The Anti-Enlightenment:
Edmund Burke
(1729-97)

The Human Condition: Fumbling in the Dark

“The science of constructing a commonwealth, or renovating it,
or reforming it, is, like every other experimental science, not to
be taught a priori. Nor is it a short experience that can instruct us
in that practical science; because the real effects of moral
causes are not always immediate, but that which in the first
instance is prejudicial may be excellent in its remoter operation,
and its excellence may arise even from the ill effects it produces
in the beginning. The reverse also happens; and very plausible
schemes, with very pleasing commencements, have often
shameful and lamentable conclusions. In states there are often
some obscure and almost latent causes, things which appear at
first view of little moment, on which a very great part of its
prosperity or adversity may most essentially depend.”
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The Value of Cavtion

“The science of government being, therefore, so practical
in itself, and intended for such practical purposes, a matter
which requires experience, and even more experience
than any person can gain in his whole life, however
sagacious and observing he may be, it is with infinite
caution that any man ought to venture upon pulling down
an edifice which has answered in any tolerable degree for
ages the common purposes of society, or on building it up
again without having models and patterns of approved
utility before his eyes.”

Rights Inherited, Not Reasoned

“You will observe that from Revolution Society to the Magna
Carta it has been the uniform policy of our constitution to
claim and assert our liberties as an entailed inheritance
derived to us from our forefathers, and to be transmitted to
our posterity—as an estate specially belonging to the
people of this kingdom, without any reference whatever to
any other more general or prior right. By this means our
constitution preserves a unity in so great a diversity of its
parts. We have an inheritable crown, an inheritable
peerage, and a House of Commons and a people inheriting
privileges, franchises, and liberties from a long line of
ancestors.”
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The limits of liberty

Government is a contrivance of human wisdom to provide for
human wants. Men have a right that these wants should be
provided for by this wisdom. Among these wants is to be reckoned
the want, out of civil society, of a sufficient restraint upon their
passions. Society requires not only that the passions of individuals
should be subjected, but that even in the mass and body, as well
as in the individuals, the inclinations of men should frequently be
thwarted, their will controlled, and their passions brought into
subjection. This can only be done by a power out of themselves,
and not, in the exercise of its function, subject to that will and to
those passions which it is its office to bridle and subdue. In this
sense the restraints on men, as well as their liberties, are to be
reckoned among their rights. But as the liberties and the restrictions
vary with times and circumstances and admit to infinite
modifications, they cannot be settled upon any abstract rule; and
nothing is so foolish as to discuss them upon that principle.

The limits of liberty

One of the first motives to civil society, and which becomes one of
its fundamental rules, is that no man should be judge in his own
cause. By this each person has at once divested himself of the first
fundamental right of uncovenanted man, that is, to judge for
himself and to assert his own cause. He abdicates all right to be his
own governor. He inclusively, in a great measure, abandons the
right of self-defense, the first law of nature. Men cannot enjoy the
rights of an uncivil and of a civil state together. That he may obtain
justice, he gives up his right of determining what it is in points the
most essential to him. That he may secure some liberty, he makes
a surrender in trust of the whole of it.
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An Indissoluble Social Contract

Society is indeed a contract. Subordinate contracts for objects
of mere occasional interest may be dissolved at pleasure—but
the state ought not to be considered as nothing better than a
partnership agreement in a frade of pepper and coffee, callico
or tobacco, or some other such low concern, to be taken up for
a little temporary interest, and to be dissolved by the fancy of
the parties. It is to be looked on with other reverence; because
it is not a partnership in things subservient only to the gross
animal existence of a temporary and perishable nature. It is a
partnership in all science; a partnership in all art; a partnership
in every virtue and in all perfection.

An Indissoluble Social Contract

As the ends of such a partnership cannot be obtained in many
generations, it becomes a partnership not only between those
who are living, but between those who are living, those who are
dead, and those who are yet to be born. Each contract of each
particular state is but a clause in the great primeval contract of
eternal society...

This law is not subject to the will of those, who by an obligation
above them, and infinitely superior, are bound to submit their will
to that law. The municipal corporations of that universal kingdom
are not morally at liberty at their pleasure, and on the
speculations of a contingent improvement, wholly to separate
and set asunder the bands of their subordinate community, and
to dissolve it into an unsocial, uncivil, unconnected chaos of
elementary principles.
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Lord Patrick Devlin
1905-1992

Morals and the Criminal Law

Morals and religion are inextricably joined—the moral standards
generally accepted in Western civilization being those belonging to
Christianity. Outside Christendom other standards derive from other
religions...In England we believe in the Christian idea of marriage and
therefore and therefore adopt monogamy as a moral principle.
Consequently the Christian institution of marriage has become the
basis of family life and so part of the structure of our society. It is there
not because it is Christian. It has got there because it is Christian, but it
remains there because it is built into the house in which we live and

could not be removed without bringing it down.
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