CONSERVATISM

The main feature of this first chapter of Noel disan’s Conservatisnis the discussion
of the theoretical and political developments ktestnth and seventeenth century Europe
that provoked a critical counter-response, a resptimat became known as (political)
conservatism. The new theories about man and gaiese from a cluster of abstract
ideas about the autonomy of human reason and potémall, and the corresponding
right to recast state and society according tatbetes of unaided human reason. The
chief fault of these ideas and their promoters \masprding to the conservative critique,
a loss of a sense of man’s imperfect nature, amdahviction that state and society
could be perfected. The slide to oppression arahtyy lay inevitably ahead in theory
and practice. In this sense it is right to talk @hmonservatism as a “philosophy of
imperfection”.

The deficiency in O'Sullivan's otherwise enlightenaccount of philosophical
conservatism is in giving the impression that theerfect nature of man — and the
prescription of a limited style of political actidhat flows from it — is the core feature of
conservative thought. O’'Sullivan’s brief discussafrEdmund Burke’s response — a
theological vision that claims the rightful form sthte and society is dictated by God’s
order in the world — does not do justice to theesixand depth of Burke's thought. For
example, it is clear that a distinct epistemololgacad metaphysical framework is
presupposed by Burke’s speeches and writings, wirmhght Burke to challenge the
revolutionary theorists’ ideas on the nature of hameason. This is philosophical, the
conclusions of reason without Revelation - not tbgical. Sullivan unfortunately
commits an interpretative blunder that is all toonenon in those who unreflectively
presuppose (metaphysical) materialism. The philosapframework of Burke's thought
will, of course, be the central focus of this wébsi

Below is an abridged version of the first chapte®tsullivan’s highly recommended
book.
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1. Conservative Ideology: a Philosophy of Imperfection

CONSERVATISM, as theConcise Oxford Dictionargefines the term, is a word used
to describe the attitude of one ‘disposed to mairgaisting institutions’. Unfortunately,
such a definition could be applied just as welh® caveman who clung to stone-age
practices, or to the rustic who instinctively amdhinkingly follows traditional usages, as
it would be to a highly articulate thinker like Ednd Burke. The everyday meaning of
the word consequently gives no indication aboutrelgestudy of conservatism should
begin, or about who should be included in it, azleded from it.



This initial difficulty, however, disappears onc¢esi recalled that it is with conservatism
as an ideology, and not as a subjective attitulle {hat of the caveman or the follower
of tradition, for example), that we have to deai.ideology, unlike an attitude, requires a
self-conscious attempt to provide an explicit aoderent theory of man, society and the
world. Now in this form — that is, as an ideologgenservatism is a phenomenon which
appeared only at a relatively recent point in modestory. It was defined (as it has
continued to be defined) opposition to a very novel and quite specifieadl'he point

at which it emerged was the French Revolution,taeddea to which it was opposed was
the one embodied in the theory and practice oftleach revolutionaries.his was the
idea that man’s reason and will were powerful emaiagregenerate human nature by
creating a completely new social order, construgtestcordance with the requirements
of liberty, equality and fraternitfConservatism as an ideology, then, is characterined
the first instance, by opposition to the idea ¢&ltor radical changend not by the

absurd idea of opposition to change as such, anlgycommitment to preserving all
existing institutions...

The idea of total social and political change didl, of course, appear out of the blue, and
to consider briefly the intellectual ingredientsigthproduced it will illuminate the view
of man and the world which conservative thinkergeh@ndeavoured to refute in the
period since the Revolution. The principal featoir¢éhe two centuries which preceded
the Revolution had been an increasing tendencidadon the traditional pessimism
about the human condition reflected in the Chnstigithof the Fall and in the idea of
original sin. A new optimism gradually replaced thée pessimism. This optimism,

which had emerged with the Renaissance and thendmstered by the growth of
scientific knowledge, had two consequences. It peed, in the first placey belief that

the world is an order which is intelligible to humegeason without the need for divine
revelation, and is responsive to human will, oregson has comprehended its structure.
It is, in fact, nothing more than a huge machinevatch, which can in principle be
dismantled and reassembled just as a watch carhbewvorld, in short, now came to be
regarded as far more malleable than men had pr&lyicansidered it to be.

The growth of optimism was reflected, in the secplage, in a new, more benign
conception of man’s own nature. This is clearlydrsible at the end of the seventeenth
century in, for example, Locke's rejection (in @éssayOn The Reasonableness of
Christianity, 1695)f the traditional belief that the nature of marsvsdighted by the

Fall. Adam alone, Locke said, was responsible fagimmal sin. Successive generations of
men obviously could not have been implicated iari] there is no reason to think that a
just God would treat them as if they had been &t any way by Adam's personal
shortcomings.

The story of the Fall, then, was gradually discdrde a means of explaining human
suffering; but the fact of suffering remained, oficse, and it was therefore necessary to
find an alternative means of accounting for it. Tneat achievement of Rousseau was to
put forward an explanation which has ever sinceareed the most popular one, and still
constitutes the foundation of all radical politicdéologies. In place of Adam he offered



society as the source of human misery. Reform ggdie argued, and evil and suffering
will eventually disappear from the world.

The idea that a corrupt social organization isctef cause of evil did not, however, lead
Rousseau himself to draw the conclusion that maidgoerfect his nature by using
political methods to change his social environm&hat was something which would
require (so he wrote in tH&ocial Contractthe work of a supra-human Legislator. In the
two centuries since Rousseau's death, howevecatadinkers have become much more
ready to recommend purely human devices as suifitoe the purpose of regenerating
man. Now the confident, ambitious style of politibey have since come to favour
clearly could not emerge until Rousseau's resemat@nd misgivings had been swept to
one side; and of themselves neither the increasiagjionalist conception of the world
nor the belief in man's natural innocence wouldehlaeen sufficient to bring that about.

Far more effective than any theoretical considenstivas the demonstration provided by
the Revolution of man's power to destroy completebpcial order which had previously
been accepted as natural and immutable. After #esivie demonstration of the potency
of the human will it provided, it was easy to cartg that power great enough to destroy
on so vast a scale could equally well be useddongruct society in the same grand
fashion. It was the Revolution, then, which gavacpical relevance to the conception of
the world and of human nature as plastic, and haacesponsive to deliberate change
aimed at realizing all man's desires and dreanhsgpiness. And it was the Revolution,
accordingly, which called forth the need for a yejol the new view of man and the world
upon which it rested, and whose validity it appdageconfirm. It created, in short, the
need for a statement of conservative principles.

The form which this statement had to take is nfftcdit to discern. In order to oppose
the ideal of radical change it was necessary faseovative thinkers to show, in the first
place, that the world was by no means as intelegidmd malleable as men had come to
assume; and, secondly, that pain, evil and suffesiere not purely temporary elements
in the human condition, originating in an unjusgamization of society, and therefore
capable of being eliminated by sweeping away karg$tyrants and enthroning the will
of the people. They had to show, in other wordat the world imposes limitations upon
what either the individual or the state can hopaduieve without destroying the stability
of society. Conservative ideology, accordingly, haydefined as a philosophy of
imperfection, committed to the idea of limits, aticected towards the defence of a
limited style of politics.

By a limited style of politics is meant one whicashas its primary aim the preservation
of thedistinction between private and public I{ier between the state and society) which
emerged in Europe at the end of the medieval peltiasithis distinction that moderate
conservatives have believed to be increasinglyatereed byhe ideal of radical change —
an ideal which has meant in practice the constaension of state power into every
sphere of life, in the name of equality, sociatipesand welfare.



Used in this broad sengége term ‘limited’ does not entail the identificai of
conservatism with any commitment either to represgere or to paternalist government.
Both modes of government have been defended byoats/e thinkers, who have
naturally been as ready as other ideologists towritleir political preferences with
intrinsic merit; but when prejudices of this kinek aisregarded, it becomes evident that
the primary commitment of the moderate conservasivet to this or that form of
government, but is, as Burke observed inDieéense of His [Own] Life (1793 the
‘manifest, marked distinction ... between change @fiormation. Change, he continued,

alters the substance of the objects themselvesgetsdid of all their
essential good as well as of all the accidentdlasmnexed to hem.... Reform,
on the other hand, is not a change in the substamioethe primary
modification of the objects, but a direct applioatof a remedy to the
grievance complained of. So far as that is remoakds sure. It stops there;
and if it fails the substance which underwent herapon, at the very worst,
is but where it was..

In practice, what constitutes the ‘reform’ upon @rha limited style of politics
concentrates will, of course, vary in differentsiions;sometimes it may involve
defensive action, whilst on other occasions (aswiisraeli ‘dished the Whigs’ by
extending the suffrage in 1867, for example) it m@gan taking the initiative in

changing the status quo. Sometimes, again, it megnmdefending authority, while at
others it may mean supporting the cause of libegginst high-handed and over-mighty
governmentsAs a result, the conservative may find himself esqub(as Burke himself
did) to the charge of inconsistency; and he matplak in addition, that the notion of a
limited style of politics is too negative a condeptof political activity. But since the
meaning of reform cannot be specified in advanaevehts, and since the content of a
limited style of politics must inevitably vary witthanging circumstanceseither of

these charges carries much weight. The rejectisadtal change which underlies the
idea of a limited style of politics may, of courgasily be presented as deriving from too
great a regard for vested interests, along witlniegivity to the condition of the mass of
the population; but as Burke made clear in theyegsst referred to, the real purpose
behind the conservative commitment is quite otheewit is, he saidio screen every
man, in every class, from oppressiolm a century like the present, in which radical
ideologies have generally done more to strengtherchains which bind the masses than
to improve their condition, it is worth ponderindjttle before dismissing the
conservative preference for reform as nothing nlose a desire to perpetuate inequality
and social injustice.

But if conservative ideology is defined in termstoé commitment to a limited style of
politics, then one major disadvantage immediatpjyears to arise. This is that
conservatism then seems difficult to distinguiginfriiberalism, which is also generally
considered to be an ideology dedicated to the defehsuch a political style. The
history of liberal ideology, however, is the starfya retreat from the idea of a limited
style of politics, for during the nineteenth cemtliberals came increasingly to value
something with which such a style is ultimatelyampatible.This was ‘progress’ or the



‘improvement’ of mankind, in the name of which asgmment could, in principle at
least, interfere in every aspect of lifess John Stuart Mill made clear, progress or
improvement might even mean interfering with theeinlife of man through the
inculcation of a new religion, which he describadadreligion of humanity’Now the
conservative conception of a limited style of podt it is true, is one which has
sometimes been assumed by conservative thinkeesjtire intensive supervision of the
spiritual life of subjects, through censorshipdéaample; but it has not been considered
(by moderate conservatives at least) to permitegeneration of human nature through
the imposition of new creeds whigbliticize the inner, spiritual life of man.

The simple definition of conservatism as the dedewica limited style of politics, based
upon the idea of imperfection, has two tangibleasd@ges which it will be useful to
notice immediately. The first is that although t&inition directs attention towards the
central theme of conservative philosophy, whicitsistress upon human imperfection, it
does not require one to identify an ‘essence’ ardicore’ of conservative ideology, by
fixing upon the writings of one particular consdiva thinker, or upon some one strain
in conservative thought. Burke, of course, is theieus candidate for such treatment,
and it is no surprise to find one writer on conséism asserting that, ‘That theory of
conservatism is to be preferred which most ‘adegiyaind completely explains the
manifestations of the Burkean ideology’, on theugia that Burke is ‘the conservative
archetype’. The alternative to fixing upon a paide thinker is to list various doctrines
which all conservative thought is supposed to digplith relatively little change, at all
times. In this vein, Russell Kirk, for exampletdisix ‘canons of conservative thought’,
in order to provide a framework for his essayldve Conservative Minénd his list (or
any other list) could of course be extended. Thedation to the procedure followed in
each of these cases is twofold. There is the difffqporesented by the fact that not every
conservative thinker will be found to subscribaliache ideas found on the list of
‘canons of conservative thought’; and there isfthither difficulty that not all who do
subscribe to them would invariably be describedaservative. The present definition
avoids both difficulties since it is broad enougHit all thinkers who have considered
themselves conservative, or are generally regaadesdich, whilst at the same time
directing attention towards the idea upon whiclcalservative thought depends; the
idea, that is, of imperfection.

In the second place, the definition provides thamseof distinguishing conservative
ideology not only from liberalism, but also fromethadical ideologies which lie to its left
and to its radical righConsidering the radical right first, it is evidehat the ideologies
found there allow far more potency to the humarh thdn is compatible with the
conservative belief in imperfectioBoth Nazism and fascism, in other words, presesnt th
world and the social order as more malleable aasticlthan conservative ideology
considers them to b&hat is why conservative ideology is not co-extemsvith what

may be called ‘the right wing’ of European politilaought. It is true, nevertheless, that
a conservative may sometimes conceive of the impgons of the existing social order
as so deep and all-pervasive that he ends by adpgtnotion of ‘corruption’ or
‘degeneration’ which resembles that from which Nazand fascism take their rise.
Such, for example, was the tendency of de Maiatrd,more recently of Charles



Maurras, the founder of thction FrancaiseWhen the idea of imperfection is pursued
to this extreme, conservatism passes into readtergssence of which is that the present
appears as a state of unrelieved degeneracy, fluohwn escape can only be found by
restoring some imaginary past golden age. Everiosacy conservatism, however,
remains clearly distinguishable from the ideolo§yhe radical right, since the
reactionary does not share its characteristic bialigtne redemptive power of human will
or its equally characteristic demand for a dynam&ss movement which would serve as
a political instrument for regenerating human natlirwould therefore be a mistake to
regard reactionary ideology as a species of radigial-wing thought; but the common
suspicion that some close relationship exists betvike two is nevertheless well
founded. The depth of his pessimism naturally lehdgeactionary to despair of
moderation, with the result that he rejects a Behistyle of politicsReactionary

ideology, consequently, is best regarded as agwtizone between conservatism and the
radical right a zone, that is, in which the belief in man’sradicable imperfection
continues to distinguish the reactionary positiamf that of Nazism and fascism, but in
which the moderation and flexibility inherent iretbonservative commitment to a
limited style of politics no longer have a seculacp. That is why a movement like the
Action Francaisefor example, could serve in the inter-war yearthadraining ground

for many young intellectuals with authoritarian arational socialist leanings, although it
was not itself a fascist movement; and why, inléte thirties, the literary critic of the
Action Francaisenewspaper (Robert Brasillach) could at the same tmte for the
fascist weeklyle Suis Partout.

But (it may be said) even if the idea of imperfentdifferentiates conservatism from
ideologies of the radical right, it yet fails tastinguish it clearly from those of the left.
Marxism, for example, places great stress upointiependence of the external world
from man’s will. It rests upon the idea that higtal change is governed by inner laws
which determine the socio-economic structure asrmmunity, and this seems to be one
way of acknowledging that the will is subject tamiiations or imperfections which are
only partially responsive to deliberate actigrhas already been indicated, however, that
imperfection, in the conservative sense, meansdieable (or ineliminable)
imperfection, and the idea of ineradicable impeitecis one which Marxism, in
common with all other ideologies of the radicat,leéjects For Marxism, imperfection
continues to be treated as the product of a péaticuganization of society, and not as
something; inherent in the human condition. Thusedhe proletariat has become
conscious of the exploitation it suffers under ¢agitalist order, Marxism maintains, a
revolution must occur which will eliminate evil argientually inaugurate the communist
millennium.Marxism, then, is no exception to the generalizatiwat all radical

ideologies maintain that imperfection can be rendoie principle at least) from the
human condition by radical social and political cha

In spite of the advantages just mentioned, thendmin of conservatism as a philosophy
of imperfection may yet be felt to suffer from oomserriding defect. This is that the idea
of imperfection might seem ‘to distinguish conseisra chiefly from forms of
ideological extremism’ found only outside Westeaemubcracies. On this definition, in
other words, conservatism might seem rather refnote the everyday politics of liberal



democratic societieShe rejection of imperfection, however, is not aumrity of left-
and right-wing extremist ideologies; on the contidihas found its way into all modern
democratic ideology, in the seemingly innocuouseguif the doctrine of popular
sovereignty.

The connection between the rejection of imperfecéind the democratic doctrine of
popular sovereignty may be traced back to Rousseasistence upon man’s natural
innocence.

If man is naturally good, as Rousseau’s novel thebevil implies, and if man’s will can
bring every aspect of his life under his contreltl@e philosophy of the Enlightenment
and the destructive work of the French revoluti®@smencouraged men to believe, then
only one form of limit or restraint upon the humaiti can ever be acceptable. This must
take the form of a self-imposed restraint, sincg @her kind of restraint must
necessarily be incompatible with the freedom angestia of creatures who are naturally
good. In liberal democracies, then, the rejectibimperfection is more familiar in the
form of the ideal of self-imposed restraints asdbedition for moral and political
obligation than in the form of utopian dreams @bamunist millennium or a thousand-
year Reich.

Now this theory of moral and political obligationnot one which conservatives have
rejected out of hand; indeed, they have themsgkaessed that individuals should be
subject, wherever possible, to self-imposed lintdgher than to ones imposed by
governments. The crucial point, however, is thatradical identifies the only acceptable
self-imposed limits with ‘internal’ ones — with anehat is, which flow solely from the
reason and conscience within each individHaving made this identification, he then
naturally regards the limits imposed by law, andh®/whole fabric of social life, as
‘external’ and therefore unacceptable. In otherdsdhe radical, as Swift observed,
wants man to be like the spider, whose web compeasesnvironment spun wholly out of
its own innards; the life of the honey-bee, whisles by gathering pollen it has not itself
created, has no place in the spider’'s scheme mshiWhen pushed to the extreme, the
contrast between the spider and the honey-beevieudly an unfair one, but the analogy
serves to highlight the fundamental difference leemvconservative and radical attitudes
towards experiencélnlike the radical, the conservative does not bégiconceiving of
self-imposed restraints so narrowly that everythiedinds already in existence around
him is an unacceptable and illegitimate restraimaply because he cannot see in it the
reflection of his own reason and will.

In political terms, the problem created by the de® live within a social web of self-
imposed restraints was given definitive expresbipiRousseau in theocial Contract.
The great political problem of the modern world wrete, is to find ‘some form of
association ... as a result of which the wholengtite of the community will be enlisted
for the protection of the person and property @heeonstituent member, in such a way
that each, when united to his fellowsnders obedience to his own wdhd remains as
free as he was befor@mphasis added). Since no major European cobasever
found such a form of association, Rousseau condltits none of them could rightfully



claim the obedience of their subjedtéhat is extraordinary about this high-handed
conclusion is Rousseau’s refusal to pause anddensihether any of these governments
ruled justly and humanely, before dismissing thenilagitimate; but then prudence,
circumstance and expedience, which would requeetnsideration of such obvious
matters, are not important for a theory which makXesdience to one’s own will the
principal condition for obligatiorin a wider perspective, however, the interest of
Rousseau’s view is that it provided the basis efdbctrine of popular sovereignty,
subsequently enshrined in the French Constitutidd98, and later passed down in a
variety of forms to all Western democratic ideokmilt is through the doctrine of
popular sovereignty that the idea of self-imposeuts$, and the rejection of imperfection
upon which it depends, have found their way interethe most familiar forms of
Western political thought.

The ideal of popular sovereigntyen, in the shape of the commitment to self-
government as the only legitimate form of governtnkas for long been familiar even
amongst peoples who think of themselves as pdlificaderate. This familiarity,
howeverhas appeared to conservatives as one of the painigfortunes of the present
age, since it obscures only too effectively the that the modern manner of thinking
about democracy is at least as likely to produdeigal extremism as political
moderation.

In particular,conservatives have tried to draw attention to tllisastrous implications of
the modern democratic idedll of them derive from the idea that only setiposed
restrictions can create a duty of political obederust as that idea can be derived, in
turn, from the disappearance of the idea of ineedde imperfection first of all in
Rousseau's political writings, and thereafter imderatic ideology at large.

In the first placeif the individual can be bound only by his own wifien only laws and
institutions which accurately reflect his wishes politically and socially acceptablBut

in that case it also follows, of course, that imraggly his wishes change the existing
institutions lose their right to his respect. Ndweiason and conscience spoke to every
man with the same voice this would perhaps preseigreat difficulty, but since they
speak to Professor Marcuse (for example) in oneevand to President Ford in another,
the ideal clearly has anarchic implications. ha¢, one must add, a question of deciding
whether Professor Marcuse or the President is dptvat of observing that within this
theory there is no conceivable way of ever draveirfigm line between legitimate
authority and the illegitimate use of force. Simeason and conscience convey different
but equally convincing messages to even the moséege and intelligent of men, the
result is that the theory leaves democratic goventmperpetually exposed to the
terrorism of groups which acknowledge only theimoself-imposed principled.he ideal
of self-imposed limits used to defend the democratinception of self-government, in
short, is as readily available for the subversiboamstitutional government as for its
defence, and in logic at least there is nothintpis that the advocate of self-government
can complain about.



But the idea that the individual can be bound dnyyis own will may lead, in the
second place, in a diametrically opposite directinstead of legitimizing terrorism and
creating a constant threat of anarchy, it may éguadll be used to defend despotic
governmentlt can be used for that purpose because the datioiteal of self-
government (or popular sovereignty) shifts attenivay from the exercise of power to
its origin. It is, that is to say, no longer whaj@ernment does, but the title by which it
claims to do it, that now becomes crucial. Consetiy@ modern government may,
without absurdity, defend any policy at all, no taehow inimical to law, liberty and the
security of property it may be, by merely claimihgt it acted on behalf of the people, or
in fulfilment of some electoral mandate.

Finally, theidea that only self-imposed restraints are legitentands naturally to support
an intransigent, inflexible style of politics in wh there is no place for compromise with
one's fellow men or accommodation to the exterraldy It supports this style because
the ideal of self-imposed limits or restraints makepossible to reject all established
institutions and authorities, not because they hen tried and found wanting, but
merely because they have not been self-imposed.rfight seem to be fanciful
exaggeration, were it not for the fact that ithe bnly possible way (as Burke was the
first to appreciate) of explaining the more extreaspects of the French Revolution. That
men act violently when oppressed, and cannot bredddor responding to extreme
oppression in an even more extreme way, are mattach may readily be granted (even
though Burke was notoriously reluctant to do sthmFrench case). No amount of
oppression, however, can explain by itself therdesf the revolutionaries to create not
only a new time-scale of their own, but even taceaenew God above themselves...

None of the three implications of the idea thayadlf-imposed limits upon the will are
legitimate is a new phenomenon, of course; theduvoaks always known terrorism,
despotism and fanaticism in one form or anotherat#novel, however, is that these
things should have been fostered in the moderndimyla view of man which began by
stressing the intrinsic goodness of his naturéerathan its ineliminable imperfection. It
is also novel that the loss of a sense of impadeahould have worked not so much to
improve man’s control over society and the worldaamsulate him from reality at every
point. To criticize and reject what exists in favefi something better, after what exists
has been found oppressive, is a response whichde/dfaistre found difficult to reject
altogetherput to reject what exists without having triedaibd merely because it has not
been self-imposed, is a response to the world wikicimique in Western histarf¥he

man who walks with his eyes shut does not usualheet sympathy when he bangs his
head; but the odd thing is that men who detach gaditical principles from reality do
expect it, and blame the world, and never theimgiples, for the problems they
encounter. When Kant, for example, was confroniethb degeneration of revolutionary
idealism into the terror of Robespierre, it did notur to him that there might be any
parallel between his own rejection, on the one hahdstablished authority in favour of
the dictates of conscience, and Robespierre’s ptieim the other hand, to institute
perfect freedom and justice by erasing the needutrority. Instead of considering this
possibility, Kant kept his principles safely apam reality by maintaining, in the
Critique of,Judgementhat man’s path to perfection was bound to be arieasant.



‘To be sure,’ he observed, ‘the first attemptsifgoperfectly free] will be brutal, and will
bring about a more painful, more dangerous state When one was under the orders,
but also under the protection of a third partyislan answer whose logical structure
would be painfully familiar perhaps to the man wient, as yet only half bald, into a
hair clinic. After six months of intensive and erpeve treatment he was entirely bald.
Annoyed and anxious, he confronted the trichologisthis surprise, the trichologist
congratulated him, assured him that the remedyweeiking well, and explained that
until all his hair had been eliminated, no new gitowould begin.

The definition of conservatism as a philosophyngpérfection, then, is not one which is
defined only against ideological extremes that haveonnection with Western liberal-
democracies such as those that exist in Englandhend.S.A. The rejection of
imperfection is not peculiar to totalitarian goverents under the sway of manifestly
radical ideologies, but is implicit also in the dmeratic identification of good
government with self-government. The dangers ptesgdny this identification have been
indicated, and the principal task of conservatdeoiogy has been to alert men to them.
To weigh what exists before discarding it, to tekat is proposed in the light of
circumstances, prudence and expedience, are faguinservative lessons which only
cease to sound quite so banal when the developrh&utropean political and
intellectual life since 1789 is borne in mind.

How, it must now be asked, have conservative thighnk&tempted to defend the idea of
man as an imperfect, dependent and limited creatwceeature, that is, incapable of
being regenerated by radical social and politibainge, and consequently doomed to
make the best of things by the more modest polmie®mpromise and accommodation?
In fact not one, but three very different schodlthought are discernible within
conservative ideology, each of which offers a dédfé conception of imperfection, and
hence of the limits to which the human will is ®dij Each, accordingly, presents a
different case against radical political change.

There is, firstly, the oldest and best-known cowstve school of thought, according to
which the inevitable imperfection of man’s conditis derived from a moral or
theological vision of the world. For defenderstuktposition, who include Burke and the
leading French reactionary thinkers, de Maistre Badald, the limits to which human
action is subject are determined by the concemtfdhe world as an ordered, hierarchical
whole in which everything, including man, has hgalace assigned to it by God, who
created the universe. On this view, change is ba ifar as it threatens to disrupt the
original perfection of creation, and man is singted as especially liable to attempt such
change. He is dangerous, because he is distinguistra the rest of creation by his
capacity for deliberate evil, which is often (bt @lways) attributed to the Fall and the
appearance of original sin.

From a theoretical point of view, this school abdight is principally distinguished from
other schools of conservatism by its search fortwhey be called an absolute principle
of order — for a principle, that is, which is etalty valid. The school finds such a
principle in the plan upon which God originally argzed creation, and it derives its con-



ception of limits, therefore, from a supra-histatieorld of absolute values. For that
reason, its conception of order is predominantiyistIn practice, of course, it is
necessary to identify some specific historical @etds the one in which society
conformed most closely to the divine plan, and thea that period as a yardstick by
reference to which judgment can be passed on patpfis change, or upon changes
actually taking place. For Burke, the English ciingon of 1688 provided such a
yardstick. The beauty of the constitution which wan established, he believed, was
that it conformed more closely than any other t@wte described as ‘the natural order’
of the universe (that is, the divine plan upon whtovas created). He was also prepared
to argue that the durability and flexibility of tloéd constitution were strongly in its
favour, but in the last resort the anchorage poinhis conservatism was an appeal to a
timeless, supra-historical order of things. The sdshea, in a much more pronounced
form, also characterizes the French reactionargachlthough in their case the social
order ordained by God could not be identified tagas by Burke in England, with the
one that actually existed. They found it in therféeof theAncien Regimeyut that
France had of course been destroyed by the ReopluEheir alienation from the new
status quo created by the Revolution was thergfmfund — so profound, indeed, that it
severely undermined the logical stability of thiiought and sometimes drove them to
more radical conclusions than those of their reti@hary opponents. It remains true,
however, that the most systematic and ambitioutoexion of the theological
framework for conservative thought is to be fountbagst the French thinkers...

The other two schools — historical and skepticate-discussed in the rest of the chapter.
I will leave it to the reader to consult further lllivan’s highly informative book on the
different philosophical, national and historicatatds of conservative thought.



