th e  co n d itio n s  o f C a th o lic s  in  

I r e la n d  a t  th e  tim e . Throughout t h i s  work h is  arguments a re  grounded in  

a  n a tu ra l  law concep tion  o f human n a tu re . In  t h i s  work Burke i d e n t i f i e s  

two r e q u is i t e s  f o r  th e  e stab lish m en t o f th e  laws f i r s t ,  a  competent 

a u th o r i ty ,  ab le  to  d e c la re  and, when n ecessa ry , modify th e  law; second, 

a  c o n s t i tu t io n ,  e q u ita b le  in  i t s  e ssen ce , which th e  a u th o r i ty  s h a l l  have 

th e  r i g h t  to  make b ind ing  on i t s  c i t i z e n r y . ^  I f  th e se  com prise th e  

r e q u is i te s  o f law, what makes up th e  foundation?

F or Burke, " th e re  a re  two and only two fo u n d a tio n s  o f law; and

they  a re  bo th  o f them co n d itio n s  w ithou t which nothing can g ive i t  any
3*5fo rce  : I  mean eq u ity  and u t i l i t y .  C ontinu ing , Burke w r ite s : "With

re s p e c t  to  th e  form er [ th a t i s ,  e q u i ty ,] i t  grows ou t o f th e  g re a t ru le

of e q u a li ty , which i s  grounded upon our common n a tu re , and which P h ilo ,

w ith  p ro p r ie ty  and beau ty , c a l l s  th e  mother o f ju s t i c e ."  E qu ity  i s

ju s t i c e  grounded in  n a tu ra l  law, whereas

The o th e r foundation  o f law, which i s  u t i l i t y ,  must be understood , 
n o t o f p a r t i a l  or l im ite d , b u t o f g e n e ra l and p u b lic  u t i l i t y ,  con­
nected  in  th e  same manner w ith , and d e riv ed  d i r e c t ly  from, our 
r a t io n a l  n a tu re : f o r  any o th e r u t i l i t y  may be th e  u t i l i t y  of a
ro b b er, b u t cannot be t h a t  o f a  c i t i z e n ,  th e  i n t e r e s t  o f  th e  domes­
t i c  enemy, and not th a t  o f a  member o f th e  commonwealth.37

As th e  two foundations o f law, bo th  eq u ity  and u t i l i t y  a re  

d e riv ed  from "our r a t io n a l  n a tu re ."  E qu ity  and u t i l i t y  make c e r ta in

^ T r a c t  on the  Popery Laws (1766), Works V I;321.

^ ^ Ib id .,  p . 3 2 3 . 

^^Ibid.

3?Ibid.
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t h a t  th e  law i s  grounded in  th e  n a tu ra l  o rd er o f th in g s .  T his o rd er

imposes c e r ta in  d u t ie s  and sec u re s  c e r ta in  r ig h t s  f o r  man, f o r  th e

source o f b o th  d u t ie s  and r i g h t s  i s ,  as  Canavan n o te s , "The o b je c t iv e ,

d iv in e ly  founded m oral o rder, . . . "  Canavan co n tin u es , "The most b a s ic

m oral o b lig a tio n s  th u s  r e s t  upon th e  m etaphysics o f a  c re a te d  u n iv e rse

and a re  th e  source o f  a l l  subsequent and su b o rd in a te  o b lig a tio n s  . .

E q u ity , th e n , s ig n i f i e s  a  common, r a t io n a l  n a tu re , e q u a lly

shared  by man. E q u ity  en su res  in  s o c ie ty  th e  r e a l  r i g h t s  o f men. Burke

sees  th e se  r ig h t s  as  th e  advantages t h a t  l i f e  in  c i v i l  s o c ie ty  can o f fe r

him, and th e  r ig h t s  men have o f l iv in g  by law . The e q u ita b le  s o c ie ty

does no t view man a s  sim ply an in d iv id u a l c la im an t f o r  p e rso n a l freedoms

and r i g h t s .  R a th er, i t  sees  a l l  men in  a  p a r tn e rs h ip  w ith  one an o th er,

each having equal r i g h t s .  But as  e q u ity  i s  grounded in  th e  n a tu re  and

o rd e r o f th in g s ,  i t  must lik e w ise  ex p ress  a  re c o g n itio n  to  th e  o rd e r

and d i s t in c t io n s  among men. C onsequently , Burke re c o rd s , " In  t h i s  p a r t -
39n e rsh ip  a l l  men have equal r i g h t s  ; b u t n o t to  eq u a l th in g s .  A ll  r ig h t s

must be c o n s is te n t  w ith  v i r t u e ,  e s p e c ia l ly  prudence. U ltim a te ly , r ig h t s

a re  to  be checked a g a in s t  th e  s tan d a rd  o f reaso n  and to  what b e n e f i ts
40man and s o c ie ty  in  conform ity  w ith  n a tu re .

Two p o in ts  a re  worthy of n o te . F i r s t , t h e  o rd e r o f th in g s , an 

o rd e r r e f l e c t in g  re a so n , grounds B u rk e 's  n o tio n  o f e q u ity . This o rd e r as

^ ^ r a n c i s  Canavan, "Burke on P re s c r ip t io n  of Government," 
The Review o f P o l i t i c s  35i no , 4 (O ctober 1973)s458,

^^Reflections (1790), Works 111:309.
4oIb id ., p. 313.
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a groiind p ro v id es  c o n tin u ity  to  th e  v a ry in g  h i s t o r i c a l  ex p re ss io n s  o f 

e q u ity , exp ressions,- p ru d en tly  ren d e red , which a f fo rd  an a p p lic a t io n  of 

r i g h t s  and law b e f i t t i n g  th e  changing c ircu m stan ces . R uth  Sevan n o tes  

th a t  though " a l l  men have eq u al r ig h t s  b e fo re  th e  law ," due to  th e  

m u ltip le  d if f e re n c e s  in  t a l e n t s  and a c t i v i t i e s  o f p e rso n s , "equal com­

p en sa tio n  cannot be expected . O therw ise th e  in d o le n t and th e  in d u s t r i ­

a lous must th e re w ith  be g iven  eq u al d iv id e n d s ."

When we tu rn  to  u t i l i t y ,  th e  same ground i s  d isco v ered  as  th a t  

f o r  e q u ity i namely "our r a t io n a l  n a tu re ."  Although th e  touchstone  o f 

u t i l i t y  i s  our common n a tu re , u t i l i t y  does no t a llow  a  uniform  a p p lic a ­

t io n  in  a l l  c ircu m stan ces . Law can be a d ju s te d  w ith  c o n s id e ra tio n s  to

what has u t i l i t y  f o r  a  n a tio n , y e t  th a t  u t i l i t y  cannot d e t r a c t  from th e
42"substance  o f o r ig in a l  ju s t i c e ."

Turning from th e  fo u n d a tio n s  o f  law , we f in d  th a t  th e re  i s

a  law p r io r  to  any human law which i t s e l f  i s  perm anent.

We a re  a l l  born  in  s u b je c t io n ,—a l l  born e q u a lly , h igh  and low, 
governors and governed, in  s u b je c tio n  to  one g re a t ,  immutable, 
p re - e x is te n t  law , p r io r  to  a l l  our d ev ices  and p r io r  to  a l l  our 
conveniences, paramount to  a l l  our id e a s  and a l l  our s e n s a tio n s , 
an teced en t to  our very  e x is te n c e , by which we a re  k n i t  and connecte^ 
in  th e  e te r n a l  frame o f th e  u n iv e rs e , out o f which we cannot s t i r .  -

T his i s  an unm istakable re fe re n c e  to  th e  n a tu ra l  law to  which ev ery th in g

th a t  i s  must u lt im a te ly  subm it. In  t h a t  we a re  a l l  s u b je c t to  i t ,  th e re

i s  e q u a l i ty . In  th a t  we comport o u rse lv es  w ith  i t ,  th e re  i s  l i b e r t y .

^^Ruth Sevan, Marx and Burke; A R e v is io n is t  View, pp. 123-24.

^^ r a c t  on th e  Popery Laws ( 1766) ,  Works VI; 323.

^ ^S-peech on Impeachment o f Warren H astings (February 16,
1788), Works IX :455.
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When we v io la te  i t s  p receg ts  we can no lo n g er s h e l te r  o u rse lv es  in  i t ,  

bu t must re c o n c ile  o u rse lv es  to  i t .

A ll human law p o sse sse s , as  was a n tic ip a te d  e a r l i e r ,  a  t e l i c  

q u a l i ty . Burke cladms th a t  th e  "law i s  a  mode of human a c tio n  re s p e c t-
IÜL

ing  s o c ie ty ."  T his a c t i v i ty ,  as  f o r  th e  a c t i v i ty  o f in d iv id u a ls  them­

se lv e s , must be governed by th e  e te r n a l  ru le s  o f e q u i ty . Whatever th e  

law, one th in g  p a r t i c u la r  i s  re q u ire d  of i t ;  a l l  law must be made f o r  th e  

common good. T h is , indeed , was th e  major th r u s t  o f B u rk e 's  concern as

he w rote th e  T r a c t . The C a th o lic s  c o n s t i tu te d  th e  m a jo rity  o f th e  popu­

l a t io n  o f Ire lam d, although  th e  country  was ru le d  by th e  so -c a lle d  P ro­

t e s t a n t  Ascendancy, a  ru l in g  fa c t io n  who had su c c e ss fu lly  c u rr ie d  th e  

fa v o r o f th e  B r i t i s h  Grown. I t  was th e  goal o f th e  f a c t io n  to  s to p  a t  

n o th ing  s h o r t  o f t o t a l l y  e x t i rp a t in g  C atho lic ism  from I r e la n d . Two 

methods were being  employed w ith in  a  le g a l  framework. One method im plied  

th e  o th e r .  F i r s t ,  penal laws were w r it te n  to  punish  even th e  p ra c tic e  

o f th e  C a th o lic  f a i t h .  Second, laws w ere-w ritten  b a rr in g  a l l  C a th o lic s  

from h o ld in g  any p u b lic  o f f ic e .  On a  p u re ly  v is c e ra l  le v e l ,  t h i s  con­

s t i t u t e d  a  r a d ic a l  v io la t io n  of B u rk e 's  sense o f ju s t i c e .  On th e  le v e l  

o f p r in c ip le ,  i t  v io la te d  a l l  r u le s  o f  law, fo re v e r  e tched  in  th e  e t e r ­

n a l framework f o r  a l l  law; th a t  i s ,  the  n a tu ra l  law.

Burke m ain ta ins th a t  no fa c t io n  o f a  community, e s p e c ia l ly  a  

m in o rity , can l e g i s l a t e  in  i t s  own in t e r e s t  p a r t ic u la r ly  when t h i s  l e g i s ­

l a t io n  re n d e rs  an in ju s t ic e  to  th e  r ig h t f u l  in t e r e s t s  o f  th e  m a jo rity .

^ T r a c t  on th e  P orery  Laws ( l?66) ,  Works V I;323»
45Here th e  te lo s  o f law i s  th a t  o f human n a tu re  as  w e ll.
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T his undersco res h is  p o s it io n  th a t  th e  essence o f law re q u ire s  th a t  i t

e x i s t  f o r  th e  common b e n e f its  " P a r t i a l i t y  and law a re  c o n tra d ic to ry

te rm s ."  The type o f " p a r t i a l i ty "  Burke has in  mind i s  th e  type th a t

does v io len ce  to  th e  p r e -e x is te n t  law, th a t  i s ,  th e  n a tu ra l  law. There

can be a  .just p a r t i a l i t y ,  one th a t  b e n e f i ts  th e  s o c ia l  o rd e r, one th a t

enhances v ir tu e  ajid l i b e r ty ,  in  s h o r t ,  a  p a r t i a l i t y  which r e f l e c t s  th e
4?n a tu ra l  o rder o f th in g s . T his p o in t i s  confirm ed by th e  fo llow ing

sta tem en t Burke makes concerning th e  economic reform  o f governments

"Law, being  only made f o r  th e  b e n e f i t  o f th e  community, cannot in  any

one o f i t s  p a r ts  r e s i s t  a  demand which may comprehend th e  t o t a l  o f th e  
48p u b lic  i n t e r e s t . "  Im plied  w ith in  t h i s  remark i s  a  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  o f th e  

p a r t i a l  c u rta ilm e n t o f th e  in d iv id u a l 's  l i b e r t i e s  i f  i t  i s  in  th e  i n t e r e s t  

o f th e  whole.

I t  i s  in  th e  o rder o f th in g s  th a t  c e r ta in  p r iv i le g e s  and con­

com itant o b lig a tio n s  a re  due to  each s ta t io n  o f s o c ie ty , from a r i s t o ­

c r a t  to  p e a sa n t, and th a t  th e se  p r iv i le g e s  and o b lig a tio n s  a re  d is s im i la r .  

Burke a ffirm s  t h i s  when, as noted  above, he w r i te s ,  "A ll men have equal

^^T ract on th e  Popery Laws C1?66), Works V I: 325•
47Concerning th e  s o c ia l  o rd e r, Plam enatz w r i te s ,  "Burke sug­

g ested  th a t  God, working through men, had made i t  what i t  was."
Plam enatz, Man and S o c ie ty ; P o l i t i c a l  and S o c ia l Theory, 1:433*

Sneech on th e  P lan  f o r  Economical Reform (1780), Works 11:329* 
I n  t h i s  passage Burke goes on to  suggest an im portan t c r i t e r io n  f o r  a l l  
law , s ta t in g  th a t  "no law can s e t  i t s e l f  up a g a in s t th e  cause and reaso n  
o f a l l  law ." And b efo re  t h i s  he says th a t  " i f  th e  b a r r ie r s  o f law should 
be broken down, upon id e a s  o f convenience, even of p u b lic  convenience, 
we s h a l l  have no lo n g er any th ing  c e r ta in  among u s ."  T his should he lp  
to  show th a t  human laws seek th e  good of th e  people when u lt im a te ly  
gauged a g a in s t  th e  most fundam ental law o f n a tu re  and n o t sim ply th e  
w i l l  of th e  people as  vo iced  a t  any p a r t i c u la r  tim e .
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^9r i g h t s ;  h u t no t to  equal th in g s .” But i t  i s  n o t in  th e  o rder o f  th in g s

th a t  law should  g ra n t a  l ib e r ty  to  one f a c t io n  o f s o c ie ty  th a t  would

d e s tro y  th e  l i b e r t i e s  o f an o th er, n o r th a t  t h i s  d e s tru c t io n  should  be

in  such manner as  to  decim ate th e  common good. H ere, th e  p r in c ip le s  o f

r ig h t  embodied in  th e  n a tu ra l  law allow  us to  d isc r im in a te  concrete

in s ta n c e s  o f th r e a t s  to  th e  common good.

Burke m ain ta in s th a t  i t  i s  absurd  to  f in d  a  ru le  o f ju s t ic e

in  c o n s t i tu t io n s ,  o r to  b e lie v e  " th a t  laws d e riv ed  t h e i r  a u th o r ity  from

th e  s t a t u t e s  o f th e  people, th e  e d ic ts  o f p r in c e s , o r th e  decrees  o f

ju d g es. I f  i t  be adm itted  th a t  i t  i s  n o t th e  b la c k - l e t t e r  and k in g ’s
50arms th a t  make th e  law, we a re  to  look f o r  i t  e l s e w h e r e . F r o m  where

and from whom, th e n , a re  laws derived?  Burke i d e n t i f i e s  a  s u p e r io r  law

th e  p r in c ip le s  o f which no subsequent law can ab ro g a te , and "which i t

i s  n o t in  th e  power of any community, o r o f th e  whole ra c e  o f man, to

a l t e r .  I  mean th e  w i l l  o f Him who gave u s our n a tu re , and in  g iv in g
51im pressed an in v a r ia b le  law upon i t . "  Not only i s  th e  law of God 

su p e r io r , b u t i t s  ex ten sio n  appears to  reach  a l l  spheres o f law, even 

down to  th e  laws o f b u s in e ss . I n  an essay  which c o n ta in s  h is  p h ilo ­

sophy of economics Burke warns us no t to  b reak  th e  laws of commerce 

because in  doing so we break  th e  laws o f  n a tu re , and th e reb y , th e  laws

o f God.

^^ R eflec tio n s  (1790), Works 111:309.

^^T ract on th e  Pouery Laws ( 1?66), Works V I: 322-23. 

^ ^ Ib id .,  p . 322.

^^Thoughts and D eta ils on Scarcity (1795)» Works V s157.
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Only God i s  above th e  law , no t a s  be ing  o u ts id e  th e  law, 

b u t as th e  source o f a l l  law . The law i t s e l f  i s  an e x p re ss io n  o f  God’s 

b e in g . Thus, God i s  th e  supreme m etaphysica l p r in c ip le  as  th e  cause and 

fo u n d a tio n  f o r  a l l  o th e r  p r in c ip le s  and o f a l l  r e a l i t y .  I t  i s  i n  h is  

a b id in g , u n a lte ra b le  n a tu re  t h a t  one of th e  two c h ie f  p r in c ip le s  we have 

id e n t i f i e d ,  s t a b i l i t y ,  re c e iv e s  i t s  ground. And th e  n a tu ra l  law, i t s e l f  

a s  an elem ent o f  B u rk e 's  m etaphysics, lik e w ise  f in d s  i t s  source and 

ground, as  Burke n o te s , i n  th e  e x is te n c e  o f God.

We see  in  t h i s  c h ap te r  a  f u r th e r  e la b o ra tio n  o f B u rk e 's  meta­

p h y sics  through th e  components o f  te le o lo g y  and n a tu r a l  law . R e a lity  

a s  c re a te d  i s  n o t mute and m ech an is tic  in  i t s  su b s tan ce . R a th e r, i t  i s  

pu rp o siv e , g iv in g  evidence o f d e s ig n . And th e re  i s  a  n a tu ra l  law , th e  

p r in c ip le s  o f which th e  human mind can apprehend. These a d d it io n a l  

components o f B u rk e 's  m etaphysics complement th e  ones a lre ad y  e la b o ra te d . 

Both th e  t e l i c  n a tu re  o f man and th e  laws governing h i s  e x is te n c e  demon­

s t r a t e  a  sameness and c o n tin u ity  throughout m an's h i s to r y .  Yet th e  

ends f o r  which man e x is t s  a re  r e a l iz e d  in  unique ways in  c o n ce rt w ith  

th e  s in g u la r  moment o f h i s  h i s t o r i c a l  epoch. The law s governing h is  

e x is te n c e , coming as they  do from th e  c re a to r ,  a re  c o n sta n t in  t h e i r  

p r in c ip le s  y e t f l e x ib le  enough to  f in d  a f r e s h  a p p lic a t io n  to  th e  chang­

in g  s o c ia l  s i tu a t io n  in  which each  new age i s  th r u s t .

G eneral C onclusion

The main go a l in  t h i s  study has been to  dem onstrate  th a t  

B u rk e 's  p o l i t i c a l  ph ilosophy  i s  grounded in  a  r e a l i s t  m etaphysic, one 

th a t  i s  b a s ic a l ly  consonant w ith  th e  A ris to te lia n -T h o m is tic  t r a d i t i o n .
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I t  i s  n ecessa ry , f i r s t ,  to  see  i f  ou r g oa l has "been r e a l iz e d ,  and second, 

to  o f f e r  some c r i t i c a l  rem arks concern ing  B urke’s p o s i t io n .

Not only has i t  heen dem onstrated  th a t  B u rk e 's  p o l i t i c a l  p h ilo ­

sophy i s  indeed  grounded in  a  m etaphysical r e a l i s t  p o s i t io n ,  h u t fu r th e r ,  

i t  has heen shown th a t  no adequate un d ers tan d in g  o f B urke’s p o l i t i c a l  

though t can he achieved a p a r t  from an understand ing  o f h is  m etaphysics. 

W ithout g ra sp in g  B u rk e 's  und erly in g  m etaphysical h a se , one might m istaken ly  

conclude him to  he an e m p ir ic is t  o r u t i l i t a r i a n .  In  la rg e  p a r t  th e  th r u s t  

o f t h i s  work has heen to  make e x p l i c i t  th e  im p l ic i t  m etaphysica l core 

o f B urke' s  p o l i t i c a l  tho u g h t.

B urke’s  p o l i t i c a l  philosophy i s  grounded in  a  m etaphysics th a t  

d is c lo s e s  o rd e r. T h is  o rd e r re v e a ls  i t s e l f  to  man through  ex p erien ce .

Our experience  o f r e a l i t y  i s  an experience  o f a  v i t a l ,  developing  r e a l i t y ,  

where change i s  in  co n stan t ev idence . The r e a l i t y  w ith  which Burke most 

concerns h im se lf i s  th e  s o c ia l  and p o l i t i c a l  r e a l i t y  o f h is  day. Change 

in  th e  p o l i t i c a l  realm  i s  a  v i t a l i z in g ,  renewing fo rc e , hu t a  fo rc e  th a t  

i s  s t ru c tu re d  hy ab id in g  elem ents in  th e  r e a l i t i e s  o f th e  s o c ia l  and 

p o l i t i c a l  realm . And t h i s  f a b r ic ,  g iv in g  evidence of o rd e r hy way of 

th e  e lem ents o f change and s t a b i l i t y ,  r e f l e c t s  and ex p resses  n a tu re  i t s e l f  

and th e  d esig n s  o f God. C onsequently, i f  we were to  sy n th es iz e  B u rk e 's  

m etaphysica l elem ents o f change and s t a b i l i t y  as  re v e a le d  in  h is  p o l i t i ­

c a l  th o u g h t, we would speak o f th e  r e s u l ta n t  n o tio n  o f o rd e rly  develop­

ment. Change, grow th, development—a l l  must tak e  p la c e , h u t w ith in  th e  

framework of o rd e r.

B u rk e 's  m etaphysics does no t r a t i f y  a  s t a t i c  world o f change­

le s s  essen ces  where becoming i s  short-changed  f o r  b e in g . R ath er, in  t h i s
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f i n i t e ,  m utable w orld m an's e x is ten c e  i s  most p ro p e rly  r e a l iz e d  by and 

through  h is  becoming. In  Burke we see a  primacy p laced  on e x is te n c e , 

e x is te n c e  in  th e  c o n c re te , h i s to r i c a l ,  and s o c ia l  co n d itio n s  which sub­

j e c t  m an's e s s e n t i a l  human n a tu re  to  th e  p a r t i c u l a r i t i e s  and m o d a litie s  

o f h is  e x is te n c e  a s  a  s o c ia l  b e in g . Indeed , fo r  Burke man i s  be ing - 

in - th e -w o r ld .

Burke in  no way f a l l s  p r is o n e r  to  an a b s t r a c t io n .  I t  i s  th i s  

w ariness o f a b s tr a c t io n s  and o f an a b s t r a c t  m etaphysics th a t  th r u s ts  

h is  p o l i t i c s  in to  th e  co n cre te  world o f a c tu a l  ex p erien ce . H ere, man's 

long ing  f o r  freedom i s  no t an id e a l  to  be p ined f o r .  I t  i s  r a th e r  to  be 

ach ieved  w ith in  h is  own tim e , in  response  to  th e  t r a d i t i o n s ,  custom s, 

and h i s t o r i c a l  developm ents th a t  have helped  shape th e  c h a ra c te r  and 

n a tu re  o f  th e  c i t iz e n s  o f a  n a tio n . Man i s  a  s o c ia l  b e in g . M an's f r e e ­

dom, in d iv id u a l r i g h t s ,  and d u t ie s  a re  r e a l iz e d  in  th e  co n tex t o f so c ie ty .

L ingering  confusions in  B u rk e 's  thought have n e v e r th e le s s  le d  

to  m isunderstand ings o f h is  p o l i t i c a l  th o u g h t. These could  have been 

la rg e ly  o b v ia ted  i f  Burke had n o t r e c o ile d  from making e x p l i c i t  h is  

im p l ic i t  m etaphysics. Such i s  th e  wording o f so many o f h is  in d iv id u a l 

t r a c t s  and speeches as  to  make th e  co n ten t ambiguous and m islead ing . 

B u rk e 's  thought has su ffe re d  a t  th e  well-m eaning hands o f h is  in te r p r e te r s  

f o r  th e  very  f a c t  th a t  he re fu se d  to  be more th an  th e  "p h ilo so p h er in  

a c t io n ."  The advent o f th e  French R evolu tion  and th e  need to  advance in  

a  more s p e c i f ic  fa sh io n  th e  l a t e n t  underp in ings o f t h i s  thought caused 

works a s  th e  R e f le c tio n s  on th e  R evo lu tion  in  France to  be more p h ilo ­

so p h ica l in  tone and c o n te n t. How e ls e  was he to  co un ter th e  penchant 

f o r  th e o r iz in g  th a t  fu e le d  and spawned so much of th e  French p o l i t i c a l
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thought th a t  so evoked h i s  wrath?

Perhaps we have p o in ted  up some c h a r a c te r i s t i c  d if fe re n c e s  

in h e re n t in  th e  French mind a s  opposed to  th e  E n g lish . The form er seems 

more given to  r a t io c in a t io n  a p a r t  from any e x p e r ie n t ia l  "basis, whereas 

the  E n g lish  mind i s  h ig h ly  imbued w ith  th e  e m p ir ic is t  t r a d i t i o n .  And 

Burke, th e  Irishm an, i s  q.uite E n g lish  in  t h i s  re g a rd . The e m p ir ic is t  

a sp ec t o f h is  th o u g h t, however, does no t evolve in to  th e  s o r t  o f em piri­

cism of a  Locke or a  Hume. The y o u th fu l a p p ro p r ia tio n  o f th e  c la s s ic s ,  

being  B u rk e 's  e a r ly  f a r e  in  T r in i ty  C o lleg e , D ublin, was n ever to  be l o s t  

to  him. H is knowledge o f A r i s to t le ,  C icero , and o th e r  c l a s s i c a l  au th o rs  

i s  apparen t in  h is  w ritin g s , and s tu d ie s  in d ic a te  a  grounding in  th e
ST

" s c h o la s t ic  t r a d i t io n  of m edieval C h r is t ia n  A r is to te l ia n is m ."

N onetheless, we cannot make o f Burke what he was n o t .  He was 

n e ith e r  a  m etaphysician  nor a  s c h o la s t ic ,  b u t h is  p o l i t i c a l  philosophy 

i s  grounded in  and g ives s o l id  evidence o f an A ris to te lia n -T h o m is tic  

m etaphysical o r ie n ta t io n .  Y et, f o r  w hatever reaso n , B u rk e 's  thought 

i s  impeded from ach iev ing  th a t  c l a r i t y  and c u tt in g  edge which could have 

been h is  i f  he had a tten d ed , in  g re a te r  d e t a i l ,  to  th e  p h ilo so p h ic a l 

fo u n d a tio n s  o f h is  p o l i t i c a l  th o u g h t. To do le s s  was to  in v i te  th e  meta­

p h y sics  he assigned  to  th e  French to  have f u l l  re ig n  in  re v o lu tio n a ry  

tim e s .

One must a t  th e  same tim e r e ta in  a  p e rsp e c tiv e  on what th e  

p o l i t i c a l  p h ilo sopher may d e s ir e  and what th e  f a c t s  o f th e  m a tte r a re  

f o r  him. Edmund Burke was, in  h i s  tim e and to  h is  own mind, a  p o l i t i c i a n .

^^Canavan, The P o l i t i c a l  Reason o f Edmund Burke, pp . 202-3*
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n o t a  p o l i t i c a l  p h ilo so p h e r. Only th e  d is a r ra y  and chaos th a t  surrounded 

him fo rce d  him to  a r t i c u l a t e  a  philosophy he h im se lf had, in  th e  main, 

ap p ro p ria te d  from th e  l iv in g  t r a d i t i o n  o f  th e  p e re n n ia l ph ilosophy .
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