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Discussion Document 

 

The overall appeal of Edmund Burke’s whiggism was to family, religion, individual responsibility, the 

defence of property, and the maintenance of law and order and the ‘perfect constitution’ established 

by the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688. The venerable institutions of monarchy and church were to be 

respected and preserved. In this sense, Burke was not only reacting to the French Revolution but 

reacting within and to some sense against, the Enlightenment or what has been termed ‘the age of 

reason’. Thus Burke would have argued that societies are made up of its natural elites, by virtue of 

birth, wealth and education, and that these elite should provide considered leadership.  

You see, Sir, that in this enlightened age I am bold enough to confess that we are generally men of 

untaught feelings, that, instead of casting away all our old prejudices, we cherish them to a very 

considerable degree, and, to take more shame to ourselves, we cherish them because they are 

prejudices; and the longer they have lasted and the more generally they have prevailed, the more 

we cherish them. We are afraid to put men to live and trade each on his own private stock of reason, 

because we suspect that this stock in each man is small, and that the individuals would do better to 

avail themselves of the general bank and capital of nations and of ages. Many of our men of 

speculation, instead of exploding general prejudices, employ their sagacity to discover the latent 

wisdom which prevails in them. If they find what they seek, and they seldom fail, they think it more 

wise to continue the prejudice, with the reason involved, than to cast away the coat of prejudice and 

to leave nothing but the naked reason; because prejudice, with its reason, has a motive to give 

action to that reason, and an affection which will give it permanence. Prejudice is of ready 

application in the emergency; it previously engages the mind in a steady course of wisdom and 

virtue and does not leave the man hesitating in the moment of decision sceptical, puzzled, and 

unresolved. Prejudice renders a man's virtue his habit, and not a series of unconnected acts. 

Through just prejudice, his duty becomes a part of his nature.  

Edmund Burke (1790) Reflections on the Revolution in France. 

 


