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Roger Scruton has stood at the heart of British intellectual life for nearly
40 years. He is author of more than 30 books and hundreds of articles on 
philosophy, politics and culture. He has written extensively on fox hunt-
ing, farming and his beloved England, as well as founding and editing 
the conservative journal, The Salisbury Review, from 1982–2001. He has,
more over, produced three novels, a book of poetry, two texts of acclaimed
philosophical fiction, two operas and an autobiography. From 1984–
1987, he wrote a hard-hitting column for the The Times. He has also 
contributed to the Spectator, the Daily Telegraph, the Daily Mail, the
Wall Street Journal and a host of other British, European and American
publications. Currently, he writes a wine column for the New Statesman,
and is author of the American Spectator’s ‘The Pursuit of Knowledge’ col-
umn. He is a co-founder of openDemocracy.net, and founder of Claridge Press
(1987–2004).

During the Cold War, Scruton did more than most to sustain the hope
of Eastern European dissidents. He helped found the Jan Hus Educational
Foundation, which organised underground seminars for persecuted 
intellectuals in Prague. In 1982, he set up the Jagiellonian Trust which
operated on a similar basis inside Poland and Hungary. He was also
founder of the Anglo-Lebanese Cultural Association which, from 1987–1995,
endeavoured to reconcile the warring Lebanese sects. In 1996, he was
awarded the ‘1st June Prize’ for his services to the Czech people, and in
2000 Scruton was honoured with the Medal of Merit by the Czech 
Republic.

Academically, he holds a PhD from Cambridge University (1972), which
he wrote on aesthetics. From 1969–1971, he was Research Fellow at Peter-
house, Cambridge, and from 1971–1992, he taught philosophy at Birkbeck
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College in London, and was called to the Bar in 1978. In 1992, he became
Professor of Philosophy and University Professor at Boston College, a 
position he held until 1995. Between 1995 and 2005, he dedicated his time to
writing, farming and consulting. In 2005, he took up the position of Research
Professor at The Institute for the Psychological Sciences in Virginia.

Scruton holds honorary doctorates from Adelphi University in New
York (1995), and from Masaryk University in Brno (1997). He was made
a Fellow of the European Academy of Arts and Sciences in 1995, and a 
Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature in 2003. In 2004, he was presented
with the Ingersoll-Weaver Prize for Scholarly Letters, and in 2008 he was
made a Fellow of the British Academy in recognition of his outstanding 
academic achievements.

In short, Roger Scruton is one of the most accomplished public intel-
lectuals to have emerged in the latter half of the twentieth century. And
yet he has at best been ignored, and at worst reviled. When, for example,
he is given prominence in the press, it is usually because of some contro-
versy or other – such as when, in 2002, The Financial Times dropped his
column on country matters because the Guardian gleefully alleged that
Scruton had conspired in a media plot to push the sale of cigarettes. In its
edition of 24 January 2002 the paper declared that ‘Professor Roger Scruton,
darling of the moral right, asked one of the world’s biggest tobacco 
companies for £5,500 a month to help place pro-smoking articles in some
of Britain’s most influential newspapers and magazines’. It went on to
claim that in ‘a leaked email to Japan Tobacco International seeking a
£1,000 rise on his existing £4,500 monthly fee, Prof Scruton argued that
in a business “largely conducted by shysters and sharks” he represented
value for money’. 

In a letter published by the Guardian on 28 January, Scruton responded
by explaining that, ‘my wife and I have a company devoted to public affairs,
the aim of which is to help clients to find the language appropriate to
their concerns and to promote debate of those concerns in the media.
Japan Tobacco International has been our client for the last three years.
We have advised JTI on language and arguments and arranged debates,
seminars and conferences on risk and freedom, with their declared spon-
sorship … We have also published Risk of Freedom Briefing, circulated to
journalists (including some on the Guardian) the purpose of which is to
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stimulate debate. This carries my name as editor and JTI’s name as sponsor.

We have never concealed the relationship, but have tried to make clear we

are related to our client not as advocates but as advisers. The document to

which you refer was a proposal for 2002; it should be understood in the

above context.’ His robust defense notwithstanding, the Guardian’s campaign

had succeeded in damaging Scruton’s journalistic career.

The tobacco controversy is just one example of many in which the liberal

establishment has delighted in disparaging one of England’s most gifted

sons. Why is this so? Part of the reason is that Scruton is an unapologetic

conservative in the tradition of Edmund Burke, G.W.F. Hegel and T.S.

Eliot. But how did someone born to a socialist father of modest means in

High Wycombe become Britain’s high priest of intellectual conservatism?

In a lecture delivered at Masaryk University, Brno, on the occasion of his

sixtieth birthday in 2004, he tells us that although his father, Jack Scruton,

rejected the English ‘establishment’, he never rejected England. He loved

‘the English landscape, the English weather, the English temperament,

and the English refusal to bow down to alien powers and usurping 

authorities’. But he also admired ‘those who rose in protest from the ranks

of the people to say “no” to official decrees. From the Peasants’ Revolt to

the Trade Union movement, Englishmen, he believed, had made “no”

into their national philosophy, and that philosophy was his.’

Scruton’s complex relationship with his father is vividly analysed in

some depth in his deeply poignant autobiography Gentle Regrets (2005),

and in England: An Elegy (2006). But what we learn from his Brno lecture

is that Scruton responded to his father’s ‘nay-saying’ by searching for

things ‘to which I could say “yes” ’. Scruton’s philosophy is, therefore, one

of affirmation – affirmation of all those features of human existence that

are scornfully rejected by the Left. He writes:

Only recently has it become clear to me that my entire philosophy is a kind of 
affirmation. Now it isn’t easy to say ‘yes’. All traditions, institutions and societies
are imperfect, and the one who says ‘no’ to them can easily alight on the fatal 
defect that justifies his distaste. The one who says ‘yes’ bears the onus of proof.
He must show how the obvious faults are outweighed by the hidden virtues. He
must lay bare the intricate workings of his favoured arrangement, to show that
it tends in some benevolent direction. His attempts to praise are impeded at every
point by protests, and when, finally, he rests his case, it is not because he has
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proved it but because he is too tired to go on. There is, as Cardinal Newman 

argued a century and a half ago, a ‘grammar’ of assent. Only by treading carefully

over a broken landscape, following rules that govern your every step, can you

advance to the point where affirmation is possible.

Roger Scruton has spent his entire professional life affirming the ‘hid-

den virtues’ of his country in particular, and of Western civilisation more

generally. In that, he is an ardent disciple of Eliot, a poet whose view of

England was the antithesis of ‘that which my father had tried to drum into

me’. Like Eliot, Scruton positively embraced the ‘rural settlement, the 

Anglican compromise, the monarchy, the orderly arrangement of sacred

things’. In so doing, he claimed his cultural, political and religious inher-

itance, and saw in it ‘the repository of an experience which is at once local

and placeless, present and timeless, the experience of a community sanc-

tified by time’. 

Put simply, Eliot showed Scruton ‘how to say “yes” to old things by

making them new’. And it is that approach which has characterised his

philosophy from his first book, Art and Imagination (1974), to his most 

recent output. Still, it must not be forgotten that Scruton is a product of

the Analytic school of philosophy, which, he admits, ‘looks with suspi-

cion on that approach’, and whose method is ‘strictly logical’. So how did

he manage to reconcile his respect for the Analytic method with his desire

to ‘explore man’s place in the scheme of things’? He found a way to do this

through the writings of Ludwig Wittgenstein and Immanuel Kant. As we

shall see later in this book, Wittgenstein is of supreme importance for

Scruton. He was the one Analytic philosopher who shared Scruton’s ‘vision

of the importance of high culture’. But he also wished ‘to sweep away the

pretentions of philosophy, and to restore the dominions lost to philosophy

by ordinary common sense’. Hence, for Scruton, Wittgenstein’s central

message is this: there is ‘no alternative to the day-to-day and nothing more

truthful than simplicity. You can change things, improve things, criticise

things. But the concepts that you use to formulate your goal will be de-

rived from a form of life that is shared, invariant and ordinary. To attack

that form of life is to jeopardise the meaning of all that you say and do.’ 

That message is one that can also be found in the writings of Burke

and Hegel. Each writer says ‘yes’ to the cultural inheritance and the insti-
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tutions which sustain it. But those writers must, for Scruton, be supple-

mented by Kant, who teaches that although human beings are formed

through society, they also respond naturally to the precepts of the Moral

Law. This idea exerted a powerful influence over Roger Scruton’s thought,

and is everywhere evident throughout his large body of work. So too is

Kant’s theory of aesthetic judgement, as he explains:

Rationality commits us to the moral law, Kant argued. It also commits us to the 

exercise of taste. The critical appraisal of the beautiful is an inescapable part of 

rationality, and not to exercise it is to be only half a man. Inspired by Kant I took

up the study of aesthetics. I wanted to endorse his vision of aesthetic judgement, 

as a fundamental part of the human condition. And I was moved too by the desire

– which Kant shared, though for very different reasons – to show that there are 

genuine reasons for distinguishing good from bad, beautiful from ugly, in the realm

of art.

Kant taught Scruton that aesthetic judgement is a fundamental feature

of human rationality. In all of our endeavours, we seek order, harmony and

symmetry. And we do so as a way of striving to ‘fit in’ with our surrounds,

our neighbours and the wider community. The aesthetic is, in other words,

a path to membership, or that through which we can rediscover a place

called ‘home’. Hence, to describe something as either good or beautiful is

not simply to pay it an empty compliment. It is to identify it as a means

of surmounting temporal isolation and alienation. 

If there is one single theme that unites all of Scruton’s writings on 

aesthetics, religion, politics, wine, farming and fox-hunting, it is the affir-

mation of home, soil and settlement. That is why, when he left Cambridge

after completing a BA in 1965, he was amazed to ‘discover that my con-

temporaries looked to Marx, Lenin and Mao Tze Tung as their authori-

ties, not just in politics, but in every area of human thought and action,

art, literature and music included’. In so doing, they were rejecting the

‘hidden virtues’ of the West in favour of ‘nihilism, anger and selfishness’.

From that point on, Scruton set himself the task of stridently opposing

those who would seek not only to deny, but to destroy the old experience

of home that the settled structures of bourgeois society sustain. And so he

targeted the latter-day heirs of the French Jacobins, liberals in the tradi-

tion of Jean-Jacques Rousseau and John Stuart Mill. He directed his pen
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against existentialists such as Jean-Paul Sartre, and postmodernists in the

fashion of Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida and Richard Rorty. If such

people aim to wipe the political slate clean by tearing down prevailing

institutions, customs and values in the name of utopian liberty, Scruton

desires to show that real and concrete freedom – ‘the only freedom worth

having’ – can only be guaranteed in and through those institutions. For it is

through institutions that man’s identity is formed, and by way of which he

discovers and adapts himself to the surrounding cultural landscape. As

Scruton remarks, ‘the first task for the conservative is the care of institu-

tions’, while ‘the second task is to give up this breast-beating, guilt-ridden

desire to throw away our inheritance. We must take confidence in it, 

believe in it, recognise that in the end we have inherited something which

we have no alternative but to accept.’ 

In sum, Roger Scruton defends a Hegelian and Burkean view of human

nature, one founded on allegiance to institutions as the guarantee of 

tangible freedom. As such, he opposes any and all variations of the social

contract theory, liberal individualism or philosophical theories of the 

‘authentic’ self in isolation from its kind. Hence his rich defence of West-

ern culture, and the religious and philosophical concepts of personhood

upon which it depends. That is why understanding Scruton and his 

substantial contribution demands studying all the elements of his work

at once. You cannot, in other words, consider his philosophical theories

of conservatism in isolation from his work on aesthetics, the religious

origins of culture, sexual ethics, animal rights and his powerful defence

of the nation state. Each dimension of his oeuvre is, I maintain, a restate-

ment of the following insight from his 1990 collection of essays, The

Philosopher on Dover Beach:

There is an attitude that we direct to the human person, and which leads us to
see, in the human form, a perspective on the world that reaches from a point
outside it. We may direct this very attitude on occasion, to the whole of nature,
and in particular to those places, things, events and artefacts where freedom has
been real. The experience of the sacred is the sudden encounter with freedom; it
is the recognition of personality and purposefulness in that which contains no
human will … It is difficult, however, to retain the sense of the sacred without the
collective ritual which compels us to listen to the voice of the species. For the
modern intellectual, who stands outside the crowd, the memory of enchantment
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may be awakened more easily by art than by prayer; it is an attempt to call the

timeless and the transcendental to the scene of some human incident … The

point of inter section of the timeless with time may not be an occupation for the

saint; but for those who are not in some measure saintly, it demands the willing 

co-operation of the whole community. And without the sacred, man lives in a 

depersonalised world: a world where all is permitted, and where nothing has 

absolute value. That, I believe, is the principal lesson of modern history, and if

we tremble before it, it is because it contains a judgement on us. The hubris which

leads us to believe that science has the answer to all our questions, that we are

nothing but dying animals and that the meaning of life is merely self-affirma-

tion, or at best the pursuit of some collective, all embracing and all-too-human

goal – this reckless superstition contains already the punishment of those who

succumb to it.

If, in other words, man is to find a place in the world that, following

Hegel, he can truly call ‘home’, it will not be through the scientific world-

view, irrespective of how essential that is. Neither will it be through po-

litical or philosophical theories that drive at a universal or ‘transcendental’

view of liberty, equality or fraternity. For such schemes undermine ‘the

humble forms of ordinary love … on behalf of an earthly idol whose sole

reality is to destroy human relations, by measuring them against a stan-

dard which they cannot attain’. Rather, Scruton’s sense of the sacred is

predicated on a notion of the person that is at once free, and yet fully

bound by communal attachments and local loyalties. 

Stated otherwise, it is in and through a ‘shared language, shared asso-

ciations, shared history’, or what he calls a ‘common culture’, that man re-

alises himself and acquires a form of liberty worth the name. Such is the

‘core experience of membership’, which involves ‘a recognition of a shared 

identity’. This is to say, following Burke, that the ‘self-consciousness of a 

nation is part of its moral character. It endows nations with a life of their

own, a destiny, even a personality. People who think of themselves as a 

collective “we” understand their success and failures as “ours”, and appor-

tion collective praise and blame for the common outcome.’ 

In recent years, that conservative account of the nation state as a source

of loyalty, peace and security has been deployed by Scruton to reflect

upon and criticise the European Union, the United Nations and the idea

that the Middle East can be reformed along Western democratic lines. His
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book, The West and the Rest (2003), has been acclaimed for its sensitivity,
not only towards Western cultural norms, of which he is such an out-
spoken exponent, but also towards the scared rites, rituals and pieties of
the Muslim faith. What this proves is that Roger Scruton is not, as his 
detractors would claim, a ‘little Englander’ whose political and philo-
sophical vision is outdated and irrelevant to our current predicament.
Rather, he is the one British intellectual who has courageously rowed
against the tide of liberal conviction, tackled thorny subjects from a 
position of intellectual responsibility, honesty and strength and, in so
doing, arrived at political conclusions the truth of which is becoming ever
more obvious.

This book will attempt to give coherence and shape to a much-misun-
derstood yet powerful intellectual, whose controversial public image often 
belies the depth, sincerity and profundity of his writings. I shall suggest
that Roger Scruton’s vision derives from a deep wish to preserve the best
of the West, thereby experiencing ‘in reward, the experience of belonging’.
That is a highly unfashionable and contrarian position to adopt in our
times. But it is one that Scruton defends, not only polemically, but also
philosophically. Like Matthew Arnold, he stands on Dover Beach listen-
ing to ‘the turbid ebb and flow of human misery’. For now, the ‘Sea of Faith’
has withdrawn, leaving in its wake ‘neither joy, nor love, nor light’. Scruton’s
work is an attempt to restore some joy, love and light to a world ‘lost in a
morass of addictive pleasures’. It is an attempt to ‘paint ideal portraits of
the human condition’ that will console and comfort those stranded, as
Arnold puts it, ‘on a darkling plain swept with confused alarms of struggle
and flight’. And therein can be found the originality of his position: Scruton
has given us a way of philosophically affirming traditional institutions
and forms of life, in a world dedicated to their extinction. He is, as such,
an anachronism in this age, but one whose intellectual courage should
never be denied or derided. 

Roger Scruton: The Philosopher on Dover Beach is the first book of its 
kind. I do not claim, however, that it is an exhaustive or definitive analysis
of Scruton’s work. Neither does it pretend to be a biography, for Scruton
has already laid bare his life in numerous works such as Gentle Regrets
(2005), England: An Elegy (2006), News from Somewhere (2004) and On
Hunting (1998). My aim here is simply to provide the reader with syn-
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optic snapshots of the major themes that have preoccupied this intrigu-
ing thinker throughout his long career. Hence in Chapter 1, I outline the
philosophical origins of Scruton’s thought, his theory of the sacred and
his views on religion. In Chapter 2, I focus on his notion of personhood,
his controversial stance on animal rights and fox-hunting, and on his
equally contentious theory of sexual desire. Chapter 3 is devoted to 
Scruton’s aesthetics. It begins by distinguishing ‘common’ from ‘high’ 
culture, and proceeds by analysing his views on education, music and 
architecture. Chapter 4 deals with Scruton’s conservatism, and the im-
plications of his political theory for economics, the law and the environ-
ment. Finally, in Chapter 5, I chart Scruton’s rough ride in defence of the
nation state as an alternative to the dangers of liberal internationalism. 

The big problem faced by someone trying to write a book about Scruton,
is that he is himself a masterful writer. His astonishingly beautiful prose
is so clear and cogent that it requires no further elucidation. Hence, where
possible, I let him speak for himself in the hope that those coming to him
for the first time will be inspired to delve deeper into his work, while those
already acquainted with him may once again relish his extraordinary
artistry. In a recent interview, Scruton tells us that ‘I get a tremendous
benefit, but also I lead a studious life and work extremely hard at getting
the right word, the right sentence and so on, which I needn’t bother with
if I didn’t have that sense that this is of intrinsic value. And if I didn’t do
that but just wrote sloppily I wouldn’t be able to propagate any message
and maybe that would have negative impacts on others.’ I hope this book
proves that Scruton’s writings are indeed of intrinsic value, and that those
who engage seriously with them can look forward to a life of happiness
and consolation in a world gone mad. 

In sum, this is a modest and humble attempt to shed light on the work
of a profoundly accomplished thinker, who has not only challenged our
conception of the aesthetic and its relation to everyday experience, but
who has helped his readers ‘to re-discover the world which made us, to see
ourselves as part of something greater, which depends upon us for its 
survival, and which can still live in us’ – if we are willing. As such, Scruton’s
thought cannot be easily dismissed. If anything, it should be judged, by
friend and foe alike, as ‘the conservative message for our times, … a 
message beyond politics, a message of liturgical weight and authority –
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but a message that must be received, if humane and moderate politics is to
remain a possibility’.

Lastly, I wish to thank all those who encouraged and supported this 
project, most especially my extremely patient editor, Robin Baird-Smith.
I would also like to thank Roger and Sophie Scruton for their friendship. 
Finally, my greatest debt goes to my wife Laura, and to my dear children
David and Matthew. 

Dublin
Christmas 2008
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1

Philosophy: The Seamstress 
of the Lebenswelt

But that is precisely what is wrong with the search for the really real:
it peels away the personality of the world, and then complains that
what it finds is meaningless. In things that matter it is only a super -
ficial person who does not judge by appearances.1

So says Xanthippe, wife of Socrates, and star of Roger Scruton’s satirical

send-up of Platonic philosophy in the Xanthippic Dialogues. For Scruton,

the predicament of modernity is one of ‘disenchantment’, where the 

personality of the world has been peeled away in favour of a plethora of

pseudo-sciences. War has been declared on the old certainties that once

bound communities and societies together. In politics, culture, religion

and philosophy the new objective is to see man, not as the summit of 

creation, but merely as an object amongst objects. For that is the temp-

tation of liberalism in all its variations: to wipe clean the slate of history,

thereby eradicating from the world all vestiges of personhood and sub-

jectivity. Put simply, the search for the ‘really real’ extinguishes the sacred

light of humanity. Listen again to Xanthippe:

When I encounter another person, I am granted a strange experience – though
so familiar that its strangeness is lost to all but the philosopher. The encounter
with the other is like a revelation. And the meaning of the revelation is expressed
in action, not in thought. The other is sacred for me. He is not to be treated as
things are treated: he is not a means to my purposes, but an end in himself. The 
calculation of my own advantage, which runs riot through the world of objects,
ceases abruptly at the threshold of the other, awaiting his consent. In this way
the world of nature is filled with meaning. Everywhere I encounter value, not as
an abstract idea, but as a host of incarnate individuals, each of whom is unique
and irreplaceable.2
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That beautiful citation is, in a nutshell, the centrepiece of Roger Scruton’s

moral philosophy. Following Immanuel Kant, Scruton contends that

human beings possess a ‘transcendental’ dimension, or a sacred core that

is exhibited in their capacity for self-reflection. Unlike animals, humans

are self-conscious creatures. We are moral beings who dwell in the sphere

of freedom – freedom to act, praise and blame. In so doing, man stands

as the origin of value and meaning in a world otherwise devoid of such

things. This ability to fill the world with meaning is what renders man

sacred or ‘an end in himself ’. It is what makes each individual ‘unique and

irreplaceable’.

In his magisterial account of Richard Wagner’s opera Tristan and Isolde,

Death-Devoted Heart, Scruton expands upon Xanthippe’s Kantian picture

of the human being as follows:

According to Kant, human beings stand in a peculiar metaphysical predicament

– one not shared by any other entity in the natural world. We see ourselves, he

argued, in two contrasting ways – both as objects, bound by natural laws; and as

subjects, who can lay down laws for themselves. The human object is an organ-

ism like any other; the human subject is in some way ‘transcendental’, observing

the world from a point of view on its perimeter, pursuing not what is but what

ought to be, and enjoying the privileged knowledge of its own mental states that

Kant summarized in his theory of the ‘transcendental unity of apperception’. It

is not religious belief that forces us to see ourselves in this dualistic way. The need

to do so is presupposed in language, in self-consciousness, and in the ‘practical

reason’ that is the source of all human action and moral worth.3

We are, as such, both in the world as organic beings, and yet not fully

constrained by it. We are determined by our physical incarnation, and yet

we can freely transcend those circumstances through self-conscious de-

liberation, moral evaluation and cultural creativity. Man is, at one and

the same time, object and subject. To treat him merely as an object is,

therefore, an act of desecration – a squandering of his personhood and a

denial of his subjectivity. But that, suggests Scruton, is what happens

whenever we search for the so-called ‘really real’ in defiance of the ‘per-

sonality of the world’. To reach the really real would require us to scrape

away all the marks of human subjectivity that lie across the surface of our

world. Human beings express their subjectivity through creative acts that
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make the world intelligible and meaningful. These are the so-called ‘appear-

ances’ of which Xanthippe speaks. The appearances, as we shall see, are

certainly meaningless for the scientist, but for the philosopher the world

is senseless without them. Peel them away and you get causal explana-

tions. In so doing, however, you will destroy human meanings and reasons,

without which the world is devoid of true sense.

The upshot of Xanthippe’s claim that ‘in things that matter it is only a 

superficial person who does not judge by appearances’, is this:

… human freedom, selfhood, subjectivity, and personality: all these terms point

to a way of seeing our fellow human beings, which both distinguishes them from

the rest of nature and creates the basis for those moral, legal, and political rela-

tions in which our freedom is exercised and fulfilled. We see each other as 

engaged in a common dialogue, each characterised by his own indescribable

(‘transcendental’) perspective and each responding freely to the free acts and

words of others. And it is reason itself that leads us to see each other in this way.

If we could not do so, then we could not reason either with others or with our-

selves about what to do, what to think, or what to feel. We would be as blind to

the human world as the person who could see only lines, shapes, and colours

would be blind to the world of pictures. And being blind to the human world, we

would also cease to belong to it.4

It is Scruton’s principal belief that we have indeed become blind to the

human world. Hence, if you want to identify a single theme that unites his

philosophy, politics, aesthetics and cultural criticism, the rootlessness and

alienation of modern man is it. 

THE CULTURE OF REPUDIATION

The attempt to peel away the personality of the world, to extinguish the

flame of human subjectivity and freedom, thereby making man blind to

his own condition, began for Scruton in the 1960s, culminating in the

Paris riots of May 1968. At the heart of that conflagration stood an angry

24-year-old English philosopher. Scruton recalls:

In the narrow street below my window the students were shouting and smash-

ing. The plate-glass windows of the shops appeared to step back, shudder for a
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second, and then give up the ghost, as the reflections suddenly left them and 

they slid in jagged fragments to the ground. Cars rose into the air and landed 

on their sides, their juices flowing from unseen wounds. The air was filled with

triumphant shouts, as one by one lamp-posts and bollards were uprooted and

piled on tarmac, to form a barricade against the next van-load of policemen. …

Great victories had been scored: policemen injured, cars set alight, slogans

chanted, graffiti daubed. The bourgeoisie were on the run and soon the Old 

Fascist and his regime would be begging for mercy.5

The ‘Old Fascist’, he tells us, was Charles de Gaulle, ‘whose Mémoires de

Guerre I had been reading that day’. What Scruton gleaned from the General’s

memoirs was that ‘a nation is defined not by institutions or borders but by

language, religion and high culture; in times of turmoil and conquest it is

those spiritual things that must be protected and reaffirmed’. 6 During times

of political unrest, in other words, it is to the personality of the world that

we must inevitably turn for answers. But it is precisely those ‘sacred’ things

that the soixante-huitards sought to shatter as they stormed the barricades.

One of those fiery iconoclasts was a friend of Scruton. That same night, he 

confronted her with these questions: What, he demanded to know, did she

‘propose to put in the place of this “bourgeoisie” whom you so despise, and

to whom you owe the freedom and prosperity that enable you to play on

your toy barricades? What vision of France and its culture compels you?

And are you prepared to die for your beliefs, or merely to put others at risk

in order to display them?’ I was, writes the young Scruton, ‘obnoxiously

pompous: but for the first time in my life I felt a surge of political anger,

finding myself on the other side of the barricades from all the people I knew.’ 7

Thus began a lifetime defending the sacred from the poison of the pro-

fane, the beautiful from the ugly and the good from the wicked. Unlike

his Parisian friend, who worshipped at the altar of the French post-struc-

turalist philosopher Michel Foucault, Scruton took refuge in the writings of

Edmund Burke, Kant, Hegel, T. S. Eliot, F. R. Leavis and Ludwig Wittgen-

stein. What distinguished those authors from the likes of Foucault is that

they never ‘tended to adopt the ways and manners of the Jacobins’. But

Foucault certainly did, which is why his system is one of mere destruction: 

He knows the illusoriness of values, and finds his identity in a life lived without

the easy deceptions which rule the lives of others. Since he has no values, his
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thought and action can be given only a negative guarantee. He must fortify him-

self by unmasking the deceptions of others. Moreover, this unmasking cannot be

done once and for all. It must be perpetually renewed, so as to fill the moral vacuum

which lies at the heart of existence. Only if there is some readily identifiable and,

so to speak, renewable opponent, can this struggle for authenticity – which is in

fact the most acute struggle for existence – be sustained. The enemy must be a

fount of humbug and deception; he must also possess elaborate and secret power,

power sustained through the very system of lies which underscores his values.

Such an enemy deserves unmasking, and there is a kind of heroic virtue in his 

assailant, who frees the world from the stranglehold of secret influence.8

Foucault and his allies saw it as their main mission to ‘de-sacralise’ the

human world by ‘unmasking’ its institutions and values, thus revealing

them for what they essentially are – an arbitrary ‘system of lies’. This im-

plies that the leftist intellectual advocates ‘the old idea of justice, but be-

lieves justice to involve his own emancipation from every system, every

“structure”, every inner constraint’. 9 Rather than identify prevailing in-

justices and respond to them with practical reforms, the high priests of

what Scruton calls ‘the new Left’ seek to tear down the existing system so

as to make it wonderfully and utterly new. Unlike Scruton’s conservatism,

which urges a ‘politics of custom, compromise and settled indecision’, one

that ‘has no overriding purpose, but changes from day to day, in accor-

dance with the unforeseeable logic of human intercourse’, the politics of

the new Left is one of fanaticism.10 Its mantra is simple: ‘All power in the

world is oppressive, and all power is usurped. Abolish that power and we

achieve justice and liberation together.’ 11

For Roger Scruton, the consequences of this ‘revolutionary sentiment’

for future generations were perfectly obvious. By opting for ‘the easy holiday

of destruction’, people like Foucault ‘made fury respectable and gobble -

degook the mark of academic success. With the hasty expansion of the 

universities and polytechnics, and the massive recruitment of teachers

from this over-fished and under-nourished generation, the status of the

New Left was assured. Suddenly whole institutions of learning were in

the hands of people who had identified the rewards of intellectual life

through fantasies of collective action, and who had seen the principal use

of theory in its ability to smother the questions that would provide too

sturdy an impediment to [revolutionary] praxis. For such people the new
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Left was the paradigm of successful intellectual endeavour’. 12 What 

resulted from this was a ‘culture of repudiation’, or a movement that

strives ‘to cleanse and liberate the world’. 13 It does so by driving ‘the

heretics and half-believers from its ranks with a zeal that is the other side

of the inclusive warmth with which it welcomes the submissive and the

orthodox. And it stands implacably opposed to the old order, in some-

thing like the way that Protestantism stood opposed to the Roman

Catholic Church during the Renaissance.’ 14

Those who inaugurated the culture of repudiation did so with a view

to polluting the personality of the world. For them, that personality was

mere ideological topsoil which, once uprooted, would reveal man in his

purity, devoid of all ‘masks or camouflage’. Karl Marx identified that 

ideological topsoil as the ‘bourgeoisie’, and he was followed in that assess-

ment by Foucault and his followers. The result was a visceral and sustained

attack on the very political, moral and aesthetic foundations of Western

civilisation. But Western civilisation is in essence bourgeois civilisation,

and it contains, according to Scruton,

… features which are or ought to be the envy of the world: a rule of law, which

stands sovereign over the actions of the state; rights and freedoms which are 

defended by the state against all-comers, including itself; the right of private

property, which enable me not only to close a door on enemies, but also to open

a door to friends; the monogamous marriage and property-owning family, by

which the material and cultural capital of one generation can be passed without

trouble to the next; a system of universal education, formed by the aesthetic and

scientific vision of Enlightenment; and – last but not least – the prosperity and 

security provided by science and the market, the two inevitable by-products of 

individual freedom.15

Unlike socialism, bourgeois society has no overarching goal or telos. It

is, if anything, a spontaneous order that arose from ‘the gift of human free-

dom’. Such freedom is one in which ‘the old experiences of sanctity and 

redemption’ are sustained in spite of science. For Foucault, however,

human freedom is simply an illusion maintained by the ruling bourgeois

class. Hence, for him there is ‘nothing sacred or inviolable in the existing

order, nothing that justifies our veneration …’ If everything that we in the

West call ‘sacred’ is but the product of pernicious power-relations, then
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why, he asks, should we genuflect before anything? Due to the fact that he
believed power was ubiquitous, ‘it became impossible for Foucault to 
accept that power is sometimes decent and benign, like the power of a
loving parent, conferred by the object of love. The social world, subject to
Foucault’s searing condemnation, was cleared of everything that redeems
its ordinariness.’ 16 The culture of repudiation is, thus, a full-frontal assault
on the phenomenon of the sacred as it appears in the ordinary human
world. Consequently, it ‘abhors nothing so much as the bourgeois family
– the institution of social reproduction, which involves a voluntary sur-
render to loyalties that bind you for life, and bind you most of all when
you discard them’. And then, having cast aside ‘the charming images of
that former life’, we are left to wander alone in a desiccated world ‘devoid
of sacred and sacrificial moments, in which the effort of social repro-
duction is no longer made’. 17

SAVING THE SACRED

Modern life is, therefore, one in which the old ‘idea of human distinc-
tion, of the sacred nature of our form and the consecration of our loves,
has been driven away’.18 But for Scruton, there is a way of saving the sacred-
ness of our form from the deadly grip of the culture of repudiation,
thereby giving renewed life and substance to the charming images of our
former life. And what exactly is that way? The answer is simple: the study
and practice of philosophy – but not, it must be added, as traditionally
conceived. Scruton’s originality derives from his belief that philosophy’s
traditional vocation is ill-suited to the particular problems of contempo-
rary life. Whereas ‘Plato and Socrates were citizens of a small and intimate
city state, with publicly accepted standards of virtue and taste, in which
the educated class derived its outlook from a single collection of incom-
parable poetry’, we live in ‘a crowded world of strangers, from which 
standards of taste have all but disappeared, in which the educated class 
retains no common culture, and in which knowledge has been parcelled
out into specialisms, each asserting its monopoly interest against the
waves of migrant ideas’.19 Having been ravaged by the culture of repudi-
ation and disenchantment, having lost sight of the sacred and having
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plundered the personality of the world, we are left without the certainties
once provided by our common culture. This means that philosophy 
‘has been deprived of its traditional starting point in the faith of a stable
community’. For Plato, the object of philosophy was to undermine the
prejudices of the common culture in order to access ‘Truth’. But when the
common culture is no more, traditional scepticism as practised by the
likes of Plato, ‘runs the risk of being disengaged from the life surround-
ing it, and of forswearing the ancient promise of philosophy, which is to
help us, however indirectly, to live wisely and well’. 20

If traditional philosophy sought to liberate man from ‘custom, preju-
dice, and the here and now’, the form of philosophical reflection advanced
by Roger Scruton is not one that strives to obtain that ‘God’s-eye stand-
point’. Rather, if modern philosophy is to help us live wisely and well, it
must follow Ludwig Wittgenstein by returning us ‘to our shared “form of
life” as the only thing we have’. 21 And if, for Plato, the object of wisdom
is to free the self from the everyday world of illusion, for Scruton it is to
thoughtfully ‘restore what has been thoughtlessly damaged’ – that is, ‘the
ordinary human world: the world in its innocence, the world in spite of
science’. 22 We might say, therefore, that if philosophers like Plato, Marx
and Foucault wish to prioritise the ‘really real’ at the expense of ‘appear-
ance’, Roger Scruton seeks to emphasise the appearances at the expense
of the really real. In other words, philosophy’s task in the contemporary
context is not to reveal the reality behind appearances. For that, to repeat,
is not a job for philosophy but for science, whose ‘concepts and theories
describe a reality so remote from the world of appearance that we can
hardly envisage it, and while its findings are tested through observation,
this is no more than a trivial consequence of the fact that observation is
what “testing” means. Science explains the appearance of the world, but
does not describe it.’ This is not to say, of course, that Scruton follows the
pragmatist philosopher Richard Rorty in contending that the ‘appear-
ance-reality’ distinction is a redundant dualism that should be discarded.
It is simply to note that, for Scruton, ‘the claim so often made on behalf
of philosophy, that it shows the reality behind appearances, could equally,
and more plausibly, be made on behalf of science’. 23

The upshot of this is that, for Scruton, the world should be viewed as
much more that an ‘object of scientific curiosity’. It is an enormously rich
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and variegated entity, one that feeds our desires while simultaneously

placing obstacles in the way of our will. And in striving to understand

the world, ‘we are often more interested in the relation of objects to our-

selves than in their causality and constitution’. That is because, as rational

beings, we are more interested in looking for the meaning of events, rather

than their scientific causes. In fact, we generally classify objects in ways

which would seem absurd to the scientist. Scruton explains:

… we group the stars into constellations according to fictions of our own, and

in doing so we commit astronomical outrage. For the astronomer our concept

of a ‘constellation’ displays nothing but the superstitious emotion of those who

first devised it. For the astrologer it conveys the deepest insight into the mystery

of things. For the rest of us this classification is a record of our familiarity with

the world, a tribute to the human face which covers it. Thomas Hardy awakens

us to much sadness when he writes, of young drummer Hodge, killed in the Boer

war, that he ‘never knew … / The meaning of the broad karoo’: to die in surround-

ings that are opaque to our quest for meaning is to die unconsoled. And hence

the bleakness of the ‘strange-eyed constellations’ that ‘west/Each night above his

mound’. 24

The philosopher does not describe a distinct reality to that described by

science. But he does describe it very differently. Whereas the concepts of 

science have an explanatory function, those of philosophy attempt to 

convey meaning. Their function, writes Scruton, ‘is to divide the world in

accordance with our interests, to mark out possibilities of action, emotion

and experience which may very well be hampered by too great an attention

to the underlying order of things’. It is true that such ‘ordinary’ descrip-

tions of the world are vulnerable to the ‘pressure of scientific explana-

tion’. From the scientific perspective, ‘it seems as though tables and chairs

are not really as we describe them. They are not really coloured, not really

solid, and so on’. However, even if we do experience such doubts about

our everyday descriptions of the ordinary human world, those descrip-

tions cannot be jettisoned. And that is because, for us, they classify ‘the 

varieties of human “intentionality” ’. 25

The concept of intentionality, which Scruton borrows from the phenom-

enology of Franz Brentano and Edmund Husserl,26 is of vital significance

for an understanding of his thought. If science endeavours to describe
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and explain the world as it is in itself, intentional understanding seeks to
describe, ‘criticise and justify the world as it appears’ to human con-
sciousness. In so doing, ‘it fills the world with the meanings implicit in
our aims and emotions. It tries not so much to explain the world as to be
“at home” in it, recognising the occasions for action, the objects of sym-
pathy, and the places of rest.’ Intentional understanding is the way the
human subject finds meaning in an alien world of objects. It does not,
for Scruton, possess the objectivity of natural science, but it does possess
another kind of objectivity: ‘a convergence upon a common fund of super -
ficial truth’ which entitles it to its own claims to knowledge.27 Stated other -
wise, intentional understanding does not seek to uncover the really real.
Rather, it stays rooted on the surface where the human subject dwells and
leaves its mark. As a form of knowledge, its aim is to reveal the personality
of the world, and thus to bind us once more to what Scruton calls (again
following the phenomenologists) the Lebenswelt or the ‘lived world’. 28

PHILOSOPHY AND THE LEBENSWELT

The Lebenswelt’, argues Scruton, ‘is not a world separate from the world of
natural science’. It is, however, ‘a world differently described – described
with the concepts that designate the intentional objects of human experi-
ence’. 29 The objects of the Lebenswelt are, in other words, described in 
accordance with our human purposes. They are classified in such a way
that they ‘reflect our own practical and contemplative interest in them’. It
is true that such descriptions are vulnerable to the withering gaze of the
scientist in search of the ‘underlying structure of reality’. But this does not
mean that the descriptions of the world given by science are any substitute
for those ‘which order and direct our everyday experience’. And the reason
for that is clear: ‘We cannot replace our most basic everyday concepts with
anything better than themselves, for they have evolved precisely under the
pressure of human circumstance, and in answer to the needs of genera-
tions’. This suggests that the varieties of intentional experience which help
us navigate our way around the Lebenswelt are not merely arbitrary or 
subjective constructs. They acquired their use and importance on the basis
of our human needs and interests. And without such concepts, we run the
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‘risk of severing the vital connection which links our response to the world,

and the world to our response, in a chain of spontaneous human compe-

tence’. 30

We might put the point like this: natural science, or indeed the pseudo-

sciences of Marxism, Freudianism and sexology, may attempt to peel away 

the personality of the world. They may seek to vanquish the appearances

in favour of an underlying reality. For the charm of those sciences, accord-

ing to Scruton, is one of ‘demystification’. That notwithstanding, the charm

of the Lebenswelt endures. It does so because it supplies us with concepts

that make us feel at one with our world, thus enabling us to surmount the

alienation and estrangement which is ‘the poisoned gift of science’. Those

concepts are neither ‘consciously made nor deliberately chosen’, but come

gift-wrapped in culture. They are the bequest of what Edmund Burke

called ‘absent generations’. Scruton reflects:

A rational being has need of such concepts, which bring his emotions together

in the object, so enabling him – as the Hegelians would say – to find his identity

in the world and not in opposition to it. A culture, moreover, is essentially shared;

its concepts and images bear the mark of participation, and are intrinsically 

consoling, in the manner of a religious communion, or an act of worship. They

close again the gap between subject and object which yawns so frighteningly in

the world of science.31

Intentional understanding is not a gift of science, but of philosophy.

That is so because only philosophy can reconnect us to the surface of the

world where we naturally dwell. Only philosophy, that is, can salvage the

sacred by restoring man to his rightful place at the acme of creation. Unlike

science, philosophy’s vocation is not to disenchant the world, and, unlike

the pseudo-sciences, it does not set out to repudiate the Lebenswelt. For

Scruton, this means that philosophy ought not to be considered ‘the

handmaiden of the sciences; it should be, rather, the seamstress of the

Lebenswelt’. 32 For let us recall once more what Xanthippe teaches: when

we look at things philosophically, she counsels, ‘the world of nature is

filled with meaning. Everywhere I encounter value, not as an abstract 

idea, but as a host of incarnate individuals, each of whom is unique and

irreplaceable.’ 33 In such circumstances, we do not consider other human

beings as ‘obedient to natural laws’ only. Rather, we engage with them as
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free beings subject to moral laws, and we classify them ‘in ways which

could find no place in scientific theory’. With the use of one of his most

dramatic and oft-cited examples, Scruton illustrates the point as follows:

When we see another’s smile we see human flesh moving in obedience to im-
pulses in the nerves. No law of nature is suspended in this process; we smile not
in spite of, but because of, nature. Nevertheless, we understand a smile in quite
another way: not as flesh, but as spirit, freely revealed. A smile is always more
than flesh for us, even if it is only flesh.34

Put simply, a smile has moral significance for human beings. We can, of

course, explain a smile with the use of scientific concepts. At that point,

however, we would no longer be describing a smile, but the ‘underlying

mechanism that explains what we observe’. 

Philosophically speaking, a smile reveals much more than ‘human flesh

moving in obedience to impulses in the nerves’. It is a way that free beings

relate to one another and to their surrounding world. It is a gesture in-

spired by those features of human existence such as beauty, goodness and

spirit, which spontaneously ‘grow in the thin topsoil of human discourse’.

And it is there, in that thin topsoil, ‘that the seeds of human happiness are

sown, and the reckless desire to scrape it away – a desire which has in-

spired all those “sciences of man”, from Marx and Freud to socio-biology

– deprives us of our consolation’. 35 Philosophy consoles because it re-

moralises the ordinary human world, and saves it from the culture of re-

pudiation. Hence, its true aim in the contemporary context is not to

function as yet one more science of man. It should be understood, rather,

as ‘a last-ditch attempt to re-enchant the world …’.36

For Scruton, philosophy consoles because it re-personalises the world of

objects. It invites us to see the human subject as both sacred and free. Unlike

other forms of life, the human self has the capacity to recall its past and

project itself towards a future. Its freedom is characterised by its partic-

ular consciousness ‘of time’s passage’. Philosophically, says Scruton, ‘[t]he

remembered order is an order of meaning, in which the uniform flow of

physical time is “thickened” according to the subjective significance of

events’. We have our being in time, but the temporal order is one of decay

and anticipation. The ‘now’ of time, that ‘infinitesimal fragment’, is

snatched away from us ‘just as soon as we try to lay our hands on it’. 37
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But does this mean that we are slaves to time? Not so, for when we relate
to one another as subjects or persons, we ‘find ourselves enunciating “time-
less” laws, which are not summaries of observation but prescriptions 
addressed to all rational beings’. These ‘timeless laws’ are universal moral
principles that apply solely to subjects, or as Scruton puts it: ‘It is as though
subjects addressed one another from a point of view outside space and
time – condemned to see one another “under the aspect of eternity”.’ In
other words, the moral order possesses a ‘timeless character: it is always
with me, inscribed hereafter in my very self, regardless of subsequent
events’. 38

The consequence of looking at things in this way is clear: the ‘world of
nature is filled with meaning’, because self-conscious subjects can defy
time by looking upon the world of objects as though they were ‘perfo-
rated by apertures’. And it is through those tiny gaps that ‘we glimpse the
“transcendental” province of another’s will’. Lovers’ glances, Scruton ob-
serves, cut a hole in the fabric of the world of objects, thereby revealing
the light of eternity. A lover, he writes, ‘shines his eyes into the depths of
his beloved, calling the other subject to the surface: the world of objects
falls away, and self presses to self at a common boundary’. 39 Now although
this is something that happens in time, it has, nevertheless, a timeless char-
acter. The lovers’ glances transcend the constraints of the empirical order
and take us to a place ‘which lies beyond the moment’. Perhaps, warns
Scruton, ‘there is an illusion at work here’; perhaps we are deluding our-
selves regarding the timeless character of the other’s gaze. That acknowl-
edged, the belief that the world of objects simply cannot contain the
subject, ‘arises from our deepest thoughts about ourselves. In all our 
deliberations, we are acutely aware of this indescribable thing at the 
periphery of our mental vision: the subject who acts, who responds to
reason, and who does not just show himself in the world of objects, but
appropriates that world as his own.’ Once again, Scruton is not suggest-
ing that we are timeless beings. Rather, he is simply pointing out that 
to think of ourselves in that way is an inescapable feature of the human
condition. For him, to repeat, we are both objects governed by nature’s
decrees, but also subjects ‘who relate to one another as though bound
only by reason and its immutable laws’. It is those laws which distinguish
us as unique selves, and which make us the focus ‘of those attitudes like
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erotic love, praise, accusation and remorse, which cannot be directed to
something which is conceived merely as an object’. 40

RELIGION AND THE LEBENSWELT

If all this appears to have a religious significance, that is because Scruton 
believes ‘it is from religious ideas that the human world, and the human
subject who inhabits it, were made’. The most destructive effect of the cul-
ture of repudiation has been the attempt to peel away the traditional idea
of personhood which is the bedrock of the religious worldview. It has
long been one of Scruton’s principal aims to restore that notion of per-
sonhood, in an effort to make sense of man’s sacred yearnings. As Scru-
ton remarks in Philosophy: Principles and Problems : ‘Our most pressing
philosophical need, it seems to me, is to understand the nature and sig-
nificance of the force which once held our world together, and which is
now losing its grip – the force of religion’. 41 That is so because the notion
of the transcendental subject, which is both in time and yet somehow 
beyond it, ‘takes its sense from the new and “sacramental” bond that is 
established when people adopt common myths, common liturgies, and a
common distinction between the sacred and the profane’. 42

For Scruton, religion is nothing short of a social fact. While it may not
supply objective truth, it does however furnish us with ‘complex allegories
of the human condition’.43 And we have need of such allegories because,
as self-conscious beings, we are somehow ‘outside the natural order, look-
ing into it from a “transcendental” perspective’. That is, the self is con-
stantly aware that it is a free being constrained in its liberty by natural 
laws. It cannot, as it were, fully surmount the division between subject and
object which characterises its temporal condition. Self-conscious beings
are, thus, somewhat estranged from the natural order in which they have
been placed. Or, to put it in Scruton’s terminology: the rational being is in
the world, but not of the world. But this in turn leads to ‘a condition of
metaphysical loneliness’, whereby we are forced ‘to meditate on our fallen
state, and on the gap between human longing and human satisfaction: the
gap which comes from being not of this world, but only in it’. Whereas 
animals are ignorant of this gap between the temporal and the timeless, ‘it
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is our awareness of it that leads both to religious ritual, and to the belief

in a transcendental deity’.44

Religious ritual provides for self-conscious beings a mode of member -

ship based on a ‘sacramental bond’. The religious rite enables people to

overcome their estrangement by transporting them ‘into the sphere 

beyond nature’. The function of the ritual, Scruton suggests, is to,

… mobilise words, gestures and dances – those forms of behaviour which are 
replete with the experience of self – and to turn them into a supernatural direction.
The rituals are essentially shared, and each subject, repeating the magic words,
or performing the magic gestures, is freed for a moment from the world of 
objects, flowing freely into a ‘mystic communion’ with the other subjects who
worship at his side.45

By bringing us into direct communion with the Divine, the religious ritual

redeems the self by cutting it free from the world of objects, thus setting it

‘in the realm where subjects are fully at home with each other and transpar-

ently known’. Religion, in sum, provides the self with a form of salvation,

in which the gap between the subject and the object is finally reconciled.

This means that Scruton follows Hegel and Søren Kierkegaard, in believ-

ing that there is much more to the philosophical question of God than the

mere fact of his existence. Both of those philosophers were interested in

how man could surmount alienation through his relationship to the 

‘God-man’ of Christianity. For Hegel, Christ was ‘the Mediator’ through

whom the self was dialectically reconciled with the objective world. For

Kierkegaard, the God-man was a ‘sign of contradiction’ that shattered the

speculative endeavour to become one with the Divine. That notwith-

standing, it was only by emulating the life of Jesus, and by seeing him as the

unconditional ethical prototype, that the self could, in faith, escape his

fallen state. Neither philosopher had much use for the traditional philo-

sophical proofs of the existence of God. What mattered for them was 

how man’s relationship to God could purge him of guilt, thus expunging

alienation and despair.46

Scruton places himself squarely in that same tradition.47 He contends

that ‘the concepts of the holy and the sacred are, or ought to be, of con-

siderable interest to the philosopher’. Such concepts endow the world of 

objects with a ‘subjective’ or ‘personal’ character. When the self recognises
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an object as sacred, the gap between the subject and the object miracu-

lously diminishes. For in the experience of the sacred, the subject identifies

the object as a portal to the timeless. Take, for example, a place of worship:

the believer does not classify such a place as he would other objects. For

him, the church, synagogue, shrine or mosque is a sacred location

through which the eternal intersects with time. It is lifted from its ‘mute

contingency into the dialogue of reason’, and it is then, while worship-

ping with others in that sacred place, that man’s freedom is confirmed. In

sum, the experience of the sacred supplies ‘the mirror in which freedom

can be seen. Nature then ceases to be a prison; its doors stand open, 

and no shadow falls between the intention and the act.’ 48 In A Political

Philosophy, Scruton explains this phenomenon as follows:

… the rational soul moves inevitably towards the belief in transcendental beings.
This belief, which begins in wonder and ends in faith, conscripts the sacred to its
purpose, as proof of a world beyond. It is not just because we are social beings,
with emotions rooted in a past of solemn sacrifice and ritual cults, that we 
distinguish sacred from profane, and sanctity from desecration. We instinctively
connect the sacred with the transcendental, seeing holy places, times and rituals
as windows onto another realm – places in the empirical world where we look out
in astonish ment at something that we can understand through ritual and prayer,
which we try to explain through theological doctrine, but which always in the end
deludes our attempt to describe it.49

In a stunning commentary on the religious anthropology of René Girard’s

La violence et le sacré,50 Scruton states that this experience of the sacred is

neither ‘an irrational residue of primitive fears, nor is it a form of super-

stition that will one day be chased away by science’. If anything, it is ‘a 

solution to the accumulated aggression which lies in the heart of human

communities’. 51 Whereas avowed atheists like Christopher Hitchens think

that the religious urge results in violence and sexual obsession,52 Scruton

follows Girard in contending that ‘religion is not the cause of violence

but the solution to it’. By their very nature, all societies are formed in and

through conflict due to the territorial ambitions of human beings in

primitive contexts. Religion, Scruton asserts, emerges from a need to quell

that primal violence. It is a response to the ‘mimetic desire’ of those who

‘struggle to match each other’s social and material acquisitions, so height-

ening antagonism and precipitating the cycle of revenge’. 53 In identify-
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ing a scapegoat with no deep attachment to the nascent community, and
by uniting in opposition to him, ‘people are released from their rivalries
and reconciled’.54 The hatred and division which previously existed between
those in the primitive society is transferred onto the scapegoat, and
through his destruction the community is finally purged of its ‘accumu-
lated violence’. 

What fascinates Scruton in Girard’s analysis of the ‘sacrificial scapegoat’,
is the identification of ‘Christ as a new kind of victim – one who offers him-
self for sacrifice, and who, in doing so, shows that he understands what is
going on’. In asking His Father to forgive His tormentors from the Cross,
Christ became not just another scapegoat, but one who inspired ‘sacred
awe’ in all those who witnessed his agony. And he did so because, in will-
ingly undertaking the role of sacrificial victim, he made ‘the “love of
neighbour” – which had featured in the oldest books of the Hebrew Bible
as the standard to which humanity should aspire – into a reality in the
hearts of those who mediate upon his gesture’. Consequently, Christ
‘purified society and religion of the need for sacrificial murder’. The
Christian sacrament of communion is precisely that – a ritual attempt to
commune with the sacrificial victim in order to renew the ‘awe, relief and
visceral attachment to the community that was experienced at his death’.55

It is an acknowledgement that, at the very core of the human condition,
is a deep longing for ‘a kind of self-forgiveness’ which only religion (qua
the experience of the sacred) can ultimately supply. Hence, the experi-
ence of the sacred will never be destroyed because ‘it is in the nature of 
rational beings like us to live at the edge of things, experiencing our alien-
ation and longing for the sudden reversal that will once again join us to
the centre’.56

To sum up: by affording man a glimpse of eternity in the midst of time,
the sacred provides an antidote to his temporal isolation. The sacred is,
therefore, something that we humans connect with instinctively, supply-
ing as it does our most fundamental form of membership. That is why,
when undermined by science and secularism, we experience the loss of
faith, not only at an intellectual level, but as ‘a loss of comfort, member-
ship and home: it involves exile from the community that formed you,
and for which you may always secretly yearn’.57 We might say, following
Scruton, that when faith in the sacred subsides, the Lebenswelt is radically
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transformed. The human subject is then plunged back into a world of
objects from which there is no apparent escape. We become creatures
locked in time without any windows through which we can peer onto
that other transcendental realm. 

The desecration of the holy signals, thus, the extirpation of the world’s
personality. And when that happens, ‘the most ordinary things take on a
new aspect, and concepts that inhabit the soul of believers and shape their
most intimate experiences … seem to make no contact with the world 
as it appears to the person …’. We then find ourselves submerged in ‘a
culture of widespread desecration’. No longer are we surrounded by the
consoling images of a Lebenswelt in which the idea of ‘human distinction’
permeates everything. We are instead stuck inside a world ‘in which human
relations are voided of the old religious virtues – innocence, sacrifice and
eternal vows – and in which little or no public acknowledgement is 
afforded the ideas of the sacred, the holy and the forbidden’. With all 
apertures to the timeless sealed off, the sacred is then driven away, and
with it the idea of the human being as subject, or ‘as something removed
from nature and destined for a higher sphere’. Where once it appeared as
a reflection of divinity, the self is now squarely ‘rooted in the natural
world and obedient to its dark imperatives’. 58

SCIENCE AND THE SACRED

As we shall see in Chapter 2, however, the old distinction between animal
and human, which characterised the religious Lebenswelt, is difficult to
abandon. In our postmodern existence, we may seek to repudiate the sacred
and the sacramental. But despite the best efforts of those propelling the
culture of repudiation and desecration, many still find it impossible to
relinquish the religious urge. For such people, animals will never be ‘seen
as a centre of selfhood and freedom’, being as they are ‘a normal part of
the empirical world, sharing some of our feelings with us, but never 
aspiring to the noble, the true or the good’.59 Conversely, for those wishing
to rid the world of the sacred, the priority is to undermine the metaphys-
ical and moral differences separating humans and animals. The human,
they declare, is no longer ‘an object of awe’ or of reverence. In so doing,
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they express ‘a virulent desire to desecrate, to drag the human body down
to its animal essentials and to show it as pure object, in which the light of
selfhood and freedom has been extinguished’. What follows is nothing
less than a pornographic paradise ‘in which the human body is reduced
to panting chunks on the screen, in which children are brought up on
images that show the body not as the place where empirical and tran-
scendental meet, the I-hole in the screen of nature, but as a target, a thing
to be assaulted, ravaged and consumed, to be shown in all its contortions
as a squirming, needing, agonising worm’. 60

That is why, for Scruton, the pursuit of philosophy is a paramount task
for those in search of consolation and temporal redemption. It promises a
process of re-enchantment in which human action is lifted ‘out of the web 
of causal reasoning in which it is ensnared by science’. 61 And it does so by 
‘reminding us that we did not create ourselves, nor did we create the world
in which we live’. This is not to suggest, however, that we should think of 
religion and science as being mutually opposed. Humans are, to repeat, 
‘natural beings, part of the biological order’, and, as natural beings, ‘we exist
in time and therefore change over time. That we should evolve is inevitable.
If we ask the question how we humans came to be as we are, then any 
conceivable answer will refer to the unfolding of a process – and processes
take time. The surprising fact is not that we should have evolved from the
humble chemistry of the oceans but that it should have taken so long to
discover this.’ 62

Put simply, science tells us ‘how the world is spread out in time’, while
‘the story of creation tells us why ’. There are no answers to ‘the why of
the world’ forthcoming from people like Charles Darwin or Richard
Dawkins.63 For when we ask the ultimate question regarding the origin of
life, ‘we are seeking a point of view outside all time and change, from
which we can view the world as a whole’. Such is the point of view of 
God, and it is thus to Him ‘that we must look for an answer’. Xanthippe
explains:

Anaximander tells me that Xanthippe is descended from fish: all well and good.
He tells me that Xanthippe’s rational part is a product of the struggle for survival.
Fine. He tells me that, just as the colours Xanthippe sees lie in her eyes, so do the
meanings of her world lie in her intellect. Neither colour nor meaning is listed
among the ‘really real’. That too is fine. For the catalogue of the really real is no 
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better a guide to our world than a book of anatomy is a guide to human beauty.

I do not say that its list is false; merely that all the most important things are ex-

cluded from it. Even God is excluded.64

If science places all its trust in what it considers to be the ‘really real’, 

religion and philosophy focus on what science cynically denounces as mere

‘appearance’. But, as Scruton repeatedly reminds us, it is on the surface of

the world that we, as self-conscious beings, dwell and act. It is from the

thin topsoil of culture that the moral person is formed. And it is to God

that the moral person looks when searching for meanings, as distinct from

causal explanations of his existence. It is towards the sacred, in other words,

that we must turn when contemplating ‘the mystery of the individual’.

Xanthippe puts it like this: ‘The meaning of an experience is not its cause.

Those who communicate with the Creator through prayer are no more

cut off from him by the knowledge that nature does not contain him,

than the knowledge that words, smiles and gestures are nothing but

movements of the flesh.’ 65

As self-conscious beings, we are, for the most part, impervious to scien-

tific explanations of reality. What matters to the rational agent, are the

‘meanings, connections, harmonies and symmetries’ that are revealed

only in the human Lebenswelt. That, to repeat, is not to say that Dawkins

is mistaken about how we evolved as creatures in the natural world. It 

is simply to suggest that ‘we want the world to make sense to us, and to 

answer our questions not merely in the way the laws of nature answer the

enquiries of the scientist, but in the ways the laws of harmony answer the

aspirations of the musician’. 66 There are many things that moral beings

consider ‘intrinsically worthwhile’ that are not to be found on the scientific

grid. Standing out amongst those are ‘love, duty, virtue and kindness’. It is

true, says Scruton, that ‘we cannot mount a deductive or a scientific argu-

ment in favour of those values. But we condemn those who condemn

them, and believe reason is on our side.’ 67

So, for Scruton, science and the sacred can, and indeed should coexist

in harmony, for ‘nothing in the scientific view of things forbids the experi-

ence of the sacred’. But if that is so, then we must also admit that nothing

in the sacred view of things should forbid the experience of science. Only

ignorance would make us deny that the existence of the earth ‘is part of a
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great unfolding process, which may or may not have begun with the Big

Bang, and which contains many mysteries that physicists explore with

every increasing urgency’.68 But that is not how the scientist views the

matter. Unlike philosophy and religion, which urge that we look upon

the human being as both subject and object, science ‘invites us to regard

the subject as a myth, and to see the world under one aspect alone, as a

world of objects’. 69

To do so, however, would mean no longer looking upon the human

being as somewhat set apart. It would be to assume that the scientist has

all the answers to the mysteries of the universe. It would be to see him

perched ‘upon the throne from which God was taken away for burial’. For

we must remember, that in the naturalistic view of man, human freedom

is ‘nothing but an appearance on the face of nature’. And beneath that 

appearance, warns Scruton, ‘rides the same implacable causality, the same

sovereign indifference, which prepares death equally and unconcernedly

for all of us, and which tells us that beyond death there is nothing’. 70 It was

this image of man as mere object which inspired both the Communists

and the Nazis, thus licensing ‘forms of government in which the scientific

view of our condition was for the first time in power’. The result was a

supreme triumph for the ‘desacralised view of the world’. 71

The sacred acts as a barrier to that totalitarian temptation. It warns us

that ‘there are things which cannot be touched, since to meddle with them

is to open a door in the world of objects, so as to stand in the I of God’.

Man is then robbed of his personhood, subjectivity and liberty. He be-

comes a ‘new kind of creature’, one that has been ‘de-personalised’ and

severed from the ‘network of personal responsibility’. That is why we 

simply cannot afford to jettison the idea of man as both object and subject,

for it is our rational and moral nature, or what Scruton occasionally refers

to as ‘the human soul’, which bears witness to the why of creation. The

soul, ‘its freedom, translucency and moral presence are’, he explains, ‘never

mentioned in the book of evolution’. 72 They are present, however, ‘when

we look at the world from “I” to “I” ’, or from subject to subject.73 For it

is then, when we view ‘human life as a vehicle for freedom – to see a face

where the scientist sees flesh and bone’, that we catch a glimpse of how

God truly intended us to be:
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God intended that we live in such a way, that we see into the subjectivity of one 

another, and into the subjectivity of the world – which is God himself. That we

can do this is self-evident. How we do it is an unfathomable mystery. And if, in

order to bring this mystery about, a process of evolution was required, so that the

soul became incarnate at last in a creature which rose only by degrees to such 

an eminence, then so be it. God moves in a mysterious way. When you look on

people as objects, then you see that Darwin was right. When you look on them as

subjects, you see that the most important thing about them has no place in 

Darwin’s theory.74

PREFIGURING ETERNITY

God, for Scruton, is the subjectivity of the world. By seeing in another’s

eyes a vision of the sacred, the miraculous and the mysterious, we look

upon that person as though he were not of this world. That is to say, we

look upon him from the religious perspective, one that philosophy en-

deavours to rescue from the culture of desecration. In his beautifully com-

posed memoir Gentle Regrets, Scruton recalls that his ‘years as a voyeur of

holiness brought me into contact with true believers, and taught me that

faith transfigures everything it touches, and raises the world to God’.75

Without faith in the sacred, we are, however, simply condemned to wander

in a ‘depersonalised world: a world where all is permitted, and where nothing

has absolute value’.76 Such, for Scruton, is the sad predicament of the 

present age. Having abandoned the idea that human life is set apart from

the rest of nature, we have in turn lost ‘the instinctive awe and respect 

towards our own being that the Romans called pietas’. 77

The consequences of losing piety can be dramatically seen, for exam-

ple, in the way Europe is currently being ‘colonised by secular ways of

thinking’. Although we may not be witnessing the return of the ‘totali-

tarian system, and the death camp which is its most sublime expression’,78

we are nonetheless submerged in a culture where ‘embryo research,

cloning, abortion and euthanasia – subjects which go to the heart of the

religious conception of our destiny – proceed in once-Catholic Europe as

though nothing were at stake beyond the expansion of human choices’.

The idea that the beginning and end of life are untouchable has been

Roger Scruton: The Philosopher on Dover Beach

32



summarily cast into the dustbin of history. We no longer cultivate natural
piety for the young and the old, for the unborn and the dead. Instead, the
‘piety and humility that it was once natural to feel before the fact of 
creation have given way to a pleasure seeking disregard for absent gener-
ations. The people of Europe are living as though the dead and the unborn
had no say in their decisions.’ 79

Still, we are not of necessity bound to this ‘loveless culture’. We can,
says Scruton, always choose to ‘turn away from desecration and ask our-
selves instead what inspires us and what we should revere’. 80 But in order
to do so, we must rediscover the sacred beauty of the Lebenswelt. That
means renouncing the idea of progress which the culture of repudiation has
trans figured into an idol. By worshipping progress, Scruton warns, ‘we
bow before an altar on which our own sins are exhibited. We kill in our-
selves both piety and gratitude, believing that we owe the world nothing,
and that the world owes everything to us.’ 81 Once again, the ever-present
temptation for the self is to perch on the throne once occupied by God.
The sacred view of life suggests, however, that human beings ‘have always
been wrong to look to the future for the test of legitimacy, rather than to
the past. For the future, unlike the past, is unknown and untried.’ 82 What
the past offers, which the future never can, is the insight of hindsight. It
tells us that if we are to embrace modernity, we should do so critically, 
‘in full consciousness that human achievements are rare and precarious,
that we have no God-given right to destroy our inheritance, but must 
always patiently submit to the voice of order, and set an example of orderly
living’. 83

In submitting to that challenge, we shall not strive to turn the world of
our forebears into a wasteland. Rather, we shall look upon it not merely
as a world of objects, but a world in which subjectivity has etched its sa-
cred mark across the surface. We shall, in turn, perceive the surface of the
world as revealing ‘the sense of God’s presence’. It will be for us ‘a direct
encounter with the divine, which eludes all explanation in natural terms,
and stands isolated and apart’.84 If science sought to redefine humanity as
‘part of the natural world’, Roger Scruton’s philosophy invites us to view
the world as that which is ‘made in the image of humanity’. In so doing,
he endeavours to revive the old theological understanding of man as the
locus of freedom in an otherwise determined world. 
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Science, Scruton says, is devoid of the theological understanding because
it is impervious to ‘the way of freedom, since this is not the way of the
flesh’. But to know freedom, and to identify it as the source of the sacred,
is to encounter ‘a vision of eternity’ and to know God. It is to cross ‘the
barrier of time’, and to be placed in direct contact with the timeless. And
in discovering this essential truth,

… We encounter what is permanent – or what is beyond time and change, the eter-
nal peace that serves as the divine template, so to speak, for our brief homecom-
ings here on earth. When we take those tentative backward steps …, trying to
restore this or that little precinct of our mutilated Eden, we are creating icons of 
another pasture, outside time and space, where God and the soul exist in dia-
logue. We are prefiguring our eternal home.85
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Restoring those little precincts of our mutilated Eden is the task Roger
Scruton has set himself in each of his major writings. We could say, there-
fore, that he is a philosopher who seeks to mend the world by restoring
its meaningfulness. And he does so by showing how the culture of dese-
cration is predicated upon a wholesale pillaging of the human person.
We saw in Chapter 1 how the scientific aspiration to plumb the depths of
our everyday human world threatens ‘to destroy our response to the sur-
face’. But it is there, on the surface of the world, that free subjects dwell.
It is there, in the spheres of culture, religion and politics that identity and
personhood are formed. While such things fail to show up on the grid of
science, they nevertheless enable us to ‘see into the subjectivity of one 
another, and into the subjectivity of the world’. 1 The unscientific surface
of the world, that place where we live and love, is, in other words, where
‘the seeds of human happiness are sown’. It is the point at which human
subjectivity infuses the ‘mute objectivity’ of the world with its soul.

Roger Scruton believes, in sum, that if we are to save the sacred, man
must look seriously again at human nature. He must do so in order to
rediscover those artefacts ‘which stem directly from social existence and
which form the basis for the construction of personality’. 2 But what ex-
actly does Scruton mean by the term ‘construction of personality’? He
means that where once there was only ‘mere nature’, now there is a sacred
place, ‘one in which personality and freedom shine forth from what is
contingent, dependent and commonplace – from a piece of stone, a tree,
or a patch of water’. Where once we were confronted by nature ‘in all its
senseless impersonality’, now we behold a world across which ‘the mys-
terious lining of the human organism’ has been gently strewn.3 With the
dawn of the culture of desecration, however, there has been a ‘gradual
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erasure from nature of the human face which covers it’. 4 The personality
of the world has been peeled away, thereby resulting in a loss of human
meaning.

Meaning, writes Scruton, ‘is a feature, not of the “objective” world of nat-
ural science, but of the Lebenswelt with which we engage through our
spontaneous thought and action’. It has its source in man’s sense of moral
obligation which ‘irradiates the world with a peculiar “luminosity” ’, that
Scruton equates with the holy, the miraculous, the mysterious and the
sacred. So, in order to salvage what is meaningful, the personality of the
world must be reconstructed – unless, of course, we desire to supplant
that ‘vision of ourselves as free beings, in a world that is “open to our
agency”’, with one that sees us as just another ‘part of nature, subservient
to the laws of causality of which science alone provides knowledge’. 5

For example, liberalism is quite happy to endorse Nietzsche’s belief that
man is nothing but a dying animal. That is so because, for most liberals,
‘obligations do not surround us in the Lebenswelt, but are created by our 
individual choices’. According to Scruton, this means that liberalism is
‘the natural philosophy of the “desacralised” world’. 6 For those satisfied
to dwell on the surface of the world, however, we cannot simply jettison
that vision of ourselves as subjects. And it is for such people that philos-
ophy performs its most important task in the modern world: ‘to resurrect
the human person, to rescue it from trivialising science, and to replace
the sarcasm which knows that we are merely animals, with the irony
which sees that we are not.’ 7 So what, for Scruton, constitutes the human
person? The best way of answering that important question is to look at
how he differentiates human beings from animals. 

PERSONS AND ANIMALS

As we saw in Chapter 1, Scruton refuses to follow thinkers like Richard
Rorty who contend that ‘Darwinian evolutionary theory made it possi-
ble to see all of human behaviour – including the “higher” sort of behav-
iour previously interpreted as fulfilment of the desire to know the
unconditionally true and do the unconditionally right – as continuous
with animal behaviour’. 8 Neither does he subscribe to Peter Singer’s view
that animals can and must be ‘liberated’, nor to the notion that animals
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are victims of what Richard Ryder calls ‘speciesism’ – a term which implies
that ‘like racism and sexism, our attitude to other animals is a form of un-
just discrimination, lacking both rational and moral title’. These writers,
Scruton rightly complains, ‘have so changed the climate of opinion that no
thinking person could now treat animals as our ancestors did, ignoring
their feelings and desires and thinking only of their human uses. In a world
dominated by humans and their appetites, animals are now widely per-
ceived as a victim class.’ 9

In sum, the traditional distinction between human and animal has 
collapsed beneath the weight of liberalism’s assault on the old idea that
the person is somehow different in kind from other species. Scruton insists,
however, that we cannot dissolve that distinction. Yes, he holds that we 
are indeed animals, ‘but animals of a very special kind – animals who 
are conscious of themselves as individuals, with rights, responsibilities
and duties, and who are capable of extending their sympathies to other
species’. 10 We are, to invoke Aristotle’s terminology, ‘rational animals’. That
is, human beings ‘have a need and an ability to justify our beliefs and 
actions and to enter into reasoned dialogue with others’. 11 Scruton does
not deny that animals are conscious and have desires, but he does dispute
that they can make choices, engage in long-term planning, imagine 
future possibilities and ponder the world ‘as an object of disinterested
contemplation’. In all sorts of ways, he tells us, ‘the passions of animals are 
circumscribed. They feel no indignation but only rage; they feel no remorse
but only fear of the whip; they feel neither erotic love nor true sexual 
desire, only a mute attachment and a need for coupling.’ They are, more-
over, ‘humourless and unmusical’. The birds of the air, he laments, do not
sing. Neither does the hyena laugh. Rather, ‘it is we who hear laughter in
the hyena’s cackle and music in the song of the thrush’. 12 What this 
implies is that ‘the reasoning being exists and acts on another plane, form-
ing intentions, making plans, perhaps with some long-term and unlikely
prospect. He may set himself to oppose his own desires, and, in all that he
does, he is motivated – or believes himself to be motivated, which is itself
to have a kind of motive – not merely of self-interest but by a conception
of the good’. 13

Humans are, in short, self-conscious beings. While it is true that animals
possess consciousness, they nevertheless lack the capacity to stand back
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from their immediate needs and desires so as to contemplate who and
what they are. We might say, following Heidegger, that they are incapable
of asking the question of being. Whereas humans can ‘distinguish self
from other and identify themselves in the first person,’ 14 animals can do
no such thing, in as much as no animal can say ‘I’:

The rational being is also a self-conscious being, and this self-consciousness lies
at the root of his existence as a person. It is this feature which enables us to adopt 
towards him (and he towards himself) the peculiar posture which underlies our
use of the concept of the person. Of course, there is a use for the concept of 
the self in describing the behaviour of animals. A dog distinguishes himself 
from other dogs, and his own interests from those of his fellows. But he does not
distinguish himself as a self, since he lacks what I shall call the ‘first-person 
perspective’ – a feature of consciousness that is distinctive of language-using 
beings.15

PERSONHOOD AND LANGUAGE

In order to shed some light on what Scruton means here, it is useful to 
compare his philosophy of language, and its role in the formation of 
person hood, with that of postmodern philosopher Richard Rorty. Like
Rorty, Scruton owes an immense debt to Ludwig Wittgenstein’s insight
that there is no way, as Rorty puts it, ‘to come between language and its
object’. 16 As such, both thinkers reject what Scruton calls ‘the Cartesian
view of consciousness’,17 or what Rorty labels ‘the Cartesian mind’. 18 The
‘Cartesian picture’, explains Scruton, ‘envisages the mind and mental
processes as private to the person who possesses them: only he can really
know of their existence and nature; others have to guess from his words
and behaviour, which are at best the effects of mental processes, and not
the things themselves.’ 19 In other words, Descartes incarcerates the think-
ing self in a mental prison, and he does so by insisting that ‘the mind is a
non-physical entity whose states are essentially “inner” – that is connected
only contingently (by no necessary connection) with “outer” circum-
stances’. 20

Scruton and Rorty believe that Wittgenstein supplied the definitive
philosophical response to Descartes. Most especially, they focus on
Wittgenstein’s famous ‘private language argument’ to rebut the notion
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that mental states are private, ‘and therefore knowable, only to the person

who has them’. 21 Wittgenstein rejected that contention, in as much as he

held that everyone is subject to the rules of a common public language.

There is, he argues, no such thing as a private language which enables me

to refer to objects and sensations that only I can know. Scruton explains:

It is part of the ‘grammar’ of sensation words that we do not make mistakes when
using them of ourselves, provided that we understand them. That is what our 
first-person certainty amounts to. The inventor of a private language is suppos-
ing just the same guarantee is available to him. But it was a guarantee provided
by the grammar of our public language; so he is not entitled to assume that he
has. For him the question can arise: how do I know that this, that I have now, is
a private object …? Once the question has arisen, we find that there is no answer
to it. There is no criterion to be found, which would guarantee to the user of the 
private language, that he really has identified a private object, and really has 
succeeded in endowing his words with a private reference, or indeed with any 
reference at all. He could be wrong about this, and yet never know that he is
wrong. And if he is right, he could not know that either. Since nobody knows
anything about the matter, he cannot appeal to other speakers. So there simply
is no criterion of correctness, no rule that attaches his terms to intrinsically private
entities. The private language is impossible.22

Stated otherwise, sensation words, or indeed any words for that matter, 

cannot be detached from the public language that guarantees their proper

use and meaning. Consequently, the inventor of a private language de-

prives himself of the public criteria that would make his words intelligi-

ble. It follows that private objects cannot be referred to in a public

language, for to do so would force the inventor to use the grammar of a

public ‘language game’, thereby exploding his contention that he has 

identified a private object. In short, ‘no language can refer to a sphere of

merely private things. Every language, even one that I invent for myself,

must be such that others too can learn it. If you think about your think-

ing, then you must do so in a publicly intelligible discourse.’ 23 You must,

in other words, ‘be part of some “public realm”, in which other people

could wander’. 24

For Wittgenstein and Scruton, thus, the public world is the ‘fundamental

reality’. Richard Rorty concurs. He tells us that human beings ‘shall never

be able to step outside language, never be able to grasp reality unmediated
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by a linguistic description’. 25 Moreover, Rorty would wholeheartedly sub-
scribe to Scruton’s observation that no philosopher ‘who has studied the
argument of Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, or that of Wittgenstein’s
Philosophical Investigations, would dissent from the view that self-con-
sciousness and language emerge together, that both are social phenomena
and that the Cartesian project – of discovering the essence of the mental
in that which is private, inner and hidden from external view – is doomed
to failure’. 26 But in sharp contrast to Scruton, Rorty thinks the failure of 
the Cartesian project should encourage us in the direction of Darwin. In-
deed, he urges that we should think of human beings as nothing more
than ‘animals doing their best to cope with the environment – doing their
best to develop tools which will enable them to enjoy more pleasure and
less pain. Words are among the tools which these clever animals have 
developed.’ 27

From the perspective of the postmodern pragmatist, therefore, lan-
guage does not correspond to the way the world is in itself. As tools for
coping with the surrounding environment, linguistic descriptions can-
not accurately represent language-independent reality. That is because,
for people like Rorty, there is ‘no way of formulating an independent test
of accuracy of representation – of reference or correspondence to an “an-
tecedent determinate” reality – no test distinct from the success which is
supposedly explained by this accuracy’. We cannot, in other words, leap
outside ‘our language and our beliefs’ in order test them against ‘some-
thing known without their aid’. 28 On this reading, language is not a
medium that stands between language-users and the world (qua lan-
guage-independent reality), neither is it something that mirrors ‘nonhu-
man reality’. Its principal function is simply to help us accomplish our
everyday tasks and purposes. And, as with any tool, once our linguistic de-
scriptions have served their particular purpose, they can always be re-
placed with more useful alternatives. As Rorty argues:

All the descriptions we give of things are descriptions suited to our purposes …
Just as it seems pointless to ask whether a giraffe is really a collection of atoms
or really a collection of actual and possible sensations in human sense organs, or
really something else, so the question ‘Are we describing it as it really is?’ is one
we never need to ask. All we need to know is whether some competing descrip-
tion might be more useful for some of our purposes.29
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But can we really dispense with our linguistic descriptions of the sur-
rounding world so casually? Scruton does not believe that we can. Neither
does he follow Rorty when the latter declares that ‘we cannot regard truth
as the goal of inquiry’.30 Yes, Scruton does hold that the ‘human world is a
social world, and socially constructed’. He also believes that ‘language is the
principal criterion of rationality’. But he rejects Rorty’s claim that linguistic
constructs can be randomly jettisoned, or that the social world can ‘be con-
structed as we please’. For there are, Scruton insists, ‘constants in human
nature – moral, aesthetic and political – which we defy at our peril, and which
we must strive to obey’.31 These ‘constants in human nature’ are not to be
found in some private or pre-linguistic realm. For Scruton, they are revealed
in and through language, and are, as such, gifts of community and culture. 

Still, the question persists: if such gifts are disclosed in and through 
language, are they not susceptible to the type of insouciant reformula-
tion that Rorty recommends? Once again, Scruton responds in the neg-
ative. He is happy to follow Rorty in believing that ‘we can know the world
only from the point of view that is ours’, and that it is impossible to ‘step
outside our concepts so as to know the world “as it is in itself”, from no
point of view’. However, he refuses to concede that just because we have
no God’s-eye standpoint from which to assess the accuracy of our beliefs
and representations, we ought to simply abandon the quest for objective
truth and meaning. Following Kant, Scruton asserts that without the con-
cept of objectivity, and the belief that our ‘judgements are representa-
tions of reality’, we could not even ‘begin to think’. 32 In other words, while
it may be true that ‘we cannot attain God’s perspectiveless view of things
… the thought of it inhabits our procedures as a ‘regulative idea’, exhort-
ing us always along the path of discovery’. 33

Let me explain it like this: for Scruton, the world as revealed to us
through language and culture is the only world that we have. Science may
strive to rob the human world of its personality by burrowing below its
surface so as to reveal the hidden reality behind the appearances. Try as
it might, however, ‘science can provide no substitute for the concepts
which order and direct our everyday experience’. 34 Such concepts are, to
repeat, gifted to us by language and culture, but that does nothing to 
deprive them of their truth-content. They are part and parcel of what we
described in Chapter 1 as our ‘intentional understanding’ – or that mode
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of understanding which seeks to ‘describe, criticise and justify the human
world’. In short, even though the concepts of intentional understanding
may be diffi cult to ‘bring into focus’, embedded as they are in ‘feeling and
activity’, they nevertheless disclose ‘genuine, objective truths about the
human world’, or what we have come to know as the Lebenswelt.

The concept of personhood is, for Scruton, one such truth, as are the 
related concepts of ‘freedom, responsibility, reason for action, right, duty,
and justice’. 35 And it is through those concepts of intentional under-
standing that the human being is described and defined as a subject, as
distinct from an animal or object. The description of a human being, qua
person, is not, therefore, a description that can discarded once its useful-
ness has been exhausted. For to do so would be to look upon human be-
ings as objects, which, according to Scruton, ‘is not to see them as they are,
but to change what they are, by erasing the appearance through which they
relate to one another as persons’. 36 Rorty’s belief that we should follow
Darwin and Nietzsche in redescribing the human subject as a ‘clever 
animal’, consequently threatens to strike at the heart of social harmony.
And that is so because, in denying that language can reveal ‘constants of
human nature’ such as that of personhood, it follows science in destroy-
ing our spontaneous response to the surface of the world.

In the end, therefore, Rorty’s pragmatism is yet one more exercise in
Darwinian disenchantment.37 By discounting the possibility that language
might be something more than just a set of useful tools for particular 
purposes, he fails to appreciate the power inherent in language to force
upon us those intentional concepts that guarantee long-term human hap-
piness. Had he taken intentional understanding seriously, however, Rorty
would surely have recognised that the human being ‘is not merely part of
the natural order: he has a world of his own, created in part by the con-
cepts through which he perceives it’. But animals, as Scruton explains,
‘suffer from no such disadvantage. Their world is entirely ordered accord-
ing to their interests: it is a world of the edible, the drinkable, the dan-
gerous, the comfortable, and the unreliable. There is no place in this world
for “if” or “perhaps”, no place for “Why?”, “When?” or “How?”, no place for
the unobserved, or the unobservable’. 38 Neither is there any evidence that
animals, when ‘left to their own devices, can achieve the particular form
of social interaction required by language’. 39
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THE MORALITY OF HUNTING

Animals, in sum, ‘have neither rights nor duties nor personality’, for only

those creatures who are ‘duty-bound to respect the rights of others’ can

be said to have rights. To argue, therefore, that a fox has rights is equiva-

lent to saying that it is ‘duty-bound to respect the right to life of the

chicken’. But because the fox does not respect the right of the chicken, he

should, on that logic at least, ‘be condemned out of hand as criminal by

nature’. 40 Such is what motivates Scruton to insist that we stop treating

animals as our equals:

By ascribing rights to animals, and so promoting them to full membership of 

the moral community, we tie them in obligations that they can neither fulfil nor

comprehend. Not only is this senseless cruelty in itself; it effectively destroys all

possibility of cordial and beneficial relations between us and them. Only by 

refraining from personalising animals do we behave towards them in ways that

they can understand.41

So what then is the proper way for humans to behave towards the lower

animals? Controversially, Scruton believes it is by restoring the old equili-

brium that has enabled humans and animals to live together on realistic

terms, one that is ‘maintained by the old arts of hunting’. Through those

arts, he tells us,

… you glimpse another, more ancient and more healthy relation between man

and beast – the relation between Homer’s Odysseus and the old hound Argus,

first to recognise his master on his return to Ithaca, or the relation between

Alexander and Bucephalus, which caused the conqueror to found a city in mem-

ory of his heroic horse. The unsentimental love between man and beast that

comes about when they are engaged together in some act of war or predation is,

indeed, the nearest that animals attain to equality with the human species – and

it is a love that is deeply horrible to the defenders of animal rights for that very

reason. For it is a love founded in the aspect of animals that they put out of mind

– the relentless life-and-death struggle that is the normal condition of life in the

wild.42

One of the many things for which Roger Scruton has been vilified, is

his robust and passionate defence of fox hunting. As the above citation

makes abundantly clear, however, Scruton has a deep and abiding love
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for the ‘lower animals’. That love emanates from every page of On Hunting
– Scruton’s scintillating memoir of how he first discovered horses, the
countryside and the ‘community of hunters’. It is evident too in News
from Somewhere, a fascinating account of daily life among the animals on
his farm in Wiltshire. But it is not, as he insists, a sentimental love. Rather,
it is based on an awareness of the fact that animals are not persons, in as
much as they do not form moral communities. Their world is, thus, de-
void of judgement, ‘embarrassment, remorse, guilt, and penitence’. 43 But
does this mean that we can treat animals as we wish? Does it suggest that
because we are ‘the guardians of the natural order’, we can use the lower
creatures in any fashion we see fit? Not so, according to Scruton. To repeat,
as moral beings we have a duty to care for those that destiny has placed
under our care. Consequently, we ‘should behave towards the natural
world with piety, for we are its present trustees’. 44 But we must also exer-
cise the ‘ethic of virtue’, which condemns ‘those ways of dealing with an-
imals which stem from a vicious motive’, or that relishes in the gratuitous
suffering of the beasts.45

Of course, the animal liberation lobby condemns hunting as the cause
of such gratuitous suffering. Scruton profoundly disagrees. There is, he
argues, a distinction that must be drawn between the obligations we have
towards animals ‘whom we have caused to depend on us’, and those in
the wild. In the first case, our pets become ‘honorary subjects, who bor-
row a soul from those who love them’. 46 Wild animals do not, however,
participate in the human world. It is true that ‘we have a duty to protect
their habitats, to secure, as best we can, the balance of nature, and to in-
flict no pain or fear that is not a necessary part of our legitimate dealings
with them’.47 It is, thus, ‘morally dubious’ to seize an animal from its nat-
ural environment simply for the purpose of exhibiting it in a zoo. But
there is nothing morally suspect about the hunting of wild animals in the
right circumstances. Indeed, from Scruton’s perspective, it may even be ‘a
positive good’, and anyone who has seriously studied the substance of 
his arguments in defence of the hunt would, I contend, find it difficult to
disagree. 

Fox hunting cannot be condemned as cruel, simply because it does not
involve ‘unnecessary suffering’. Its principal aim is not to destroy the fox
population, ‘but to establish a modus vivendi, one that will make the fox
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and his predations tolerable to those whose livelihood he threatens or
whose domestic life he inconveniences’.48 Scruton invites us to compare
that ‘economically sound system of species control’ with the legal alter-
native of trapping, a practice which ‘subjects a wild animal to unaccus-
tomed, unnatural stress and fear, since it renders superfluous and
impotent the animal’s natural “fight or flight” response. This stress often
lasts for many hours, culminating in a moment of terror when the exe-
cutioner approaches.’ 49 In contrast, the ‘average hunt lasts for 17 minutes,
and more often than not ends in escape. There is no attempt either to eke
out the suffering of the fox or to deprive it of it natural defence, which is
to fly from the danger’. True, the huntsman does experience a certain de-
gree of pleasure from the chase. But the pleasure does not derive from
seeing the fox suffer or being dispatched. Rather, it has its source in ‘the
intricate relationship of hounds with one another and with the hunts-
man, as they work together in pursuit of a scent’. For the true hunt-fol-
lower, Scruton adds, ‘even the pleasures of horsemanship are subordinate
to this one, of observing the mysterious relation between species in the
moment of the chase …’. 50

And what precisely is the nature of this ‘mysterious relation’? Within
each of us, Scruton observes, ‘are psychic residues inherited from our
hunter-gatherer ancestors, which speak to us of another and simpler
world’. That was a world in which man was fully at one with the natural
order, having been ‘adapted to it by evolution’. No more. Today, we have all
but lost touch with those primal feelings. But if we are not to completely
succumb to the strains of modern life, we must, on occasion, ‘rehearse the
spontaneous psychic movements that were implanted in us by the species,
and which are as important for our proper functioning as it is important
to a dog that he should bark from time to time, or to a chicken that she
should lay an egg’. We must, that is, revive the ‘instincts of the hunter-gath-
erer’, by relating to our own and other species ‘in a herd-like way’. And this,
he argues, is accomplished by approaching one’s prey with ‘a quasi-religious
attitude’. While the hunted animal is hunted as an individual, the hunted
species ‘is elevated to divine status as the totem, and a kind of mystical
union of the tribe with its totem seals the pact between them forever’. 51

Stated simply, the huntsman worships the species as spiritually embodied
in the individual creature. In so doing, he ‘guarantees the eternal recurrence
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of his prey’ by identifying the species as a ‘sacred object’. 52 The hunt awakens
in him, in other words, those ‘old instincts and desires, the old pieties and
the old relations with our own and other species’. 53

Scruton is quite aware, however, that these arguments will ‘carry little
weight in modern times’. Today, people are happy to live in a state of es-
trange ment from their tribal moorings. They view the world ‘as a vast
suburban garden, an artificial and third-rate paradise, which we must
maintain as kindly and responsibly as we can. This means taking the in-
terests of all creatures into account and refraining from pursuits which
cause needless suffering, lest the spectacle of suffering should cease to
trouble us’. 54 In the end, modern people would prefer that we left nature to
itself. But for Scruton, that is not a serious option. If we opted to ‘turn our
backs’ on the natural world, the consequences would be catastrophic both
for us and for the animals who abide there. For, whether we like it or not,
we are ‘guardians and keepers of the natural order’, and are thus respon-
sible for it. If, however, we decided to renege on that duty, if, let us say,
‘deer were never culled, Exmoor would contain nothing else besides sub-
urban houses, and the highlands of Scotland would be treeless crags. If
foxes were never killed, lambs, ducks and chickens would be reared in-
doors, in conditions that no decent person should tolerate. If angling
ceased, our waterways would never be maintained and mink, coote and
moorhen would drive all their rivals to extinction.’ 55 If, in other words, it
is biodiversity that we are seeking, then ‘culling and pest control will re-
main incumbent on us’. 

The decision, therefore, is ours: either we opt to poison the pests, which
Roger Scruton perceives as ‘the truly callous way of doing these things’. Or
we can choose to control them in accordance with the ancient rituals of
the hunter-gatherer. If we take the second path, it is then that we shall
come to appreciate the ‘true graciousness of hunting’. For unlike those
who have recourse to bait, the trap or the gun, the hunter understands
that the fox ‘can be cleanly killed only in the open’, and is ‘never more
quickly dispatched than by a pack of hounds’. This, moreover, ‘requires
great labour and the cooperation of three species if he is to be hunted in
this way’. 56 In a remarkable passage from the final pages of On Hunting,
Scruton substantiates these arguments by outlining the moral founda-
tions of the chase:
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Grieving is an offshoot of love – love for the individual, under a duty of care. It

has no place in the wild, and those who grieve for hunted animals see things

wrongly. The screams of a rabbit caught by a weasel move us to pity, even horror.

But, unless the rabbit is our loved companion, we must not grieve for him. The

moral law does not tell us to save this suffering creature, but rather to consider

his death in the context of his life. Is it, on the whole, better for rabbits that they

should live in an environment where they are preyed upon by weasels? Only if

such questions come first in our thinking will we fulfil our duty towards other

species, all of which now depend upon us for their survival. If it is true, as I and

many others believe, that the fox is better served by hunting than by any other

form of cull, and that all rival practices expose him to far more suffering, then it

is not just permissible to hunt, but morally right.57

SEX AND THE SACRED

Rescuing the world from the culture of desecration requires us, therefore,

to re-establish the old metaphysical distinction between persons and ani-

mals. It demands, moreover, that we revive ‘the Lebenswelt as religion

shapes it’. For in that sphere of the sacred, an animal ‘is not seen as a 

centre of selfhood and freedom’. Neither is it perceived as ‘a source of

shame or judgement, but a normal part of the empirical world …’. When

we look at things in this way, it is possible ‘to show that there are no

grounds for attributing rights to animals, or for believing that they either

desire or are capable of “liberation”’.58 It also follows that there is some-

thing morally suspect in treating people as animals and animals as 

people. In A Political Philosophy, Scruton explains the matter as follows:

Dogs have no conception of what it is to be naked, and their calm unembar-

rassability before the sight of human flesh reminds us of how very different the

human form is, in their eyes and in ours.59

Dogs do not become embarrassed when confronted by nudity, simply be-

cause they are essentially driven by lust. Unlike persons, theirs is not a

world of interpersonal negotiation. It is true that, like us, animals ‘feel a

need to unite’ and ‘experience a compelling physical pleasure’ in the

process. However, even though sex is ‘the sphere in which the animal and

the personal meet’, it is also the domain in which the ineluctable distinc-
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tions separating human and animal are most obvious. For, in contrast to
human subjects, animals ‘are never sexually aroused; they do not feel sex-
ual desire, nor do they have sexual fulfilment. Almost all that matters in
sexual experience lies outside their capacities, not because they reach for
it and fail to obtain it, but because they cannot reach for it.’ 60 Animals, in
short, do not have sexual intentionality.61

In the desacralised world, however, people are indifferent to those fun-
da mental distinctions. They believe themselves to be part of ‘the natural
order, bound by laws tying them to the material forces that govern every-
thing’. Convinced that ‘the gods are their invention, and that death is 
exactly what it seems’, 62 they summarily discard those concepts ‘which
are indispensable to our lives as rational beings, yet which have no place
at all in the scientific view of the world: concepts like person, responsi-
bility, freedom and the subject, which shape the world in readiness for
action, and which describe the way in which we appear to one another, 
regardless of what, from the point of view of science, we are’.63 The result,
according to Scruton, is a demoralised world in which interpersonal rela-
tions are voided of their sacred aspect. It is a world where the ‘pseudo-
science of sexology’ has ‘redescribed the human world as a world of things
…, and presented sex as a relation between aliens’. No longer is the other
approached as a person, but simply as ‘an instrument of pleasure’. 64

The ‘pseudo-science of sexology’ was inaugurated by Sigmund Freud,
when he wrote that the objective of sexual desire is ‘union of the genitals
in the act known as copulation, which leads to a release of sexual tension
and a temporary extinction of the sexual instinct – a satisfaction analo-
gous to the sating of hunger’. 65 But Freud’s account is not, as Scruton ar-
gues, ‘a theory of human sexual desire in the social conditions which
emerge spontaneously between human beings’. Rather, it is ‘a description
of sexual feelings transformed by a kind of scientistic prurience, and 
by an obsession with the human object that clouds awareness of the 
subject’. 66 By reducing human sexuality to genital satisfaction, Freud 
(and successive sexologists such as Alfred Kinsey and Richard Posner 67)
pillages the phenomenon of personhood as it emerges in and through
the Lebenswelt. In doing so, he contaminates the realm of the sacred by
‘dragging the subject into the world of things’. 68 That is why, if the sacred
is to be saved from the ‘charm of disenchantment’, Freud’s purely biolog-
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ical account of human desire must be repudiated. For it is, according to 

Scruton, a dangerous caricature that leads only to perversion:

Freud’s description of desire is the description of something that we know and

shun – or ought to shun. An excitement which concentrates on the sexual organs,

whether of man or of woman, which seeks, as it were, to bypass the complex 

negotiation of the face, hands, voice and posture, is perverted. It voids desire of

its intentionality, and replaces it with a pursuit of the sexual commodity, which

can always be had for a price.69

Scruton’s objective in his magisterial Sexual Desire, and subsequently

in his equally compelling Death-Devoted Heart, is, as he remarks, to shore

up ‘the human world against the corrosive seas of pseudo-science’. It is

to demonstrate that, when conceived from a philosophical perspective,

sexual desire trades in ‘the currency of the sacred’. 70 This means that the

experience of desire, far from announcing the ‘eclipse of the subject’, fun-

damentally enriches our experience of the sacred. For in the moment of 

desire, I confront a subject incarnate within the object, or a free self situated

in a body which ‘is not you but yours’. In true desire, we actually encounter

the ‘mystery of our incarnation’, and while we might ‘not necessarily see

it as a mystery’, it is one that ‘affects us nonetheless, through the caresses,

glances, and blushes that work upon us like spells’. This leads, in turn, to a

‘process of idealisation’ that is ‘shaped by culture and feeds automatically

into our sense of the sacred’. And it does so by ‘prompting lovers to single

each other out as incarnations of a unique and possible selfhood’.71

Today, however, we are witnessing the ascendancy of a pornographic 

culture, whose supreme purpose, for Scruton, ‘is to eliminate the en-

counter between subjects and to put the contact of objects in its place’. 72

It achieves that goal by ignoring the human face, while making a shame-

less spectacle of the body. The face must be ignored by the pornographer,

simply because the eyes and mouth bear witness to the transcendence of

the subject. Unlike that of an animal, the human face is endowed with

feeling and emotion; it is a revelation of freedom in the midst of a mute

world of material objects. But in pornography, the face is no longer a 

portal to personality. ‘The burden of contact’ is carried instead by the sex-

ual organs, which, in contrast to the face, ‘can be treated as instruments’

or as ‘rival means to the common end of friction …’. 73 No longer is desire

Personhood, Sex and the Sacred

53



focused on another person, but merely on the gratification of the flesh.

Scruton contends that the consequences of this for society could not be

more serious:

The intentionality of the sexual act, conceived in this disenchanted way, is radi-
cally changed. It ceases to be an expression of interpersonal longing, still less of
the desire to hold, to possess, to be filled with love. It becomes a kind of sacrilege
– a wiping away of freedom, personality, and transcendence, to reveal the ob-
scene contortions of what is merely flesh … A kind of Baudelairean Satanism
moves people to look for new ways of desecrating the sexual object, of hunting
down what is unpolluted, innocent, or forbidden, so as to expose it to some vi-
olating abuse. More important even than pornography is the tendency to sexu-
alise children and to render them enticing – not enticing as premature adults
but enticing precisely as children, as people unequipped for responsible emotion,
whose bodies are still out of bounds and who can therefore be profaned and pol-
luted by the sexual act. The lust for desecration is the other side of the belief in
sanctity and can be seen as the inevitable outcome of the attempt to sever desire
from commitment and to put sex on sale.74

The lust for desecration, that characterises so much of modern life, is

an attempt to abolish the personhood of the other and of oneself. It views

both your body and mine as just that: bodies devoid of soul and mean-

ing. No longer is desire directed at the moral subject who says ‘I’, but

merely at his flesh. Consequently, the desacralised world is one in which

personal commit ment is no longer valued. For when a person is desired

for his body alone, it is then possible to circumvent the emotionally chal-

lenging rituals that lead to commitment. What you seek in that moment,

is not the long-term happiness that lasting union guarantees. It is, rather,

the type of quick-fix pleasure that either fantasy or prostitution can eas-

ily satisfy. In both of these cases, sex is ‘seen as a commodity: something

that we pursue and obtain in quantifiable form, and which comes in a

variety of packages: in the form of a woman or a man; in the form of a

film or a dream; in the form of a fetish or an animal’.75 This is not so much

casual sex, as impersonal sex. In disregarding the other as a source of 

sacredness, his freedom, subjectivity and person hood are expunged. All

that remains is the object of desire, one that can very easily be substituted

by another object. Hence, in the sexual world of the fantasist, ‘others 

appear as objects only. And when a person is targeted by a desire nur-
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tured on fantasy – when a real subject is treated as a fantasy object – the

result is a sin against love.’ 76

In order to counter this lust for desecration, it is not sufficient to renounce

our ‘animal nature’ in favour of pure reason. Such was the course that Plato

recommended when he drew his notorious distinction between ‘erotic

love and sexual desire’, a distinction that has, in Scruton’s mind, ‘caused

considerable confusion in subsequent debate’. According to Plato, ‘our

animal nature is the principal vehicle of sexual desire’, whereas in erotic

love ‘it is our nature as rational beings that is primarily engaged’. 77 To 

cultivate the soul requires us, therefore, to decontaminate love of sexual 

desire, thereby render ing it ‘intrinsically rational and morally pure’. Scruton

opposes Platonic love, not because it is founded on the distinction be-

tween the rational and the animal – a distinction which is for him, as we

have seen, ‘crucial to the understanding of our condition’. Rather, he sets

himself the task of combating the Platonic theory, because he can see no

value in the ‘moral and philosophical impulse that leads us to assign sex-

ual desire to the animal part of human nature’. 78 The result is that when

Plato talks of love, he is simply describing ‘a bloodless philosophical 

passion that has nothing of the erotic about it at all, and which is not even

directed toward a human being’. 79

We will recall that Scruton follows Kant in holding that human beings 

are both object and subject, animal and person. To love, therefore, is to

love another who is ineluctably situated in her body. We are, in other

words, ‘incarnate persons in whom animal and self exist in an intricate

unity, each both exalted and compromised by the other’. 80 Hence, as 

properly conceived, sexual desire is desire for another person, the very

thought of whom causes me to become aroused. And it is through the

phenomenon of arousal that the true intentionality underlying sexual 

desire is revealed:

Sexual arousal has, then, an intentionality that is not merely epistemic, but also 
interpersonal. In its normal form it is a response to another individual, based in
revelation and discovery, and involving a reciprocal and cooperative heightening
of the common experience of embodiment. It is not directed beyond the other 
to the world at large; nor is it straightforwardly transferable to a rival object who
might ‘do just as well’. Of course, arousal may have its origin in highly gener-
alised thoughts, which flit libidinously from object to object. But when these
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thoughts have concentrated into the experience of arousal their generality tends

to be put aside; it is then the other who counts, and his or her particular em-

bodiment, as well as I myself and the sense of my bodily reality in the other’s

perspective.81

Through the body, a particular subject is made visible, becoming thus an

object of desire – ‘of the desire to be united with this person, which is also

a desire to possess’. In blushes, smiles and glances, I respond to you as a 

‘responsible agent … in the realm of embarrassment and self-knowledge’.

The reason why an animal cannot blush is because it does not possess the

‘intentionality of sexual emotion’. 82 It is incapable, in other words, of

being consumed with desire for a particular individual, seeking as it does

only instinctual gratification, and for that purpose any other will suffice. 

In contrast, human sexual emotions are ‘founded on individualising

thoughts: it is you whom I want and not the type or the pattern’. Properly

speaking, therefore, desire proposes ‘a relation between subjects’. It de-

mands and requires negotiation and consent, and is founded on com-

promise and trust; it is ‘an expression of my freedom, which seeks out the

freedom in you’. 83 When observed thus, it is easy to understand why we

condemn rape, for it is, quite literally, a desecration of another’s freedom

– ‘a dragging of the subject into the world of things’. But when the human

being is perceived as a soulless entity, as it is by Freud and Kinsey, the moral

and legal prohibitions against rape begin to seem inexplicable. For rape, as

properly conceived, is a crime against the person. But because the person,

as a locus of freedom, fails to feature in the pseudo-science of sexology,

‘the outrage and pollution of rape become impossible to explain’. 84

For Scruton, sexual desire leads to an epiphany of the sacred. No longer

is the body of the other perceived as mere flesh that may be despoiled 

without moral consequence. In authentic desire culminating in erotic

love, it is seen as a ‘free self-conscious being’ that must be approached

through what he calls ‘the rite of mutual acquiescence’. 85 That rite de-

mands that we recognise in both self and other, the transcendental free-

dom that invites us to sacrifice. The basis of all true love is sacrifice,

whereby the self sets aside the claims of the empirical world and dies to

itself for the sake of the other. That, claims Scruton, is ‘a goal that only free

beings can embrace or conceive’, and it ‘sanctifies the one who performs it.
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It brings the sacred into being.’ 86 In sexual love, the individual is redeemed
from selfishness and brought to the realisation that devotion to another
is inordinately preferable ‘to life without the other’. Erotic love is, there-
fore, the key to redemption in time. It reveals to us that salvation is not 
to be found by following Plato in a whole sale purging of our physical 
passions. Rather, it consists in recognising that ‘freedom really does exist
in this world and that we too possess it. And this freedom is discovered
in the most earthbound of our passions …’ 87

PRIORITISING THE ‘ THIRD-PERSON’

If Scruton is correct, which I believe he is, then it clearly follows that soci-
ety has a vested interest in maintaining a morality of erotic love. For this,
we need to look in the direction of Aristotle, and his theory of virtue
ethics as outlined in the Nicomachean Ethics.88 Unlike Plato, who priori-
tised the rational at the expense of the animal, Aristotle seeks to establish
equilibrium between the rational and the animal, resulting in happiness
(eudaimonia). But human happiness is not to be confused with pleasure,
for as Scruton remarks, ‘pleasure comes with the fulfilment of desire – get-
ting what you want and wanting what you get’. True happiness, on the
other hand, ‘comes with the fulfilment of the person’. 89 And what counts
as fulfilment of the person? According to Aristotle, it is the cultivation of
virtue as habit. Aristotle believed that happiness is ‘an activity of the soul
in accordance with virtue’, meaning that only virtuous people can be
happy. And because happiness is the end (telos) towards which all human
life aims, only virtuous people are truly fulfilled.

Following Aristotle, Scruton contends that the good life ‘is the life that 
reproduces itself ’. This means that if we are to be true to ourselves as ra-
tional animals, we must aim to reproduce moral personality in our young.
But for that purpose ‘you need parents who take charge of their children,
who defend them and nurture them and instil in them the habits which
will lead them, in turn, to do the same. You need, in short, the life of self-
sacrifice which is part of virtue and dependent on virtue for its long-term
success.’ 90 Put simply, the successful reproduction of personhood depends
on a strong moral education, one that inculcates those dispositions ‘which
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lead of their own accord to fulfilment’. 91 Only then will the child flourish

in accordance with his essence as a rational being:

It is clear that virtue is a part of rational fulfilment. For without the disposition

to want what is reasonable, there is no such thing as an exercise of reason. And

while this may seem a rather trivial assertion, it is, in the context, far from triv-

ial. For if I have reason to aim at anything, I have reason to acquire the disposi-

tions that enable me to fulfil my aims. I therefore have reason to acquire courage

– and perhaps other virtues too. I will also try to inculcate these dispositions in

my child, since whatever his desires his long-term fulfilment will depend upon

his acquisition of the habits which prevent their frustration. And these habits

will constrain his desires, so that he will learn to want what is reasonable.92

The Aristotelian believes that rational fulfilment never results from the

transitory pleasures of the present. For him, the key to a happy life is the 

cultivation of a moral disposition that shuns immediacy in favour of the

long-term perspective. This suggests that there are virtues which, if judged

from the immediate point of view, appear wholly irrational and arbitrary.

However, if judged from ‘the third-person view of moral agency’, a point

of view that sees my action ‘in the context of my life as a whole’, 93 then the

value of such virtues becomes abundantly clear. 

To understand what is at issue here, we must recall that for Scruton the

‘first-person perspective’ is predicated on an abstraction. It invites me to

withdraw from the Lebenswelt, shed my empirical trappings, and remove

‘from my thought every consideration which ties me to the “here and

now”’.94 This applies, as we have already seen, in the case of Descartes’

ego cogito, but also in the case of Kant’s ‘transcendental self ’. In his for-

mulation of the categorical imperative, Kant seeks to establish reason as

the sole basis for moral judgement. As he argues, the principles of moral

agency ‘must have an origin entirely and completely a priori, and must at

the same time derive from this their sovereign authority – that they ex-

pect nothing from the inclinations of man, but everything from the su-

premacy of the law and from the reverence due to it, or in default of this

condemn man to self-contempt and inward abhorrence’. 95 This, however,

results in a paradox regarding moral motivation: in responding to rea-

son to the point where it loses touch with the empirical world, the Kant-

ian self is deprived of concrete moral motives. It becomes, as it were, a
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‘minimal self ’ divorced ‘from the conditions which distinguish me ’. Con-
sequently, Scruton argues, ‘either I am a transcendental self, obedient to
reason, in which case I cannot act; or else I am able to act, in which case
my motives are part of my circumstance and history, and remain unre-
sponsive to the voice of reason, which calls away from beyond the hori-
zon of the empirical world’. 96

This suggests that the first-person perspective, which abstracts from
‘the historical givenness of my aims and projects’, is a misrepresentation
of the human condition.97 As a person, I am ineluctably subject to the
constraints of a public world which supplies me with real motives for ac-
tion. Recall how Scruton follows Wittgenstein in arguing that the idea of
transcendental freedom is not a feature of some private and self-vindi-
cating entity outside the natural order. Rather, ‘I can see myself as free
only because I have intentions, which I acquire through the practice of
public criticism and argument, whereby I am situated in a moral com-
munity and made answerable for what I do’. 98 It follows that the rational
agent is a ‘gift of community’, one in which ‘people are seen to be im-
mersed in the contingencies of social life, acting from passions which re-
spond to the changing circumstances of existence’. 99 Hence, I cannot be
a transcendental self, for the simple reason that ‘I speak a public language
which confers that privilege upon me, by enabling me to formulate and 
reflect upon my thoughts, feelings and desires’. From the moment of my
birth, I am ‘nurtured and protected by forces the operation of which they
could neither consent to nor understand’. The family is, of course, the most
important of those forces, and is that through which the person begins to
recognise and respond to ‘the power of “ought”’. This, however, is not the
abstract ‘ought’ of Kantian liberalism, but the concrete, ‘immediate
“ought” of family attachments’. 100

Scruton is here reinforcing the familiar Hegelian intuition that ‘com-
munities are not formed through the fusion or agreement of rational in-
dividuals: it is rational individuals who are formed through
communities’. 101 From the outset of his existence, the individual is sur-
rounded by obligations, and it is ‘an essential part of rationality to recog-
nise these obligations which are not self-imposed’. And so, the abstract
rationality of the Kantian ego is rejected in favour of that which is socially
formed. It is, says Scruton, ‘only in the condition of mutuality, when he
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recognises himself as a social being bound by a moral law which con-
strains him to recognise the selfhood of others, that the individual ac-
quires (or “realises”) his autonomy’. 102 The rational agent evolves,
therefore, from those institutional structures which burden him with ‘a
debt of love and gratitude’. And to recognise this fact is to acquire real
autonomy, as distinct from the empty autonomy of the Kantian ego. It is
the freedom that only socially-situated selves enjoy.103

What we may conclude from this is that Roger Scruton’s conservative
convictions put him squarely on the side of Aristotle and Hegel, thinkers
who prioritise the ‘third-person perspective’. This does not mean, how-
ever, that we can simply jettison the Kantian theory of freedom upon
which so much of Scruton’s philosophy relies. While the transcendental
self may very well be an illusion, it is, he stipulates, a ‘well founded’ illu-
sion. Why so? Because ‘if I am to be fulfilled at all, I must belong to a
world in which this illusion can be sustained, so that my projects are also
values for me, and my desires are integrated into a vision of the good’. 104

It seems then, that there are good third-person reasons for sustaining the
‘necessary’ illusion of the first-person perspective. While ‘there is no “real tran-
scendental self” behind appearances’, there is nevertheless ‘a way of treat-
ing people as if there were such a thing: addressing them as free beings
governed by reason, with a point of view that uniquely identifies them
and which is not revealed to them in empirical observation’. 105 Without
the first-person perspective, in other words, the idea of the rational per-
son as source of the sacred would be compromised.

To see the world from the first-person perspective is to ‘perceive it in
sacral terms’. 106 It is to observe the world, and all those in it, as subjects
who possess the capacity to transcend their empirical condition through
wilful acts of freedom. And, by redeeming man from the ‘causal order’, the
transcendental illusion provides for his long-term happiness. The restora-
tion of the sacred depends, therefore, on nurturing ‘the sense that our
transcendental identity and freedom are not illusory but real’, and that
the world’s ‘steely objectivity has been breached’. 107 But that, as we have
seen, requires an institutional or social setting, in which moral education
‘is directed towards the special kind of temperance which shows itself,
sometimes as chastity, sometimes as fidelity, sometimes as passionate de-
sire’. For without an ethics of sexual virtue, in which we are enjoined ‘to
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respect the other person, and to respect, also, the sanctity of his body, as

the tangible expression of another self ’, a person can easily be ‘driven from

its incarnation, and its habitation ransacked’. 108

SAVING SHAME

When looked at from this perspective, it becomes easier to appreciate the 

reasoning that guides Scruton’s defence of shame. For the latter, ours is a

culture dominated by lavatory humour and Reality TV, in which all ‘fig

leaves, whether of language, thought or behaviour, have now been re-

moved …’. 109 This is true, not only of adult society, but also within the

classroom, where ‘sex education’ teaches more about technique than

about tenderness. Hence for those brought up in the current climate,

shame is regarded as a ‘lingering disability’.

For Scruton, however, shame is not only essential for the proper de-

velopment of sexual desire, but is ‘an integral part of the human condi-

tion’. Take it away and sexual feeling ceases to be moralised. In traditional

society, sexual feelings were imbued with ‘psychological sanctions’. And,

by becoming part of a person’s moral character, such feelings were then

regulated from inside ‘by the will’. This ‘inward control’, as Scruton calls

it,

… set people at a distance from one another; it also made them safe to one an-
other by ensuring that sexual advances were not just smash-and-grab raids aimed
at the goods in the window, but the first steps towards love and commitment.
Take this inner control away, and what was previously a source of social cohesion
becomes the cause of social decay.110

Indeed, according to Scruton, the abolition of shame has contributed

to the morally corrupting virus of screen addiction. Cyber pornography

is an obvious case in point. But, as a recent case of an American boy who

chose to webcast his suicide live shows, there can be deadly consequences

in a world where shame has been banished. In responding to that tragedy, 

Scruton declared that when he views the world from behind the screen,

the internet addict ‘can relish every kind of narcissistic, sadistic and hate-

ful feeling without cost’. He can do so because he is invisible to those who
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might judge him. There he sits in isolation, savouring the spectacle un-

perturbed by the public gaze.111 Those who watched the boy commit sui-

cide live on screen ‘could enjoy a cost-free sadistic spree, and – when the

dreadful event was over – turn their vicarious lives in another direction, as

though nothing had happened’. Such is the ‘enormous moral cost’ of screen

addiction, one which will not only result in a ‘widespread hardening of

the human heart’, but – worse still – a ‘replacement of true relationships

with their cyber substitutes’. 112

And that is why there is now such a pressing need to nurture real rela-

tion ships founded upon commitment, obligation and genuine devotion.

Otherwise, we shall succumb to ‘the culture of masturbation’, in which 

there is no lasting attachments, but only fleeting encounters for the sake 

of immediate gratification. In such a culture, love is never the goal of 

sexual union, and children are considered an unwanted burden. Indeed

with cybersex, proclaims Scruton, ‘the risk of children is finally elimi-

nated’. There is, in other words, no place for the family in the shameless

paradise of ‘Onanistan’.113

THE MEANING OF MARRIAGE

In love, we see each other, not as ‘cost-free’ substitutes, but as transcenden-

tal beings. But we do so only because the idea of the transcendental self

has been nurtured by particular institutions. Hence, if man is to success-

fully sustain his sense of the sacred, ‘unthreatened by the senselessness of

a merely objective world’, he must care for those institutions whose cer-

emonies and rituals foster ‘the idea of the sacred’. For Scruton, the most 

important of those ceremonies is that of marriage :

The marriage ceremony is therefore one of the most important of human cere-
monies, and one which marks the transition from one state to another. At such
moments, man is confronted with his fragility and dependence. As at the moments
of death and birth, he is beset by awe. The feeling is a recognition of the sacred,
of the intrusion into the human world of obligations that cannot be created by
an act of choice, and which therefore demand a transcendental meaning. The
sacred is ‘the subjectivity of objects’ – the presentation in the contours of day-to-
day things, of a meaning that sees ‘from I to I’. Out of the mute objectivity of the
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surrounding world, a voice suddenly calls to me, with a clear and intelligible
command. It tells me who I am, and enjoins me to enter the place that has been
kept for me. In marriage I ‘undertake’ an obligation that precedes my choice, 
and which resides in the scheme of things. Not surprisingly, therefore, marriage
is a religious ‘sacrament’, comparable to the sacraments of baptism and extreme
unction. The universal participation of religions in the marriages of believers is
testimony to the shared perception of this sacred quality.114

Marriage embodies the ‘experience of a sacred obligation’. It invites the
participants to publicly sacrifice their former selves in favour of a tran-
scendent union. It bears witness to the coming together of two people
whose commitment is based not simply on a contract, but on an eternal
vow. Hence, a wedding ‘is a rite of passage, in which the couple pass from
one social condition to another’. And it is one that society has a vested 
interest in sustaining, because latent within the marriage vow there is the
promise of ‘social reproduction’. When the couple promise to remain faith-
ful ‘in sickness and in health’, they are concomitantly pledging to assume
‘responsibility for the socialising and educating of the children’.115 Marriage
has, thus, both a subjective meaning and a social function. Its subjective
meaning, Scruton writes, ‘lies in the exaltation and ennobling of our 
sexual urges, which are lifted from the realm of appetite and reconstituted as
rational commitments’. But as the institutional expression of desire, marriage
also facilitates ‘the sacrifices on which the next generation depends’. 116 It
is through marriage, in other words, that the social and moral capital of a
community is transmitted from one generation to the next. 

We might say, therefore, that it is through the vow of love, as witnessed
in the marriage ceremony, that personhood, as the basis of the moral
order, is reproduced. However, when marriage is no longer perceived as a
religious sacrament, when it becomes devoid of sacred obligations, and
when it ceases to be endowed with lifelong responsibility and obligation,
it is then that it succumbs to the ‘ideology of contract’. The ideology of
contract, which results in the ‘de-sacralisation of the marriage tie’, leads to
‘a transitory agreement between people living now’. Consequently, mar-
riage loses its ‘transcendental meaning’, becoming instead ‘a partnership in
things sub servient only to the gross animal existence of a temporary and
perishable nature’. 117 And when that happens, the other ceases to be ide-
alised as a sacred being.
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Put simply, when vows are reduced to contracts, the sacral character

of human experience is destroyed. The ideology of contract may indeed

result in the individual’s liberation from conventional constraints, but it

does nothing to promote the long-term prospect of human happiness.

And that is because human joy does not result solely from the short-term

sating of bodily appetite. Rather, as Scruton tirelessly endeavours to ex-

plain, it demands that the other be loved as a person – a being charac-

terised by subjective freedom and transcendence. Without love, in other

words, the re-sacralisation of the depersonalised world is nothing but a

vain hope.118
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In one of his most arresting phrases, Roger Scruton says that ‘art has
grown from the sacred view of life’.1 It is the portal through which the
personality of the world is proclaimed. That is why, for him, it is ‘of the
greatest import to beings like us, who move on the surface of things’. 2

Like religion, art exposes us ‘to an experience saturated by meaning,
whose value overwhelms us with the force of law’. 3 Indeed, Scruton shares
with Hegel the conviction that art and religion are dialectically inter-
twined at a most intimate level. Both sacralise ‘the core experiences of so-
ciety’, thus elevating ‘the human person to the summit of creation’.
Properly construed, art ‘ennobles the human spirit, and presents us with
a justifying vision of ourselves, as something higher than nature and apart
from it’. It is an aperture through which the timeless enters time, or
through which freedom contravenes contingent constraints. 

But whereas religion demands ritual, faith and worship, art ‘engages
our sympathies without compelling any doctrine’. It invites us to view 
the world not as something to be merely used or manipulated. Rather, we
are asked to ‘set aside the relentless curiosity of science, and the habit of
instrumental thinking’, so as to incorporate what art expresses into ‘a life
of lasting commitment and serious feeling’. Put simply, art shares with
religion the belief that while the human subject is situated in this world,
it is not totally of the world. And by enabling us to ‘close again the gap 
between subject and object which yawns so frighteningly in the world 
of science’, the aesthetic experience reveals ‘the human spirit as a thing
redeemed’. 4

This suggests that there is a deep connection between the sacred, the
aesthetic and the experience of sexual desire. We will recall that in erotic
love, the person is lifted from the world of objects and idealised as a
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source of the sacred. In that moment, his face and form are ‘endowed

with a moral and spiritual significance’. Scruton writes:

We see the beloved face as in some way lifted out of the ordinary commerce of

human features, shining with a radiance of its own, in which virtues (specifically

male or female virtues) achieve a kind of sensory embodiment. This experience

is often invoked by Dante and other mediaeval poets influenced by the Platonic 

theories of erotic love. But it is there, in one form or another, in all the literature

of love, right down to Proust and James, and it has suggested to many writers a

close proximity between erotic feelings and the sense of the sacred: this face and

form are for me somehow outside the polluted world of ordinary transactions, 

in something like the way sacred things exist apart from the world – in it, but not

of it.5

So too with the objects of aesthetic interest: being irreplaceable and with-

out substitutes, they are ‘part of the continuing human attempt not just

to observe the world but to idealise and sanctify it, to make it into an ob-

ject of reverence, and to present images and narratives of our humanity

as a thing to live up to, and not merely a thing to live’. 6 Both art and love

are, in sum, expressions of the sacred. They reveal to us who we are and

what we ought to value. But they do so only because of the latent reli-

gious impulse that lies at the heart of all cultural awareness. 

COMMON CULTURE VERSUS HIGH CULTURE

In order to illustrate his point, Scruton draws an important distinction

between ‘common culture’ and ‘high culture’. From the outset, people

participate in a set of cultural practices which precede them. These in-

clude those ceremonies and rituals which serve as a rite of initiation into

one’s tribe or community. A common culture is, therefore, a means to

communal membership. It is certainly true that we can study and learn

about a particular common culture, but ‘no amount of study can suffice

to take us from outside to inside the privileged relation’. That is because

the common culture is the background context through which a human

being first encounters the world. Through it, ‘a person is joined to 

something greater than himself, and the world as he perceives it (his
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Lebenswelt) is transformed accordingly’. He thinks as his tribe thinks, and

finds meaning through a common fund of signs, symbols, ceremonies

and customs. This is what Scruton means when he argues that each com-

mon culture ‘defines a distinct intentionality – a “way things seem” –

which is offered to the participant, but not to those who stand outside’. 7

It is a lived experience rather than one that is consciously learned, and

one that we tamper with only with supreme caution and sensitivity:

The attitude of a common culture to innovation is necessarily one of suspicion

and hostility. Much more is at stake than the scoffing rationalist can conceivably

imagine (if he could imagine it, he would cease to scoff). Innovation can take

place, if at all, only in the spirit advocated by Burke: the spirit of a reform which

aims to conserve. Innovation must therefore be construed as a renewal of some-

thing more fundamental than the detail changed: a casting away of accidents and

perversions. The innovation must prove itself, by showing that it already belongs

to the tradition which it seems to challenge. It must adapt itself to the tradition,

and in doing so it will adapt the tradition to itself. 8

But in making this assertion, Scruton is not solely relying on the in-

sights of Edmund Burke. He is also making subtle reference to another of

his intellectual heroes: T. S. Eliot. In his essay ‘Tradition and the Individ-

ual Talent’, Eliot speaks of tradition as involving an appreciation of ‘the

timeless as well as of the temporal and of the timeless and the temporal

together’.9 Belonging to a tradition means having a sense of oneself as

being situated in a dialectic between past, present and future. We always

already belong, as it were, to an ‘existing order’, one which cannot be rad-

ically altered or changed without doing a disservice to both the living 

and the dead. That is why Eliot cautions that, ‘for order to persist after the

supervention of novelty, the whole existing order must be, if ever so

slightly, altered’.10 If novelty is to chime harmoniously with the spirit of 

the past, in other words, it must adapt to the ‘existing monuments’ of the

tradition. That is so because tradition, conceived as common culture,

‘gives meaning to the world, by offering occasions for action, a right and

wrong procedure, and those ready concepts which close the gap between

thought and action – concepts of virtue and vice, of sacred and sacrilege,

of seemly and unseemly’. 11 Hence, because the common culture ‘im-

presses the matter of experience with moral form’, it cannot admit of too
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much individual innovation. For it is through the sacred rituals of the

common culture, which convey the ‘core experience of membership, that

‘I see the world no longer as an object of my own paltry needs and ap-

petites, but as it really and eternally is’. Or, as Scruton majestically expresses

it: ‘Through the ceremony of membership, therefore, God enters the

world, and makes himself known’.12

In less exalted language, we might say that most – though not all – com-

mon cultures originate from a tribe’s primal desire for communion with

the eternal. Through their ‘meticulous’ rituals and sacrifices, in which the

dead and the unborn are sanctified, the members of the tribe congregate in

honour of sacred times and sacred places. At the core of common culture

is, thus, a deeply implanted religious urge, one that ‘unites the present

members by dedicating them to the past and future of community’.13 And

because all religions nurture and sustain ‘the ethical vision of man’, it is

through the common culture that ‘the vision of human beings as objects

of judgement’ first takes root.14 The reproduction of personhood requires,

therefore, a strong common culture in which the idea of a free or tran-

scendental subject stands supreme. Scruton explains:

The ethical vision endows human matter with a personal form, and therefore
lifts us above nature, to set us side by side with our judge. If we are judged then
we must be free, and answerable for our actions. The free being is not just an or-
ganism: he has a life of his own, which is uniquely his and which he creates
through his choices. Hence he stands above nature in the very activities which re-
veal him to be part of it. He is not a creature of the moment, but on the contrary
a creature extended through time, and compromised forever by his actions. …
This long-term answerability means that the free being is set apart from the 
natural order. His acts and omissions flow from the inner well-spring of inten-
tion. His motives are ranged on the scale of virtue and vice, and he is seen as 
supernatural beings are seen: subject, not object; cause, not effect; the invisible
centre of his world, but in some way not truly a part of it. Kant referred in this
connection to the ‘transcendental self ’ which is the locus of our freedom. But
older idioms strive for the same idea. Soul, spirit, self; the ‘I am’ of God’s word
to Moses, the nafs (soul, self individual) of the Koran, and St Paul’s metaphor of
the face (prosopon).15

To recall what I said in Chapter 2: the ‘revelation of the individual in his

freedom’ is not a natural, or even a functional kind. It is a gift of com-
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munity and culture, one which permits those ‘deeper feelings, and at the
same time educates them’. 

But what happens to the ethical (qua sacred) vision of man when, as we
are witnessing in our own time, the religious source of the common cul-
ture dries up? In Modern Culture, Scruton observes that a ‘community that
has survived its gods has three options. It can find some secular path to
the ethical life. Or it can fake the higher emotions, while living without
them. Or it can give up pretending, and so collapse, as Burke put it, into
the “dust and powder of individuality”.’ 16 Scruton opts for the first of
those options, which amounts to following the path of high culture, which
in turn teaches us ‘to live as if our lives mattered eternally’. This, however,
does not mean that high culture is a purely secular phenomenon – far
from it. Having its roots in common culture, high culture also springs
from religious soil, and has, in its most sublime manifestations, ‘religious
experience as its object’. It is true that what distinguishes high from common
culture is that it is not accessible to every member of the tribe, and can 
indeed be severed from its origins ‘as the art of our civilisation has grown
away from the Christian Church which first inspired it’. That said, high
culture, even when detached from its sacred source, will still retain within
itself ‘the memory of a religious sentiment: a core experience of member-
ship in which God was once revealed’. It is nothing less than a glorious
‘meditation on its own “angel infancy”’.17

Following Scruton, I might put the point like this: high culture cap-
tures in abstract and symbolic form, the sacred yearnings of the common
culture. It is, as such, a form of participation which engages the living
and the dead. But unlike the common culture, which is immediately 
available to all merely by virtue of their belonging to a community, high
culture must be consciously taught and learned. It therefore requires both
induction and initiation. As a form of knowledge that conveys in ‘height-
ened and imaginative form the ethical vision that religion made so easily
available’, high culture depends for its transmission on education. Or, to
be more precise, high culture requires and involves an education of the
emotions. 

There are, according to Scruton, three distinct kinds of knowledge:
‘knowledge that, knowledge how, and knowledge what ’.18 If knowledge
that amounts to the accumulation of information, then knowledge how
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is the acquisition of a technique or skill. Knowledge what, on the other

hand, is much more than the accumulation of facts or the mastery of

techniques. It is the acquisition of virtue and wisdom, or knowledge not

of means, but of ends:

Knowing what to do, Aristotle suggested, is a matter of right judgement (orthos

logos); but it also involves feeling rightly. The virtuous person ‘knows what to

feel’, and this means feeling what the situation requires: the right emotion, to-

wards the right object, on the right occasion and in the right degree. Moral ed-

ucation has just such knowledge as its goal: it is an education of the emotions.

The virtue of the Greek hero is of a piece with his emotional certainty, and this

certainty is the gift of culture, and of the higher vision which culture makes 

available. By setting the individual within the context of the group, by providing

him with ritual expressions and the path to collective release, by uniting him in

thought with the unborn and the dead, and by imbuing his thoughts with ideas

of sanctity and sacrilege, the culture enables the hero to give safe and sincere 

expression to the feelings that social life requires.19

High culture emulates the redemptive function of religion by cultivating

and expanding the individual’s emotional range. Through art and litera-

ture, the self is made whole in being reunited to ‘its rightful congrega-

tion’. Knowledge what is, thus, a precondition of human happiness. 

HIGH CULTURE AND HUMANE EDUCATION

But how, we might ask, is such knowledge of the human heart taught, or

through what means can such ‘practical wisdom’ (phronesis) be transmit-

ted? Scruton believes the answer lies in the cultivation of imagination. In

studying the great works of art and culture, we ‘rehearse in ritual form 

the joys and sufferings of revered and exemplary people’. On those occa-

sions, when the imagination momentarily frees us from our finitude, we

encounter the ‘emotions and motives’ of individuals who exemplify the

virtuous disposition. That, in turn, arouses our sympathy for the lives

they lead, lives which we now recreate in imaginative space. It is not, as

Scruton instructs, ‘that we imitate the characters depicted, but that we

“move with” them, acquiring an inner premonition of their motives, and
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coming to see those motives in the context that the writer or artist pro-
vides.’

Through imagination, in other words, our emotions are ethically ele-
vated.20 In being exposed to the plight of people in challenging situations,
and in coming to understand their motives for responding in the way
they do, we are ‘preparing ourselves for the joys and calamities that we
will someday encounter’. 21 And here, once again, we see the deep affinity
between high culture and the religious disposition: by sacralising the core
experiences of society, Scruton writes, ‘religion eternalises our commit-
ments …, and gives sense and direction to our lives’.22 Likewise, “[w]hen
a work of art conveys a view of things, our interest is not in the truth of
that view, but in the extent to which it can be incorporated into a life 
of lasting commitment and serious feeling’. 23 Both are forms of moral
education in which the person is taught what to do and what to feel.

If knowledge of such ‘ideal visions’ of humanity is to be conserved, 
enhanced and passed down, it will, however, require teachers who are pre-
pared to row against the tide in order ‘to keep those skills alive’.24 Such
teachers will be those who recognise the value and worth of expanding the
student’s emotional horizon – something they will do by perpetuating
‘knowledge of the human heart’, and also by nurturing ‘a sense of what is
intrinsically worthwhile in the human condition, a recognition that our
lives are not consumed in the fire of means only, but devoted also to the
pursuit of intrinsic values’. 25 That is to say: high culture serves to sacralise
the world of the student. Through works of art and literature, he learns
that life is not something simply to be squandered, but something to be
idealised, sanctified and made ‘into an object of reverence’. He learns,
moreover, that humanity is not ‘merely a thing to live’, but a thing ‘to live 
up to’. 26 The student comes to realise, in short, what it means to be an 
emotionally balanced and morally discerning person. On this reading,
therefore, high culture serves as a rite of passage from the adolescent to the
adult state. 

According to Scruton, the humanities are not simply ‘what is left over
when science and technology have been counted out’, but are ‘forms of
true education …’.27 For what they study is the surface of the world, or the
thin topsoil that issues from humanity’s creative interaction with its 
surrounds. Or, as Scruton puts it in Philosophy: Principles and Problems:
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‘The “human sciences” are really attempts to reorder the appearance of
the human world, not so as to explore its underlying causes, but so as to
enter into dialogue with it, and discover its meaning as an object of
human interest’.28 Unlike natural science, ‘humane education’ does not
strive to ‘divide nature at the joints’. Rather, it endeavours ‘to articulate our
moral interests, drawing lines of sympathy across the lived surface of the
world’. It seeks, therefore, to stimulate our understanding of the world of
appearances, or of ‘the world as intentional object, conceived prior to any
“method” or “discovery”’. It is a form of education that has as its subject-
matter the world of culture – a world that reflects our ‘human’ aspira-
tions. Hence, humane education contains a wealth of truth, but not of
the kind that science aims at. It fills the world with meaning, thus en-
abling us to ‘classify objects according to their felt significance’. And this,
in turn, directly impacts on how we describe the world and its objects,
for our descriptions of things will always bear the mark of human feel-
ing and human response.

Following Wilhelm Dilthey, Scruton asserts that ‘I see the world under
the aspect of my own freedom, and describe and respond to it accord-
ingly. This before me is not a member of the species Homo sapiens but a
person, who looks at me and smiles; that beside her is not a piece of bent
organic tissue but a chair on which I may sit; this on the wall is not a col-
lection of tinted chemicals but a picture, in which the face of a saint ap-
pears; and so on’. 29 The aesthetic description that we give of things is,
therefore, inseparable from the way they are for us, and there is no way of
knowing them that involves bracketing out those descriptions in the man-
ner of a ‘pure’ phenomenology. We are, as such, ‘in constant dialogue with
the world of objects, molding it through our descriptions so as to align it
with our rational purposes’. 30

Is Scruton suggesting here that ‘convergence’ between our aesthetic de-
scriptions of the world, and the way the world actually is, should simply
be dropped as the ultimate goal of enquiry? The answer is ‘no’, because he
firmly rejects the assumption, as advanced by postmodern philosophers
like Rorty, that we should aim for ‘a culture in which questions about the
“objectivity of value” or the “rationality of science” would seem equally 
unintelligible’.31 As suggested in Chapter 2, Scruton does not believe that
human beings can access mind or language-independent reality in any
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unmediated manner. He believes that objects, no less than our fellow-
subjects, always appear for us ‘in the light of our human interests’. But
that, he maintains, does nothing to undermine his commitment to truth
as the goal of enquiry. Yes, it may very well be that ‘we cannot take for
granted the ideals of convergence of opinion and of progress, which stem
from the scientific view of the world’. And it may also be the case that the
‘end of our enquiry may not be a single body of recognised truths that
state how things are independent of our capacities to observe and discover
them’. For, in this ‘more human world, our natural capacities to observe
and discover, to feel and respond, enter into the natural descriptions of how
things are, and convergence, if it is to be secured at all, must be secured
in some other way’. But that is not the same as saying that convergence,
even if it is in fact never realised, does not persist ‘as an ideal’. Indeed, for
Scruton, the ideals of convergence and truth must become what he calls a
‘common pursuit’, and there are, he insists, ‘distinctive educational processes
through which this common pursuit can be advanced and retarded’. 32

Convergence is advanced by humane education as I have defined it in
this chapter. It is, however, retarded by the twin cultures of repudiation
and desecration, both of which seek to ‘turn aesthetic judgement against
itself, so that it no longer seems like a judgement of us ’. 33 The result is an
adolescent culture in which ‘the transition from raw human material to a
responsible adult member of the community’ is never made.34 Modern
adolescents, Scruton declares,

… have neither the tribal nor the modern urban experience of membership.
They exist in a world protected from external and internal threat, and are there-
fore rescued from the elementary experiences – in particular the experience of
war – which renew the bond of social membership. They have little or no reli-
gious belief, and what religion they have is detached from the customs and ritu-
als that form a congregation. Television has confined each young person from
childhood onwards before a box of intriguing platitudes. Without speaking, 
acting or making himself interesting to others, he nevertheless receives a full
quota of distractions. The TV provides a common and facile subject of com-
munication, while extinguishing the ability to communicate. The result is a new
kind of isolation, which is as strongly felt in company as when alone.35

Without the emotional knowledge that is contained in high culture, and
which is transmitted through humane education, the modern adolescent
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is divorced from both his common culture and religion. He is, conse-

quently, incapable of responding to the demands of freedom, subjectiv-

ity and truth. For him, the other person is neither a source of the sacred

nor an end-in-himself, but simply a means to easy pleasure. In such cir-

cumstances, erotic feelings are no longer a prelude to the idealisation of

another human being in marriage, for marriage has also ceased to be 

‘the principal means to pass on moral knowledge and the habits of social

constraint’. Indeed, the marital bond is now perceived as ‘a condition of

partial servitude, to be avoided as an unacceptable cost’. The security of

real membership, in which life and love are sanctified, is therefore rejected

in favour of an alienated culture which deifies ‘youth as the goal and fulfil-

ment of human life …’. 36

DECONSTRUCTING HUMANE EDUCATION

This situation has been exacerbated by a sustained attack from within the

academic establishment on both the common culture of the West, and

on the old educational curriculum that sought to transmit its humane

values. In Chapter 1, we saw how Michel Foucault’s assault on ‘bourgeois’

society resulted in an ‘anti-culture’ that took direct aim at holy and sacred

things, condemning and repudiating them as oppressive and power-ridden.

But the same applies to more recent trends such as multiculturalism, 

feminism and postmodernism, each of which dismisses Western culture

as having no objective or universal status. For proponents of these move-

ments, the values of the West, as enshrined in its high culture, are simply

the product of a parochial mindset that endeavours to silence the equally

legitimate voices of competing cultures. Hence the academic Left’s ob-

session with what it terms ‘the Other’ – meaning that which stands op-

posed to everything Western. It does not matter that many of these ‘other’

cultures are significantly more parochial, exclusivist, patriarchal and eth-

nocentric than their Western counterpart. The only thing that matters in

the mind of postmodern intellectuals is that such cultures are not West-

ern. And that is because it is an article of faith for postmodernists to side

‘with “them” against “us”’, irrespective of the nature of ‘them’. It is, more-

over, a badge of honour for such people ‘to denigrate the customs, culture
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and institutions that are identifi ably “ours”.’ Scruton labels that disposi-

tion ‘oikophobia’ (as distinct from ‘xenophobia’), by which he means ‘the

repudiation of inheritance and home’. 37

One such intellectual is Jacques Derrida, founder of the movement

popularly known as ‘deconstruction’. Over the years, Scruton has deployed

some of his most trenchant polemics in the direction of Derrida and his

disciples. In one searing critique worth quoting at length, Scruton attacks

Derrida’s style as indicative of someone dedicated to the pursuit of mean-

inglessness:

If I were to describe what is really going on in Derrida’s style, I would say that its

principal movement is one of ‘taking back’: each passage cancels in its second

half what is promised in the first. That which enters the text enters by association

rather than statement, so that no commitment is truly voiced. And once an idea

has entered it drifts at once into its negation, so that the brief promise of a state-

ment remains unfulfilled. There are those who dismiss the result as pretentious

gobbledegook, which refrains from meaning anything largely because the au-

thor has nothing to mean. And there are those who are mesmerised by it, awe-

struck by its majestic vacuity, and convinced that it contains (or at least conceals)

the mystery of the written word. Strangely enough readers of this second class

often agree with those of the first, that the author refrains from meaning any-

thing, and indeed that he has nothing to mean. But they regard this as a great

achievement – a liberation of language from the shackles of a dictated meaning,

by showing that meaning, in its traditional construction, is in a deep sense im-

possible. In my view neither of those attitudes is exactly right. It is not right to

dismiss this jargon-infested delirium as meaningless; nor is it right to welcome

it as the proof that nothing can be meant. For it does mean something – namely

Nothing. It is an exercise in meaning Nothing, in presenting Nothing as some-

thing that can and should be meant, and as the true meaning of every text. And

that is its meaning.38

A philosopher who certainly was awe-struck by Derrida’s ‘majestic vacuity’

was Scruton’s friend Iris Murdoch.39 In the course of a discussion on

Wittgenstein in her last great philosophical work, Metaphysics as a Guide

to Morals, Murdoch assesses Derrida’s contribution as follows:

Derrida is an ‘authority’ who sets up laws of contingency and rules of grammar.

He cannot but appear as a sort of moralist, his work carries a strong emotional

charge, a whiff of some new style liberation. He is far more like Nietzsche and
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Freud than like Wittgenstein. He is a remarkable thinker, a great scholar, a 
brilliant maverick polymath, a pharmakeus. But if thought of as philosophy, 
the aesthetic requirement of the doctrine itself tends to exclude sober plodding
reflection, slow lucid explanation, simple clear thinking. … What is disturbing
and dangerous is the presentation of his thought as philosophy or as some sort
of final metaphysic, and its elevation into a comprehensive literary creed and
model of prose style and criticism, constituting an entirely (as it were compul-
sory) new way of thinking and writing.40

That, it seems to me, is as good an assessment of Derrida as you are likely

to come across. But it misses something which troubles Scruton deeply,

something that he perceives at the core of Derrida’s work and that causes

him to associate the latter with the more outlandishly extreme wing of

French postmodernism – the view ‘that the human world is also a human

construct’.41 Scruton concedes this form of ‘antirealism’ is of a kind with

the philosophical position adopted by the ‘medieval nominalists, Hegelian

idealists and American pragmatists against the common-sense concep-

tion of reality’. The latter share with Derrida the belief that it is simply im-

possible, as Scruton puts it, ‘to step outside language and confront the

thing in itself ’. Rather, ‘to know reality is to know it through signs, and

these are our invention. If at times we have the impression that we com-

pare our thought with the world, that we measure our utterances against

the standard of some absolute reality, then this is no more than a com-

forting illusion, engendered by our complacent posture within language,

and our inability to transcend language to the point where its initiations

can be grasped’. 42

What differentiates those philosophers from Derrida, however, is that

they have, at least, ‘tried to distinguish objective and subjective, truth and

falsehood, reality and perspective, in some other way. For most of them

the belief that we cannot (in Wittgenstein’s words) use language to get

between language and the world, has gone hand in hand with a scrupu-

lous attempt to distinguish right and wrong ways of thinking, and to show

that thinking is constrained by conceptions of validity and truth’. 43 Like

Scruton, they also do not consider it possible to get a perfect convergence

between our descriptions of the world and the way the world is in itself.

But that does not prevent them from holding fast to convergence ‘as an

ideal’. 
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That said, I don’t believe Derrida ever actually denied the existence of

the external world. But in failing to adequately clarify such nebulous state-

ments as ‘The thing itself is a sign’, or ‘There is nothing outside of the

text’, 44 he failed to dampen the widely held suspicion that he believed the

outside world was something of our own making. If, for example, he had

followed Rorty and said something luminous on the issue like: ‘Both the

words we use and our willingness to affirm certain sentences using those

words and not others are the product of fantastically complex causal con-

nections between human organisms and the rest of the universe. There is

no way to divide up this web of causal connections so as to compare the

relative amounts of subjectivity and objectivity in a given belief ’, 45 then

perhaps Derrida’s brand of anti-essentialism might not have been dis-

missed so casually. He did not, however, set things up quite so clearly, thus

compounding the belief that he was indeed a maverick who purposely

hid his shallow convictions in a thick haze of gratuitous ‘gobbledegook’. 

But what worries Scruton even more than his semantic incoherence, is

Derrida’s oikophobia and the impact it has had on a generation of univer-

sity graduates. As he writes: 

Deconstruction has been adopted as a weapon against the ‘hegemonic’ and ‘au-

thoritarian’ structures of our culture; and it has been associated with the un-

changing agenda that unites Marx, Sartre and Foucault under the banner of 1968.

Whether feminist, neo-Marxist or radical anarchist, the one thing that the de-

constructionist cannot do is endorse the powers that be, uphold Western civili-

sation, affirm the values of bourgeois society, or betray the ordinary conservative

instincts that make the world go round – as opposed to those ‘destabilising’ and

‘unsettling’ postures which cause it to fly off at a tangent.46

Now, Derrida was no Foucault. He was never a dangerous iconoclast who

sought the demolition of existing institutions and settled things. Indeed,

notwithstanding the popular caricatures, he was a man of great personal

charm and grace, who very often said things which would have made Fou-

cault squirm. On one occasion, for example, Derrida forthrightly de-

clared: ‘So, you see, I am a very conservative person. I love institutions

and I spend a lot of time participating in new institutions, which some-

times do not work. At the same time, I try to dismantle not institutions

but some structures in given institutions which are too rigid or are 
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dogmatic or which work as an obstacle to greater research.’ 47 That is
something you would never hear from Foucault or his anarchic follow-
ers, people for whom all bourgeois institutions were nothing but citadels
of oppression. It should also be remembered that, like Scruton, Derrida
was intensely opposed to the autocratic regimes of the Soviet Bloc. In
1981, he founded the Jan Hus Association to help persecuted Czech in-
tellectuals. Later that year he was arrested in Prague after running an un-
derground seminar, and was released only after the intervention of the
Mitterrand government.48 Derrida’s deconstruction cannot be charac-
terised, therefore, as wanton anarchy. However, if by ‘anarchy’ one means a
repudiation of origins and home, then yes, Derrida was an anarchist of
sorts. 

In the notorious distinction that he draws between the ‘voice and ‘writ-
ing’, Derrida explicitly deploys theological categories, as when he says:
‘Natural writing is immediately united to the voice and to breath. Its 
nature is not grammatological but pneumatological. It is hieratic, very 
close to the interior holy voice of the Profession of Faith, to the voice one
hears upon retreating into oneself: full and truthful presence of the divine
voice to our inner sense.’ 49 It is in opposition to the belief that human
beings can construct an identity based around a theological and literary
canon, that Derrida promotes the idea of arche-writing. Pure self-pres-
ence, he tells us, is impossible because once speech is set down in writing
it automatically succumbs to multiple interpretations. Indeed, speaking
itself is a form of writing in that, once articulated, the original intention
of the speaker is forever lost. This suggests that any attempt to recover an
original meaning is in vain, for there is only writing, and all writing is 
devoid of pure intention. 

The consequences of this could not be more devastating: the theolog-
ical foundations of the Western literary canon are rendered illusory. Now
that Derrida has denied the presence of a signified behind the written sig-
nifier, the idea of ‘the Book’, as that which contains meaning and mem-
ory, is fatally deconstructed. It can no longer be thought of as ‘the
encyclopaedic protection of theology’, but must give way to the ‘disrup-
tion of writing’ and its ‘aphoristic energy’. 50 Meaning is, as Derrida puts
it, ‘disseminated’, and any hope of retracing our steps back home is end-
lessly deferred. To use the theological vernacular, we might say that our
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route back to the Father (qua arche) is perpetually blocked. Everything has

been placed ‘under erasure’.

Scruton identifies this as a symptom of what he calls the ‘religion of 

alienation’ which ‘has been a motivating force behind much of modern 

art and politics, and is the spiritual bond that unites the romantic and 

the modernist against the bourgeois normality’. It is a religion which

preaches to ‘a congregation of rebels’, all of whom seek to reject the ‘ex-

isting order’. However, ‘the God of deconstruction is not a “real presence”,

in the Christian sense, but an absence: a negativity’. And this religion of

alienation has a singular objective, which is to ‘invert the central idea of

our religious tradition: the idea of a sacred utterance, the word of God,

enshrined in a text. The text remains sacred, but is no longer the word

(the logos). It is the absence of the word, the “taking back” of God’s

primeval utterance’.51 Gone are all claims to objectivity – even as an ideal.

Having been severed from our origins, we are left to wander aimlessly

without hope of reconciliation. Mankind is perpetually lost, the texts and

institutions through which salvation was once possible having been

deemed arbitrary and merely contingent. 

Derrida is a classic oikophobe in so far as he repudiates the longing for

home that the Western theological, legal and literary traditions satisfy. If,

as Scruton maintains, high culture conveys ‘the original experience of

community’, then Derrida’s deconstruction seeks to block the path to this

‘core experience’ of membership, preferring instead a rootless existence

founded ‘upon nothing’, a life akin to that of Abraham, as described by

Hegel in his essay ‘The Spirit of Christianity’:

He was a stranger on earth, a stranger to the soil and to men alike. Among men

he always was and remained a foreigner, yet not so far removed from them and

independent of them that he needed to know nothing of them whatever, to have

nothing whatever to do with them. The country was so populated beforehand

that in his travels he continually stumbled on men already previously united 

in small tribes. He entered into no such ties. … He steadily persisted in cutting 

himself off from others, and he made this conspicuous by a physical peculiarity

imposed on himself and his posterity.52

Now, although it is true that, for Scruton, our culture has from time to

time ‘been suspicious of the written word’, Western civilisation is never-
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theless ‘founded upon the written record, and the core religions of our

culture – Judaism and Christianity – are, like their close cousin, Islam,

religions of the book, in which Latin, Greek and Ancient Hebrew have

achieved the sacred status of the voice of God, through being written

down: a fact that enabled them to retain their importance long after they

ceased to be spoken’. You cannot say, in other words, that just because

things have been written down or inscribed, they somehow lose their es-

sential meaning. According to Scruton, ‘writing is a permanent sign of

human intentions’. It is a ‘momentary self-presence’ that guarantees ‘the

spoken performance’, thus enabling it to be ‘recuperated at a later time’.53

Indeed, the same applies to all spheres of culture that rely on representa-

tion for their transmission. The big problem for the deconstructor is, thus,

that the ‘sacred text, the sublime harmony, the forms of art, poetry and

liturgy’ persist in ‘whispering over again the same troubling message’,

which is that,

The old order is sacred … and its meanings secure. When all institutions have
been exposed as fraudulent; when all laws have been re-cast as human interests;
when the human person himself has been depersonalised, and set down unpro-
tected in the sterile void of science, those ancestral voices still murmur in the
void, and prevent us from becoming content with our liberation.54

THE ‘ IRRELEVANCE’ OF HUMANE EDUCATION

Humane education, defined by Dr Johnson as ‘the common pursuit of

true judgement’, is the natural enemy of the religion of alienation, or that

disposition which seeks to ‘rupture the chain of sympathy that binds us

to our culture’. 55 Hence, contrary to what is claimed by the high priests

of postmodernism, the humane curriculum was never driven by a polit-

ical agenda. Neither did it serve to consolidate arbitrary social divisions.

On the contrary, those lucky enough to have been schooled in the tradi-

tional humanities emerged with ‘a shared frame of reference, a body of

weighty utterance and refined expression, an understanding of the past

and its uses, which could be deployed in a thousand ways, so enabling the

student to find his feet among his contemporaries and to communicate

with them on equal terms’.56
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The new multicultural curriculum differs fundamentally from its tra-
ditional counterpart. There is no longer a common frame of reference
that supplies the student with the moral and emotional knowledge of
which he is in need. Instead, his only exposure to classical literature, music
and architecture is by way of deconstructing it. Consequently, ‘by de-
stroying the durable frame of reference and the web of human sympathy
which make serious communication across generations possible’, the stu-
dent is wrenched from his inheritance and deprived of his ‘only hope of
competing on equal terms’. 57 Such, for Scruton, is the inevitable conse-
quence of treating education as ‘an instrument of social engineering’,
rather than as an end in itself.

True education does not seek to undermine the foundations of West-
ern civilization, but to nurture them. It eschews ‘relevance’ in favour of a
‘knowledge-centred’ approach, the focus of which is on the intellectual
discipline ‘rather than the things that might make the subject for the time
being “relevant” to matters of no intellectual concern’.58 This suggests that
there is immense virtue in irrelevance. Indeed, most subjects on the tra-
ditional curriculum were ‘wilfully irrelevant – like Latin, Greek, ancient
history, higher mathematics, philosophy and literary criticism’. Indeed,
Scruton believes the more irrelevant a subject ‘the more lasting is the
benefit that it confers’. That is so because such subjects do not equip the
student with transitory knowledge. Rather, they transmit an ‘understand-
ing of the human condition, by forcing the student to stand back from it’,
thereby ‘enhancing the appetite for life, by providing material for thought
and conversation’.59 When trained in the Classics, for example, the world
of the student is no longer one of fact, but of meaning. It enables him to
interpret his world, thus becoming ‘master of his condition’. 

The ‘relevant curriculum’ is, on the other hand, ‘child-centred’. By aim-
ing to fulfil the immediate needs of the student, it destroys the ‘majestic
irrelevance’ which may seem futile now, but which is likely to be exactly
what is needed at some unforeseen point in the future. Scruton gives sub-
stance to this point through a delightful reflection on his Cambridge
tutor, Laurence Picken. It was, in fact, Picken who turned Scruton in the
direction of philosophy. More importantly, he taught Scruton the virtue
of irrelevance in education, and in so doing proved to him why the egal-
itarian agenda of the new educationalists is profoundly at variance with
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human nature. For Picken, knowledge was not there to help the student,

but rather the student was there to help knowledge. Young people such as

Scruton mattered to him, because ‘they had brains into which the reser-

voir of learning could be poured’. And so, the purpose of education is not

to pretend that all children are equally talented. For that will only result

in stymieing the progress of the best, while giving a false sense of genius

to the rest. Rather, it means ‘making a radical distinction – the distinction

the egalitarians refuse to make – between those who can be taught and

those who can’t’. It means sustaining the old division between ‘knowledge

and opinion, culture and philistinism, wit and stupidity, art and kitsch’.

It means nurturing the idea that a culture without distinctions, criticism

and judgement is no culture at all. It is simply the apotheosis of igno-

rance and mediocrity:

That, I think, is what I principally took away from my school and college: the

thought of culture as the heart of education, and of both as founded in the pur-

suit of distinction. My school taught me that a discipline is available, which per-

mits us to absorb the works of our culture, to discriminate between them, and

to venture safely into hitherto uncharted areas. This discipline is criticism, and

criticism is necessary if culture is to be protected from decay.60

All of this serves to highlight Scruton’s particular antipathy to what he

calls ‘those second-order subjects or metadisciplines’, such as Women’s

Studies, Queer Studies and Equality Studies. The object of those ‘subjects’

is, once again, strictly ideological. They do not serve to inculcate what

Matthew Arnold called ‘the best that has been thought and said’. Rather,

having no genuine field of study which is constrained by a tried and tested

body of knowledge, they are best characterised as ‘a collection of intel-

lectual fragments: applications of this or that humane discipline by stu-

dents who have neither the time nor the interest to master any of

them …’.61 Hence, they do not aim at convergence of truth and opinion,

but strive merely to undermine truth, reason and objectivity. And they

do so by cultivating ‘a culture without judgement, which is therefore in-

capable of imparting the knowledge on which the ethical life depends’.62

But without the cultivation of judgement and criticism, the student of

the radical curriculum becomes detached from his ‘true community’. Hav-

ing been schooled in the theology of alienation, he remains ‘incapable of
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receiving or passing on the inherited capital of moral knowledge’.63 He has
no way of identifying the cultural ‘touchstones’ upon which genuine moral
education relies for its survival. He has, in short, no way of identifying
the objectivity of aesthetic values.

THE OBJECTIVITY OF ART

Let us recall once again what Scruton says regarding the nature of truth:
in the human world of appearance, as distinct from the scientific realm
of the ‘really real’, the end or goal of inquiry ‘may not be a single body of
recognized truths that state how things are, independent of our capaci-
ties to observe and discover them’. This means that the scientific realist is
mistaken when he dismisses human classifications of the world as ‘merely
arbitrary, interest-relative, or intellectually confused’.64 For no matter how
hard we try, we simply cannot filter out our intentional understanding
in order to apprehend unvarnished reality. Rather, the ways we observe
and discover, feel and respond inevitably ‘enter the description of how
things are’.65 This means, that in its ‘negative’ or ‘critical’ employment,
philosophy can only ‘tell us whether our concepts are in order, but not
whether our beliefs are true’. If so, the question then is this: how can we,
as Scruton puts it, ‘vindicate a concept’? Without reference to the ‘really
real’, how can we determine whether a particular concept is warranted or
justified? Or, if complete convergence persists only as an ideal, how are we
to decide between a true and false application of a concept? 

In his response, Scruton reaches for what he calls ‘an old dispute, made
central to philosophy by Locke, concerning the nature of “secondary qual-
ities” – qualities like colours, which seem intimately tied to the way things
appear to us, but connected only obscurely with the underlying reality’.
That is to say, if you inquire as to what a particular colour (say red) really
is, you won’t get very far. The best you will come up with is that ‘redness is
a way of appearing’. There is, of course, no way of testing to see if such
‘everyday’ beliefs about secondary qualities or the human world
(Lebenswelt) are true. Nevertheless, we can justify ‘the distinction between
true and false colour-judgements’, thereby vindicating ‘the concept of
colour’.66 Likewise, it may very well be, as Marxist pseudo-science asserts,
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that beliefs about justice ‘are adopted merely because they legitimize

“bourgeois” power’. But, once again, this does not mean that such con-

cepts ‘have no claim to truth of their own’, or that the concept of justice

is discredited.67 By drawing a distinction between justice and injustice,

we show ‘that there is a difference between a true and a false claim of jus-

tice’. Hence, the concept of justice is also thereby vindicated. Science has,

in other words, no more authority than the study of appearances. Indeed,

the only authority it has derives from the fact that ‘it explains how things

appear’, meaning that it can ‘never have more authority than the appear-

ances that it strives to replace’.68 If, in other words, the human world (qua

the sphere of appearances) is ‘riddled with error’, then so too is science. 

Our everyday human concepts represent the surface of the world, or

the Lebenswelt. For Scruton, this means they cannot be replaced ‘with

anything more useful than themselves – even if we find concepts with

greater explanatory power’, such as those supplied by science. They there-

fore contain their own justification, in so far as any attempt to replace

them with those that answer to ‘the requirements of scientific objectivity’,

will ‘render the surface unintelligible’. 69 Critically, it is ‘by the use of such

concepts that the moral reality of our world is described: concepts of good

and evil, sacred and profane, tragic and comic, just and unjust …’.70 Strip

them away in favour of an ‘unobtainable objectivity’, and you risk under -

mining the ‘vital link’ that we humans have with the lived world of every-

day experience. 

This explains why Scruton believes that philosophy, ‘to the extent that

it takes the study of the Lebenswelt as its primary concern, must return

aesthetics to the place that Kant and Hegel made for it: a place at the cen-

tre of the subject, the paradigm of philosophy, and the true test of all its

claims’. 71 For it is through aesthetic concepts that we learn how to engage

with the world as it appears. It is through them that we mediate with 

others, thereby finding our home in an otherwise alien world. It is through

aesthetic concepts, in sum, that the human urge for belonging and 

membership is satisfied. And that is why, following F. R. Leavis, Scruton

believes that the pursuit of culture is nothing less than a sacred task:

For Leavis the task of culture was a sacred task. Culture had in some way both to

express and to justify our participation in the human world. And the greatest
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products of culture – those works of art that [Matthew] Arnold called ‘touch-
stones’ – were to be studied as the supreme distillations of this justifying force.
In them we find neither theoretical knowledge, nor practical advice, but life –
life restored to its meaning, vindicated and made whole. Through our encounter
with these works our moral sense is liberated, and the fine division between good
and evil, positive and negative, affirmative and destructive, made once more ap-
parent, written everywhere across the surface of the world.72

The upshot of this is that aesthetic understanding is not tangential or
peripheral to the subject of philosophy. In so far as it conveys those con-
cepts that enable the human person to navigate his way across the surface
of the world, aesthetics should be of pivotal concern to philosophers. What
is more, the values and truths that it supplies, which are at the core of hu-
mane education, are neither arbitrary nor subjective. They are objective,
not by virtue of corresponding to the really real, but in the sense that they
can be supported ‘with reasons “valid for all men”, reasons which one must
accept on pain of being irrational’. 73

In The Aesthetics of Music, Scruton substantiates this contention by
means of a meditation on the complex notion of aesthetic value. Follow-
ing Kant, he suggests that most of our interests, whether in food or in-
formation, are satiable. There are, however, certain human interests that
are ‘by their nature insatiable, since they have no goal’.74 They are, in other
words, not a means to some further end, but an end in themselves. Such
is the nature of aesthetic objects: they repeatedly call on us to discover
their latent meaning. And each time we engage with such objects they re-
veal something new, some deeper significance that resisted the critic’s pre-
vious attempts to understand them. But the important point is that
aesthetic objects invite us to set aside our immediate interests with a view
to experiencing their intrinsic value. They do not satisfy any spontaneous
desire or need, but call to us from a place where the demands of the em-
pirical world have no purchase.

Is that enough to satisfy those sceptics who believe that aesthetic judge-
ments are arbitrary and subject to cultural contingencies? Why, asks Scru-
ton, ‘is it not enough to describe our various aesthetic preferences, and to
leave it at that?’ The response he provides is replete with philosophical
ingenuity: it is true, he argues, that ‘values are preferences’, but it is also
the case that ‘not all preferences are values’. And when precisely does a
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preference become a value? In that moment, he says, ‘when it matters to

us in a certain way whether others share and accept it’. We consider an

aesthetic object valuable when we identify with it, and when it enables

others to identify with us as members of a shared moral order. In argu-

ing thus, Scruton is relying on Hegel’s insight that self-identity is not

something immediately given, but is a process whereby the individual

discovers meaning and value by dialectically engaging with the artefacts

of the community. In so doing, the sacred longings of the community 

become the self ’s own, thus satisfying his need to surmount alienation

and find an enduring home. Scruton explains in the context of a discus-

sion on architecture and morality:

Self-realisation requires then that the agent have some real sense, in the present,

of his continuity into the future. His future satisfactions must in some way enter

into his present calculations, even though they are not the objects of present de-

sire. Until he has achieved that rational balance between himself at one time and

himself at another, he lives as it were expended in the present moment. But what

makes this achievement possible? On the idealist view art, and the aesthetic im-

pulse, play an important part in the process of ‘spreading oneself ’ on the objec-

tive world. The view gains support from our reflections on the art of building.

The process of ‘self-realisation’, of breaking from the prison of immediate de-

sire, is a kind of passage from subject to object, a making public and objective

what is otherwise private and confused. But a man can set his feet on the ladder

of self-realisation only when he has some perception of its reliability, and this

cannot be achieved by subjective fiat. He must first find himself at home in the

world, with values and ambitions that are shared. We must first be able to per-

ceive the ends of his activity not in himself but outside himself, as proper aims

in a public world, endowed with a validity greater than the validity of mere ‘au-

thentic’ choice.75

Aesthetic values permit the self to look upon the world of objects and

recognise therein the spirit of the living and the dead. In so doing, the

world appears not simply as a functional or instrumental entity, but as

one surrounded with a sacred aura. That is why appearances matter: the

manner in which we shape and mould the surface of the world is not merely

a random or gratuitous endeavour without consequence. It is nothing less

than ‘the all-pervasive background to our lives as social beings’, and one

through which ‘we make sense of our being with the strangers upon
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whom our lives depend’. As rational beings, we cannot therefore dispense

with an interest in appearances, or in aesthetic value, without ceasing to

be human. For to do so would be to view the world as animals do –

namely, in terms of one’s immediate appetites. It would be to lapse ‘into a

kind of solipsism, an estrangement from the world of objects, in which all

relations to things take on a purely instrumental character’. 76 In such cir-

cumstances, nothing would be desired for its own sake. Nothing would

have intrinsic value, all things being simply a means to instinctual satis-

faction. That is why Scruton believes that our need for beauty is not

‘something that we could lack and still be fulfilled as people’. It is, he as-

serts, ‘a need arising from our metaphysical condition, as free individu-

als seeking our place in a shared and objective world’. 77

This point can be further explained by looking at what Scruton terms

‘everyday beauty’. When we plant a garden, lay a table or dress for an occa-

sion, we do so in order to ‘fit in’. We want the garden, the table and the cos-

tume to look right. But what does ‘look right’ mean in this context? It

means that we wish our aesthetic preferences to gel seamlessly with those

of our neighbours. Through the process of making and decorating, we are

striving to build a home, while endeavouring to make others feel at home.

My garden must chime harmoniously with that across the fence, and if it

fails that test then I risk being condemned by the community for my bad

taste. Likewise when I set a table for an important occasion, or when I

dress for a public engage ment: both are attempts to project order and

harmony so as to satisfy the aesthetic preferences of my guests and hosts.

In other words, I justify my aesthetic preferences on the basis of what

looks right and wrong. There is nothing ‘merely’ subjective or arbitrary in

those judgements. For in violating aesthetic norms I violate the order, har-

mony and symmetry that rational beings naturally seek in the surround-

ing world. That is what possessing bad taste means: it is bad because, in

defying order, it offends those who are forced to share my space.78 Ex-

pressions of bad taste serve, thus, to alienate me, not only from my sur-

rounds, but also from my community. They mark me as an ‘outsider’, or

someone who rejects the values upon which the identity of my tribe rests:

Implicit in our sense of beauty is the thought of community – of the agreement

in judgements that makes social life possible and worthwhile. That is one of the
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reasons why we have planning laws – which, in the great days of Western civili-
sation, have been extremely strict, controlling the heights of buildings (19th cen-
tury Helsinki), the materials to be used in construction (18th century Paris), the
tiles to be used in roofing (20th century Provence), even the crenellations on
buildings that face the thoroughfares (Venice, from the 15th century onwards)
… Think of clothes, interior decor, and bodily ornaments: here too we can be 
put on edge, excluded or included, made to feel inside or outside the implied
community, and we strive by comparison and discussion to achieve a consensus
within which we can feel at home. Many of the clothes we wear have the char-
acter of uniforms, designed to express and confirm our inoffensive membership
of the community (the office suit, the tuxedo, the baseball cap, the school uni-
form), or perhaps our solidarity with a community of offenders (the ‘convict’
style of black American ‘gangstas’). Others, like women’s party clothes, are 
designed to draw attention to our individuality, though without offending the
proprieties. … [F]ashion is integral to our nature as social beings: it arises from,
and also amplifies, the aesthetic signals with which we make our social identity
apparent to the world. We begin to see why concepts like decorum and propriety
are integral to the sense of beauty: but they are concepts that range equally across
the aesthetic and the moral spheres.79

It is true that aesthetic judgements are to some extent subjective, in as

much as they ‘attempt to articulate an individual experience’. However, stat-

ing that you like something is not the same as justifying why you like it,

or indeed why it should be appreciated and approved by others. To account

for one’s particular taste in music, architecture or painting, one must give

reasons that will serve to justify your preferences ‘to all beings with aes-

thetic under standing’. That is what Scruton means by the ‘objective valid-

ity’ of aesthetic judgement. But how is objective validity obtained? This is

a complex issue that goes to the heart of analytic aesthetics, but one across

which Scruton sheds much light. He begins by asserting that there is a big

difference between those with taste and those without it. Analogously, there

is a big difference between good people and bad people. Human beings

are capable of identifying this difference, not by referring to ‘a set of rules of

conduct’ or to a compendium of moral truths. Rather, they possess the 

capacity to ‘recognise moral virtue in action’.80 Through experience, they

become acquainted with instances of vice and virtue, thereby enabling

them to empathise with the feelings of morally motivated individuals.

While this is an indirect process, in so far as it is undertaken ‘without ref-
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erence to a universal rule’, the resulting precept may still be considered 

objective. Scruton defends his position in the following Aristotelian terms:

… taste is not simply a set of arbitrary preferences. It is a complex exercise of
sympathy, in which we respond to human life, enhanced and idealised in artis-
tic form. Good taste is not reducible to rules; but we can define it instead through
a concept of virtue: it is the sum of those preferences that would emerge in a well
ordered soul, in which human passions are accorded their true significance, and
sympathy is the act of a healthy conscience.81

The person with good taste will, therefore, have an instinctive aversion

towards those objects, such as depictions of violence and pornography,

which ‘contaminate his conscience, and tempt him towards sympathies he

should not have’. 82 Taste is, in other words, bound up with character. If a

person’s moral character is correctly ordered, he will naturally respond to

the demands of virtue. So too with aesthetic interest: beauty, Scruton be-

lieves, is ‘as firmly rooted in the scheme of things as goodness. It speaks

to us, as virtue speaks to us, of human fulfilment, not of things that we

want, but of things that we ought to want, because human nature requires

them.’ 83 How, for example, could a human being find lasting fulfilment

without cultivating manners, politeness or decency?

Consider again what Scruton means by ‘everyday beauty’: beauty is 

central to the life of a human being because everything we do is ordered 

aesthetically. That is obvious in the case of clothes and gardens, where 

appearances matter. But Scruton asserts that the aesthetic is an intrinsic

feature of the human condition itself, in so far as it is that which ‘lifts 

the human form above the level of animal life, so as to become fully

human, fully sociable, and fully self-aware’. As social beings, we naturally

yearn to be liked and loved. We want to appear attractive to those around

us. But that requires much more than beautifying one’s body. It demands

that the person himself be polished, that he radiates an ‘inner’ beauty as

it were. And, as Scruton points out, ‘polished’ is connected etymologi-

cally to ‘polite’. Hence to be a polished person means to be an ‘agreeable’

person, someone who makes himself attractive through physical gestures

(‘manners’) which bear witness to his essence as a conscious subject. 

We can see this at work in the context of the meal. In contrast to ani-

mals, eating is for us a ceremonial activity. We gather around a decorated
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table, not merely to feed, but to ‘combine conversation and consumption’.

Without table manners, however, the ritual would collapse into a feeding

frenzy. And that is simply because table manners ensure ‘that the mouth

retains its social and spiritual character at the very moment when it is

supplying the body’s needs’. Like all other creatures, we are sustained

through the mouth. But the human mouth is also that through which we

smile, kiss and speak. It is, therefore, ‘second only to the eye as the visible

sign of self and character’. How we present the mouth has thus enormous

social and spiritual significance:

We shield it when we yawn in public; we dab at it with a napkin rather than wip-

ing it with the back of the hand. The mouth is a threshold, and the passage of

food across it is a social drama – a movement from outer to inner and from ob-

ject to subject. Hence we do not put our face in the plate as a dog does; we do not

bite off more than we can chew while conversing; we do not spit out what we can-

not swallow; and when the food passes our lips, we strive to make it vanish, to

become unobservably a part of us.84

The rude person, on the other hand, is one who views ‘manners, forms,

courtesies, and graces’ as ‘mere ornaments’. For him, style is far too heavy

a burden to shoulder, and so he rejects it in favour of obscenity. But acts

of obscenity, rudeness and brashness are not without consequence. For if,

as Scruton suggests, the ‘moral being is the creature of dialogue, and po-

liteness is his way of making a place for himself in the conversation of his

kind’, then the impolite or unpolished person will never be at home in

this world. He will not be invited to contribute to the conversation, be-

cause the way he appears is threatening to those around him. That is why,

for Scruton, it is imperative that we teach manners to the young. As he

writes: 

The fact that we can survive without manners … does not show that human na-

ture doesn’t need them in some deeper way. After all, we can survive without

love, without children, without peace or comfort or friendship. But all those things

are human needs, since we need them for our happiness. Without them, we are

unfulfilled. And the same is true of manners.85

The purpose of manners is to polish personality. Hence, to deprive a child

of civility and courtesy is tantamount to making him unattractive and 
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unwanted. Yes, his ‘mother may love him, but others will fear or dislike
him’. And by not fitting in, he is condemned to a life of alienation and
isolation. If Scruton is right (which he undoubtedly is) that morals and
manners ‘are continuous parts of a single enterprise, which is to forge a
society of cooperative and mutually respectful individuals out of the raw
material of self-seeking animals’, 86 then we cannot flourish as human 
beings without them. They are, like good taste itself, intrinsic features of
the human condition.

Not so for the proponents of cultural relativism. For them, taste, man-
ners and morals differ from culture to culture and epoch to epoch. In-
deed, to claim that certain aesthetic preferences are objectively or
univerally valid is, they argue, simply to pay an empty compliment to
one’s own subjective prejudices. The Marxist goes even further: for those
like Terry Eagleton and Pierre Bourdieu, taste is not a human universal,
but just a ‘piece of bourgeois ideology’. To argue, as does Scruton, that
the true objects of aesthetic interest are intrinsically valuable, is for such
writers simply an attempt to portray a ‘transient social order’ as perma-
nent, fixed and natural. Ideas such as those of good taste and intrinsic
value are, they say, elaborate fictions, ‘designed to inscribe the class 
interest of the bourgeoisie on the face of nature’. 87 If the Marxists are cor-
rect, then the notion of the objective validity of aesthetic judgements is
rendered groundless. For what they will have shown is that ‘there is no
such thing as holiness, justice or beauty, but only the belief in it – a belief
that arises under certain social and economic relations and plays a part in
cementing them, but which will vanish as conditions change’.88

In response, Scruton concedes that the word ‘aesthetic’ has its histori-
cal provenance in the 18th century. But that fact, he argues, does nothing
to disprove his belief that aesthetic interest is a human universal. For ex-
ample, when Kant described aesthetic interest as being ‘disinterested’ in
the Critique of Judgement, he was carrying on a tradition begun by Plato
in the Republic, Aristotle in the Poetics and Toyoichiro Nogami in the Art
of Noh. The phenomenon cannot, in other words, be confined to any par-
ticular historical epoch or culture. It is certainly the case that the aesthetic
impulse will only flourish in certain cultural conditions, especially ‘those
which the bourgeois order most readily promotes’. It is also true that this
impulse will take many forms. However, ‘cultural variation does not imply
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the absence of cross-cultural universals’. 89 Symmetry, order and harmony
are, Scruton instructs, as natural to man ‘as law or mathematics, and just
as free from the “ideology of domination”’. 90

Put simply, the urge to be part of something larger than oneself, to find
a home in an otherwise alien world, ‘seems to have a permanent hold on
the human psyche’. This process of self-discovery, of finding value and
meaning in the appearances – the attempt ‘to make sense of the world as
home’ and of striving to ‘fit in’ through expressions of good taste, may
indeed differ from place to place, community to community and from
tribe to tribe. But, suggests Scruton, ‘the root distinction between safety
and danger, between love and hostility, is a human universal, and requires
of every society that emancipates itself from need that it spread its image
before itself in poetry, architecture, image-making, and music’.91

All human beings, that is, possess the aesthetic impulse. For when we
contemplate the world, we do so with a view to seeing ourselves projected
in and through it. We do so, in other words, in order to idealise it as a
sphere of value, or what Kant called a ‘kingdom of ends’. We long for the
things of this world to answer not only to our ‘present purposes’, but more
importantly to that sacred sense of self that transcends ‘the sum of pres-
ent purpose and desire’. But that can only happen when those things ac-
quire a subjectivity of their own, or when they are perceived not merely
as a means to utilitarian satisfaction, but as persons in their own right.

Take, for example, the home itself. The home is a place where I can
truly be myself – a place that reveals to the world who I am and the val-
ues that I cherish. That is why when my home is burgled it is equivalent
to an act of defilement. When the thief ransacks my belongings, it is as
though he were debasing my very existence. It is deemed an act of dese-
cration because the burglar has reduced my home to a mere house – a
subject to an object. A house becomes a home when it is decorated in ac-
cordance with the taste and style of its occupants. It then acquires char-
acter, charm and colour. Hence, to defile the order and harmony of a
home is, quite literally, to plunder its personality, or the sense it comes to
possess when it is transformed from mere object to a concrete expression
of someone’s subjectivity. The same, of course, applies to places of wor-
ship, in as much as a church or mosque embodies the sacred yearnings of
an entire community. 
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Aesthetic judgement, thus, ‘fills the world with intimations of value –
and this is perhaps part of what Kant had in mind in arguing that in aes-
thetic attention the object is always seen as in some sense “purposeful”,
though without specific purpose. In the choice of clothes, as in all other
areas where appearance counts, a man will naturally try to herald his
adopted character in his present choice – otherwise reason engages only
with transient satisfactions.’ 92 And when everything is perceived in purely
functional terms, meaning and value disappear from a person’s life. No
longer can he find purpose or permanence in the world, because nothing
stands as an enduring monument to his existence. No longer can he 
identify with a particular community through common expressions of
taste and style. Alienation and disenchantment are, thus, the lot of those
who engage only with ‘transient satisfactions’. But, as Scruton rightly
points out, ‘there can be no self-knowledge in a private world, and no
self-knowledge in a world that does not bear the mark of human action’.
Happiness, defined as ‘the complete satisfaction of a rational being’, can
only become a reality ‘if it coexists with sufficient self-consciousness, with
a consciousness able to look on itself and on the world and say: it is well
with me’. 93

The long-term happiness of the self is predicated, therefore, on the 
correct cultivation of the aesthetic sense. Without it, a person would lack
the practical wisdom necessary for knowing what to do and what to feel
in the course of his daily affairs. He would, to repeat, lack a sense of the
value of things. And that is so because, in asking which of his multifari-
ous desires he should satisfy, the individual must be capable of standing
back from his immediate situation so as to rationally reflect upon ‘which
aim it is right to pursue’. But that, in turn, demands a sense of self that
transcends the ‘totality of existing desires’ and appetites. It demands the
capacity to judge what is appropriate with an eye to long-term content-
ment. Someone who can make such a judgement must be, according to
Scruton, ‘in a position to see himself from outside …’. His stance towards
the world is ‘essentially anti-individualistic’, in so far as it ‘involves seeing
oneself as of a kind, with fulfilments and satisfactions which can be de-
scribed only in terms of values that transcend the sphere of individual
impulse’. 94 I cannot, in short, hope to find lasting value if I cannot justify
my choices to those with whom I live. Having a genuine sense of self 
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requires, therefore, the affirmation of all those affected by the manner in

which I choose to fulfil my desires:

The process of self-realisation is possible only when the world responds to my 

activity, when it reflects back to me an image of my true fulfilment. The aesthetic

sense … is precisely devoted to the task of endowing the world with an order

and meaning of that kind. Not only the man who builds but the man who lives

with the product must see the building in relation to himself, as an objective 

part of a process of interaction with the world; in that process his humanity may

be either rebutted or confirmed. Every man has a need to see the world around

him in terms of the wider demands of his rational nature; if he cannot do so he

must stand towards it in an alienated relation, a relation based on the sense that

the public order resists the meanings with which his own activity seeks to fill it.95

BUILDING AND BELONGING

The efficacy of Scruton’s argument can be appreciated by analysing how

he applies these observations to the spheres of architecture and music. In

his first major statement on the role of architecture in human affairs,

Scruton argued that a ‘merely functional building’ is both a declaration of

alienation, and a significant cause of it in others. In its relation to its im-

mediate surrounds, such a building resembles an ‘individualistic ego, pur-

suing its own aim in defiance of, or indifference to, the aims of others’.

That is so because it is constructed with the intention of fulfilling a sin-

gular purpose. Like a self that views the world from a utilitarian per-

spective, the functional building has no aim other than the satisfaction of

an immediate impulse. It is neither built in consideration of aesthetic de-

mands, nor of the needs of the community, and thus it ‘contains no inti-

mation of an objective world of values beyond the pursuit of limited

desires’. 96 Hence, the functional structure, being devoid of character and

failing to signify the values of society, alienates those who must live in its

shadow. By satisfying transient needs only, it pays homage neither to the

past nor the future. And by failing to fit in, it contravenes reason, order

and social identity. Scruton explains, with reference to the desecration of

the traditional street by what he calls the ‘maddest of all Utopian schemes,
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the open-planned housing complex’:

… streets are replaced by empty spaces from which towers arise, towers bearing

neither the mark of a communal order, nor any visible record of the individual

house, and demonstrating in their every aspect the triumph of that collective in-

dividualism from which both community and individual are abolished. No less

disturbing is the attitude which sees streets as mere conduits through a ‘cité

radieuse ’, upon which buildings turn their backs, or (since they usually are con-

ceived without any ‘backs’ to turn), against which buildings stand like in-

domitable cliffs of shining glass, spectacular, luminous and cold. It is surely

absurd to think of the popular outrage at these things as no more than a ‘matter

of taste’, rather than a re-affirmation of injured moral feeling.97

Scruton believes that the real enemy of architectural order is mod-

ernism. In housing, it has resulted in disaffection and dislocation, while

modernist factories ‘are universally received as blots on the landscape,

whose raw functionality is profoundly at odds with the natural environ-

ment’. And the reason for that is simple: the modernist building is ego-

centric, paying ‘scant respect to the surrounding fabric’. It is, as witnessed

in London’s South Bank and New York’s Lincoln Centre, a sad survival

‘from the age of ill-considered and temporary things’. 98 The great sin of

modernism is that it discarded ‘the aesthetic discipline embodied in the

classical tradition’, something that was taken to even more perverse ex-

tremes by postmodernism. The result was that architects ‘were deliber-

ately diseducated ’, thereby rendering them ‘ignorant of the Orders of

classical architecture, with no conception of light and shade, or of the

function of mouldings in articulating them, and without any idea of a

building as something other than an engineering solution to a problem

stated in a plan’. 99 That has been a disaster in so far as it has served to un-

dermine the ‘rule of obedience’ to which all architects should submit if

they are to rise to the moral task demanded by the ‘aesthetics of everyday

life’.100 Once again, the objective of the architect should be to establish

something permanent, something that fits seamlessly into its surrounds

and that conveys a sense of home to all who dwell there. What he should

not do (but which modernists such as Le Corbusier, Walter Gropius and

Ludwig Mies van der Rohe took great pride in doing) is privilege function

above ‘the moral coordination of the community’.101
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In his fictional account of the aesthetic way of life entitled Perictione in

Colophon, Scruton explains that we need to understand the human urge

to build in religious rather than secular terms. Our architecture, he tells

us, ‘derives from the temple, for the reason that the city derives from its

protecting God’. He continues:

The stone of the temple is the earthly translation of the god’s immortality, which

is in turn the symbol of a community and its will to live. The temple, like the

liturgy, is forever, and the community contains not the living only, but also the

dead and the unborn. And the dead are protected by the temple, which immor-

talises them in stone. This is what you understand instinctively, when you see 

religious architecture. And it is the sentiment from which cities grow – the tribe’s

will to permanence.102

Functionalism, however, ‘hurts both the eye and the soul, for it speaks

not of us and our right of dwelling, but of them’ – the architects, people

‘who built these things, for inscrutable purposes that lie beyond our sym-

pathies. That is why these buildings are perceived as a desecration: noth-

ing of the sacred remains in them.’103 Modernist architects, along with

their postmodernist descendents, are devoted, in other words, to the twin

cultures of repudiation and desacralisation. Their aim is to void the pub-

lic world of the human form, thereby depersonalising the social space

and depriving the community of its identity. 

But for Scruton, architecture is a ‘vernacular art’, meaning that it is

founded on a tradition of patterns, or of types, which may be deployed

in ‘awkward or novel situations so as spontaneously to harmonise with

the existing urban decor, and so as to retain the essential nature of the

street as a common home and dwelling-place’.104 To repeat: the basic 

objective for those trained in the classical vernacular is to ensure that a

building fits in, and that it responds to the long-term needs of the com-

munity. Unlike the modernist vernacular, which prioritised ‘horizontal

layers’ over vertical order, the classical vernacular insists that one build

with sensitivity for the street as conceived over time. Its guiding precept

has been that of ‘civility’, defined by Scruton as ‘the creation of a public

world of mutual respect, the boundaries of which are permeable to the

private interests that are sheltered by it’. 105 Manners, therefore, are pivotal

for those trained in the classical orders. Such architects must adhere to the
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principles of civility and decency that prevailed when the temple stood as

‘the perfect expression of the “settle ment”: of the collective decision to

dwell’.106

The traditional architectural Orders attempt to preserve and affirm the

timeless in the midst of time.107 They do so by endorsing the commu-

nity’s right to exist. As such, they ‘enshrine the gift of membership’, for

without the civility that they seek to uphold there is only anarchy. Mod-

ernism failed, according to Scruton, because its buildings repudiated per-

manence in favour of transience. In seeking the extinction of the sacred,

the modernists endeavoured to ‘recreate the town’. Their aim was to peel

away its personality so as to render it literally lifeless: a soulless monu-

ment to a new world order, where all vestiges of the old bourgeois settle-

ment had been sacrificed in the name of the ‘new socialist man’. What

emerged was an affront to tradition and taste, a ‘frozen junkyard’ where ab-

solutely ‘nothing of the sacred remains’ – no temples, no streets, no shops,

‘only access roads across the mud’. 

In contrast, the classical tradition takes the temple as its template. Scruton

calls it ‘sacred architecture’, for it answers not only to the needs of the 

living, but also to those of the dead and the unborn. Its aim is to har-

monise with what has gone before, thereby synchronising with the soul

of the street. And its ideals are those of permanence, identity and home.

Hence, it has as its guiding motif the column:

The column stands before me as does a human being. It has a posture, insepa-

rable from its visible role as a support. It also has proportion: like a man, it can

appear too fat or too thin, too tall or too short, too delicate or too firm. It is 

visibly elastic, taking the weight that rests on it and passing it to the ground …

Thus the column approximates to the statue of the god himself: it is the minimal

representation of life in sculpture, and, by virtue of its very minimalism, conveys

an idea of permanence, of life removed from the world of decay and transfor-

mation – in short, of life become divine.108

The column symbolises a building’s will to exist in spite of change. It in-

vites us to look upon the building as we would a human person: a self-

conscious being ‘with an enduring identity in a public world’. Isolation

then gives way to belonging, the end triumphs over the means and value

exceeds desire.109
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What classicism in architecture provides, therefore, is constants that 

are not compromised by individualism and utilitarianism. In so doing, it 

prioritises scale, for to ‘stand in a personal relation to a building, I must 

comprehend it visually, without strain, and without feeling dwarfed or 

terrorised by its presence’. There are, of course, classical buildings which

defy scale, such as ‘the spires of a Gothic cathedral’ or the Pyramids of

Egypt. But these wonders do not unsettle those who behold them. Rather,

they convey a sense of awe, wonder and astonishment. That said, such

buildings cannot serve as archetypes for the average builder. He must

build, not to inspire or to overawe, but to fulfil the everyday needs of the

ordinary man. Hence, his structures ‘must face the passerby, who should

not be forced to look up in awe, or to cringe in humility, beset by a sense

of his own littleness’.110

Second, a building must possess a facade. It must, says Scruton, be capa-

ble of assuming the position of another human being, one who stands be-

fore us as we stand before it. It must, in other words, possess a face that

looks with civility upon all those who encounter it. If modernist build-

ings are expressionless, classical buildings convey character, warmth and

cheer. Their aim is not to alienate, but to confirm and affirm the values of

the community in the midst of which they stand. Whereas modernist

structures ‘appear in our ancient towns like expressionless psychopaths’,

classical constructs are warm, inviting and welcoming. Theirs is a beauty

that has been ‘transfigured into a daily discipline’, one that not only ex-

ploits light, shade and climate, but also one that relies heavily on the use

of mouldings. Without mouldings, a building loses its character, its ex-

pression, its face and voice:

Without mouldings, no space is articulate. Edges become blades; buildings lose

their crowns; and walls their direction (since movement sideways has the same 

visual emphasis as movement up and down). Windows and doors cease to be

aedicules and become mere holes in the wall. Nothing ‘fits’, no part is framed,

marked off, emphasised or softened. Everything is sheer, stark, uncompromising,

cold. In a nutshell, mouldings are the sine qua non of decency, and the source of

our mastery over light and shade.111

Such are the principles which have been adopted by Scruton’s archi-

tectural hero, Leon Krier. Krier, who designed the new town of Pound-
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bury in England in response to an invitation from the Prince of Wales, 

reacted to modernist vandalism with the idea of a civil city. In a recent 

article celebrating Krier’s achievements, Scruton argues that planners 

are currently attracted ‘only to exceptional buildings, usually designed,

like the monstrosities of Daniel Libeskind and Frank Gehry, to stand out

rather than to blend in – to focus attention on themselves, not on the 

ordinary solaces of the human community’.112 What we need, however, is

to follow Krier in removing the emphasis from exceptional buildings, and

place it instead on ‘inevitable buildings – such as the house, the work-

shop, the garage, and the corner store – that dictate the ambience in which

ordinary people work and live’.113 To do so, would mean returning to the

wisdom contained in the classical pattern books, wisdom which Scruton

has relentlessly defended in his multifarious declarations on the art of 

architecture. Poundbury is a living monument to the truth of that wisdom:

By designing the street as the primary public space, by encouraging vertical 

syntax rather than horizontal spread, by suggesting materials, details and the

number of storeys, and by embellishing here and there to ease the eye, [Krier]

created a townscape into which any vernacular builder can insert the product of

his craft, and which will grow organically without ever offending the eye, the

soul or even the pocket. All who visit Poundbury, other than members of the 

architectural profession, are delighted and moved by it.114

They are moved by it because Poundbury’s buildings speak to them as

would a neighbour. They smile at them as would a friend. And, in so

doing, they offer the prospect of permanence in a world ravaged by

change and decay. 

To sum up: in architecture, the ‘aesthetic sense is not an optional ad-

dition to our mental equipment’. It is, argues Scruton, central to the way

we perceive things as endowed with meaning. Hence, if we are to feel at

one with the structures in which we labour and dwell, if they are to en-

dorse our existence here on earth, the aesthetic sense ‘must take prece-

dence over all other factors – over function, structure, durability, even

over economics’. Such factors are, of course, important, but they will not

in themselves ‘lead to a rational design, nor to a building that is truly

suited to human purposes’. Only aesthetic value answers to our real

human purposes which is why it ‘contains the meaning of a building’. And
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by attending to it, ‘we engage with the true task of architecture, which is

to create our home’. 115

MUSIC AND MORALITY

For Roger Scruton, music is no less essential to man’s perennial quest 

for communal and spiritual membership. But the particular sense of

home that it conveys is not of the here and now. Rather, it opens up to us 

another more transcendental realm, one ‘whose order is only dimly re-

flected’ in this world. This ‘strange transformation’, as he calls it, reaches

into a sphere of pure abstraction, ‘reconstituting there the movements of

the human soul’. Through the process of listening, we surrender ourselves

to an ‘other-worldly voice which speaks to us in tones’. And because this

ethereal voice is ‘free from the obligation to represent the empirical world’,

it opens up a vision of an ‘implied community’ which is ‘finer, nobler,

and more generous in its feelings than anything that we could know’.116

In Philosophy: Principles and Problems, Scruton offers a highly con-

densed summary of the meaning of music explored in greater detail

throughout The Aesthetic Understanding and The Aesthetics of Music. He

explains that the process of listening is unique to rational beings or per-

sons, in as much as animals are incapable of understanding what sounds

mean. Finding meaning in sounds is what we do when we pause and re-

flect on ‘the palpitating stones of melody and harmony’. In that experi-

ence, I enter into the music as it were, ‘imbuing it with a life that originates

in me’. The subject is then unshackled from its ‘human prison’ and

brought to a place ‘where bodily objects can no longer encumber it’. As

such, ‘it offers an image of the subject, released from the world of objects,

and moving in response to its own caprice’. Music serves, therefore, to

sanctify the subject by opening up a space which is ‘incommensurate with

physical space’. Likewise with musical time, as Scruton explains with

heartfelt emotion for an art form he loves without measure:

It is only the greatest labour of style and architecture that can place the freely mov-
ing subject in this useless space and build there its ‘godly home’. The masterpieces
of music may, however, lift us from our time and space into an ideal time and
space, ordered by an ideal causality, which is the causality of freedom. From the
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ideal time of music it is, so to speak, a small step to eternity. Sometimes, listening
to a Bach fugue, a late quartet of Beethoven, or one of those infinitely spacious
themes of Bruckner, I have the thought that this very movement which I hear
might have been made known to me in a single instant: that all of this is only acci-
dentally spread out in time before me, and that it might have been made known to
me in another way, as mathematics is made known to me. For the musical entity –
be it melody or harmony – is only a visitor to our time; its individuality is already
emancipated from real time, and remains undamaged by all those transformations
of musical time to which I referred. We may therefore come to think of this very
individual as emancipated from time entirely, and yet remaining an individual. In
the experience of music, therefore, we can obtain a glimpse of what it might be, for
one and the same individual, to exist in time and eternity. And this encounter with
the ‘point of intersection of the timeless with time’ is also an encounter with the
pure subject, released from the world of objects, and moving in obedience to the
laws of freedom alone.117

Music transports the listener into a sacred realm, where all empirical 

bonds are shattered. In describing music, for example, we rely on a ‘com-

plex system of metaphor, which is the true description of no material fact

…’. 118 In everything that we say about music, we search for appropriate

metaphors which convey movement, rhythm and melody. Consequently,

‘if the description of music is so dependent on metaphor, then we might

go on to conclude that music is not, strictly speaking, a part of the world

of sound’.119 Still, it is undeniable that we hear music ‘as a space, and the

experience of movement is ineliminable’.120 But the space of music is no

ordinary space: it is a ‘useless space’ in which harmonies and melodies ‘are

not like individuals in physical space’. They are what Scruton calls ‘events’,

whose inner structures convey a sense of movement, force and tension,

and yet it is still the case that ‘nothing literally moves’.121 Such is the na-

ture of musical perception: through imagination, the rational being per-

ceives order in sounds and, in so doing, makes sense of them. 

Now, this experience of absolute music (and, for Scruton, music must

be experienced in order to be properly understood) contains the same ‘inti-

mation of community’ that we experience in and through religious ritual.

He explains:

Nobody who understands the experiences of melody, harmony, and rhythm will
doubt their value. Not only are they the distillation of centuries of social life:
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they are also forms of knowledge, providing the competence to reach out of our-

selves through music. Through melody, harmony, and rhythm, we enter a world

where others exist besides the self, a world that is full of feeling but also ordered,

disciplined but free. That is why music is a character-forming force, and the de-

cline of musical taste a decline in morals.122

As with architecture, music is an ‘object of sympathy’. The sacred sphere

that it opens up may be free from the burdens of physical space, but it is

nevertheless ordered and disciplined. It contains its own inner logic, and

those who deviate from it reveal something important about themselves

– namely, that they possess bad taste. If functionalism in architecture is

indicative of egotism and self-centredness, if it signifies a wanton disre-

gard of the community’s will to exist, then the same applies with equal

force to pop music. Following Plato and Aristotle, Scruton writes that the

various modes of music imitate ‘states of mind and character, and by

dancing or marching to their sound we transfer those states to ourselves’.

One of the principal aims of a musical education is, therefore, to learn

how to hear movement and melody, rhythm and harmony. In so doing,

we also learn how to move with grace and restraint. Again, like classical

architecture, classical music forms character in accordance with virtue.

That is so because we move with the music that we listen to, ‘and this too

is a sympathetic response, a way of shaping our inner life to fit the per-

ceived life of another’.123

Classical music is then yet another source of civility and manners. It

emancipates children from their self-absorption by enabling them to

glimpse a transcendental realm replete with harmony and order, one in

which we perceive others as ends in themselves. For when we dance to

such music, it becomes ‘an intermediary between you and me, giving to

my feet not only a cause of movement, but a just reason, a reason that

lies in you. The “why” of my step lies in that step of yours, and over my

feet and yours there lies the charm of music, so that we move not only

with each other, but with that purely spiritual thing, the music, whose

motion is not of the body at all.’ 124 Dancing permits me to connect with

the other person, qua person. Through its virtuous and ‘ceremonial ges-

tures’, we learn how to look upon the other as a being in this world, and

yet one who does not entirely belong to it. We are brought face to face, as
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it were, with the mystery of another’s incarnation. In the dance, we set

aside our immediate purposes, something that can be done ‘only in 

company and only through the encounter with another soul’. 125 There is,

accordingly, no functional or utilitarian purpose to real dancing. In fact,

through the dance I am fully liberated from ‘the tyranny of purpose’. 

So what happens when the musical culture upon which the dance 

depends collapses? What happens when the likes of U2 replace Beethoven

as the object of a child’s cultural sympathies? Scruton invites his reader

to ponder the issue in the following terms:

Listen to a gavotte from the late Renaissance, and imagine the mores of the 
people who danced to it. Then listen to a track by Nirvana, and imagine the mores
of the people who can dance to that. Surely, you will not be tempted to think
that these two sets of people could live in the same way, with the same habits 
of mind and character, and the same ways of responding to each other in the 
circumstances of social life.126

In listening, singing and dancing to classical music, young people enter a

spiritual community with a strong moral code at its core. It is a commu-

nity based on order, harmony, virtue and respect for the freedom of oth-

ers. For example, something like the formation dance requires of the

dancer that he ‘fit his gestures to the movement of his partner and to the

pattern of the whole’. 127 The analogy with architecture is once again ap-

posite: those who build in order to belong do so with the aim of fitting in

with the existing streetscape. To build contrary to those considerations is

not only an affront to aesthetic decency and harmony, but, as we saw

above, a self-indulgent snub to the rest of the community. Such is the

problem with pop music: it does not have a life and force of its own. Gen-

uine rhythm, harmony and melody are sacrificed in favour of an artifi-

cially manufactured beat. No longer does the music call from the

transcendental sphere. Neither does it demand that we fit our gestures to

the pattern of the whole. Instead, the lead singer ‘projects himself and not

the melody, emphasising his particular tone, sentiment and gesture’. 128

In contrast to a classical performance, ‘in which the singer is the servant

of the music’, the pop performance has only one aim: to emphasise the

persona of the performer. The deleterious consequence of this is, ac-

cording to the Scruton, a ‘fusion between the singer and the song’, which
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leads, in turn, to a ‘more mysterious fusion – that between the singer and

the fan’. He explains:

You can sing the song only by becoming the singer. You are for a moment incar-

nate in him as he is in you. But the song is musically inept. Anybody (given the

right machinery) can sing it, since nobody can. The fan knows this, and through

his idolisation of the singer runs the thought: ‘what has he got that I haven’t?’ The

answer is: Nothing. To the fan in the audience, the greying figure on the stage is

himself, enjoying his fifteen minutes of fame. As he fuses with the totem the fan

is transfigured, relieved at last of his isolation.129

Compare an orchestra to a community. Each musician has a particu-

lar task that must be meticulously performed if the harmony of the 

whole is to be sustained. There is no room for egotism in such a context.

Indeed, the individual musician serves only the music and his fellow-

performers. The aim of this is, of course, to let the music be heard. That

is what distinguishes the concert hall from the rock venue: in the first,

the performer fits in, and, in so doing, does not stand out. In the second,

the performer stands out, thereby failing to fit in. Thus we witness ‘a 

reversal of the old order of performance’:

Instead of the performer being the means to present the music, which exists 

independently in the tradition of song, the music has become the means to pre- 

sent the performer. The music is part of the process whereby a human individual

or group is totemised. In consequence it has a tendency to lose all musical char-

acter. For music, properly constructed, has a life of its own, and is always more

interesting than the person who performs it. Much as we may love Louis Arm-

strong or Ella Fitzgerald, we love them for their music – not their music for them.

And this is music we can perform for ourselves.130

Dancing in these circumstances becomes, according to Scruton, ‘a lapse

into disorder, a kind of surrender of the body which anticipates the sex-

ual act itself ’.131 The totemic superstars of pop speak only to the body as

distinct from the soul. Their aim is to promote hedonism, anarchy and

narcissism, thereby undermining the old civic virtues of loyalty and sac-

rifice. And because they feed off the insatiable desire of their fans, the

idea of answering to anything as an end in itself is vanquished. People

like Bono and Bowie are princes of the postmodern world, a world that
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‘denatures music only because it denatures everything, in order that each
individual might have his chance to buy and sell’. In such a world, noth-
ing is permanent because the very idea of permanence itself is repudi-
ated. The fan believes he belongs to a community of fellow-travellers, but
it is no such thing. For what is being championed is not homecoming
and identity, but alienation and discord. The result is that those who 
become intoxicated by pop remain in a perpetual state of adolescence
and personal discord. They are, to paraphrase the lyrics of Bob Dylan,
complete unknowns with no direction home:

Pop music, which presents the idealised adolescent as the centre of a collective 
ceremony, is an attempt to bend music to this new condition – the condition of
a stagnant crowd, standing always on the brink of adulthood, but never passing
across to it. It shows youth as the goal and fulfilment of human life, rather than
a transitional phase which must be cast off once the business of social repro-
duction calls. For many young people, therefore, it constitutes an obstacle to the
acquisition of a musical culture. It is the thing that insulates them from the adult
world, and all other uses of music – singing, formation dancing, playing an in-
strument, listening – arouse their suspicion.132

That said, Scruton still believes that pop music, for all its power over the
modern psyche, will not endure. Just as he recognises signs of an archi-
tectural revival in the work of Leon Krier and the New Urbanists, he sees
‘rays of hope’ emanating from the pens of composers such as Henryk
Gorecki and John Tavener. In conveying a sense of the higher life, their
music provides a ‘promise of release from the alienated world of popular
culture’. And it does so by adapting itself to the ear of those ‘raised on beat,
which responds to relentless ostinato far more readily than to melody or
to counterpoint’. 133 Indeed, when he listens to composers of his own,
‘somewhat younger, generation – Colin and David Matthews, Oliver
Knussen, David del Tredici, Robin Holloway’, Scruton believes that the
revival of melody and counterpoint is already well underway, thereby an-
nouncing the imminent demise of ‘the bleak noise-factories of the post-
modern orchestra’.134

* * * * * *
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In the end, therefore, Roger Scruton believes that only when we reject the

‘wilful desecration’ of the culture of repudiation will we halt the flight

from beauty. Only then will we ‘find our home here, coming to rest in

harmony with others and with ourselves’. Only then will we succeed in

cultivating good taste in our children and in convincing them that ‘if you

want to know the meaning of life – of your own life as well as of the lives

around you – you should explore your cultural inheritance with a criti-

cal eye, so as to repossess the meaning that has been distilled in it’. 135 But

that will require, in turn, a rejection of the ‘ubiquitous diseases of senti-

mentality and kitsch’, in favour of the aesthetic ideals as outlined in this

chapter.136 And should you doubt that, Scruton invites you to consider

what would happen if we were ever tempted to fully embrace ‘a culture

that wishes not to educate our perception, but to capture it, not to enno-

ble human life but to trivialise it’. Imagine, he writes,

… a world in which people showed an interest only in Brillo boxes, in signed uri-

nals, in crucifixes pickled in urine, or in objects similarly lifted from the debris of

ordinary life and put on display with some kind of satirical intention – in other

words, the increasingly standard fare of official modern art shows in Europe and

America. What would such a world have in common with that of Duccio, Giotto,

Velazquez, or even Cézanne? Of course, there would be the fact of putting objects

on display, and the fact of our looking at them through aesthetic spectacles. But

it would be a degenerate world, a world in which human aspirations no longer

find their artistic expression, in which we no longer make for ourselves images

of the ideal and the transcendent, but in which we study human debris in place

of the human soul. It would be a world in which one whole aspect of the human

spirit – the aesthetic – would have become stunted and grotesque. For we aspire

through art, and when aspiration ceases, so too does art.137

So yes, art does indeed grow from the sacred form of life, for it is

through the aesthetic that human beings can fulfil their deepest longings

– the longing to love and to belong. We can, says Scruton, ‘wander

through this world, alienated, resentful, full of suspicion and distrust’.

That, however, need not be our fate, for if we have the courage to enter

‘the cathedral of culture’, we shall suddenly find that the experience of

beauty guides us elsewhere. It will bring us into a culture of love, one that

‘tells us that we are at home in the world’.138 But that is not all: we shall
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be reminded that we also belong to the ‘sphere of consecrated things’, and
that beauty is the mark of that transcendental sphere in time. And that is
why, when we despoil art, we commit nothing less than an act of sacrilege. 

This is all a way of saying that Roger Scruton’s aesthetics is an attempt
to save the sacred from the profanities of the present age. He urges us to
rediscover beauty in those things that we once loved – ‘the woods and
streams of our native country, friends and family, the “starry heavens
above” ’.139 In so doing, he reveals the true meaning of our lives here on
earth. 
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In a world of declining religious conviction, high culture provides a path
to membership. By acting on both the individual and his Lebenswelt, it
presents ‘an imaginative picture of man and his fulfilment, of moral mo-
tives and their consequences, of situations and meanings defined by a real
common culture’. Through Shakespeare’s plays, for example, ‘we confront
the noble, the innocent, the majestic, the pious and the just; and also the
vicious, the unseemly, the hellish, the sentimental and the base’. For Roger
Scruton, as I noted in Chapter 3, high culture is rooted in ‘a core experience
of community’, one that unites us ‘in imagination to the unborn and the
dead’. And while it is, as he says, ‘valuable to men in every period’, it be-
comes ‘irreplaceable once the core experience of membership is lost’. In
an age of repudiation and desacralisation, it thus offers ‘our last glimpse
of the sacred, the last memorial to an experience without which our free
and easy manners will bring us face to face with Nothing’. The result,
Scruton warns, will not be ‘some new and vital community, some new
“core experience”; it will be the regimented disorder of the totalitarian
state’. 1 What this means in essence is that aesthetics and conservative pol-
itics are directly linked, in so far as both seek to fulfil man’s primal long-
ing for ‘a lost experience of home’. 

In contrast to the oikophobia of the postmodernists, Scruton follows
Hegel in believing that the true task of philosophy is to provide for the
‘spiritually homeless, a promise of their proper home’. That is why, to re-
peat, he believes aesthetics must once again become the ‘paradigm of phi-
losophy’. For how else can a person become conscious of who he is and
where he belongs, except through building, making and decorating that
small patch of earth he calls ‘home’? How else, in other words, can he come
to see himself reflected in an otherwise objective and alien world? Or, as
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Scruton puts it in a discussion of Hegel’s thought:

The final end of every rational being is the building of the self – of a recognis-
able personal entity, which flourishes according to its own autonomous nature,
in a world which it partly creates. The means to this end is labour, in the widest
sense of that term: the transformation of the raw materials of reality into the liv-
ing symbols of human intercourse. By engaging in this activity, man imprints
on the world, in language and culture as well as in material products, the marks
of his own will, and so comes to see himself reflected in the world, an object of
contemplation, and not merely a subject whose existence is obscure to everyone
including himself. Only in this process of ‘imprinting’ can man achieve self-con-
sciousness. For only in becoming a publicly recognisable object (an object for oth-
ers) does a man become an object of knowledge for himself. Only then can he
begin to see his own existence as a source of value, for which he takes responsi-
bility in his actions, and which creates the terms upon which he deals with oth-
ers who are free like himself.2

As understood by Scruton and Hegel, aesthetics is a form of cultural

labour that rescues man from his temporal isolation. Through the aes-

thetic endeavour, his alienation gives way to personal identity and human

settlement. For it is then that objects are made into ‘an expression of our-

selves and our common dwelling place’. It is then that we ‘endow them

with the marks of order, legitimacy and peaceful possession’. In so doing,

objects can be said to contain within themselves the subjective intention-

ality of those who made them, an intentionality that ‘lingers on after

human deaths and departures’. This process is what Scruton refers to as

the ‘mystification’ of the natural order. Through it, ‘ordinary things and

everyday customs’ come to acquire a ‘nimbus of authority, a quasi-divine

and in any case mysterious given-ness …’. It is, moreover, how they come

to command the loyalty of those who share a common dwelling-place.

And, as he explains, it was how Scruton’s beloved England came to be do-

mesticated:

The world of the English was a world of rituals, uniforms, precedents and offices.
In any serious business they would spontaneously adopt another and higher
tone, borrowing legal and biblical words, addressing their colleagues not directly
but through some real or imaginary chairman, and creating a mystical body out
of a mere gathering of people. Schools had their uniforms and began their days
with an assembly in which hymns were sung, solemn words uttered and the spirit
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of the school invoked from the dais. Their institutions were marked by cere-
monies and offices, and housed in buildings clad in Gothic arches, barbicans and
fairy pinnacles. Each defined not just a function but a form of membership. Bar-
risters dined in their Inns and dons in their colleges; each village had its cricket
team, its darts club and its Women’s Institute. The English accepted titles, coats
of arms and insignia of office as endowed with their own special magic, and the
College of Arms was kept busy year upon year by their claims for privilege and
precedence of a purely symbolic kind. Class, for them, was not an economic but
a spiritual fact, and through their tenacious titles of nobility they rendered so-
cial differences by and large acceptable, even to the losers. Titles, forms and the
mystique of noble birth are costumes, through which the upper classes can dis-
play their difference and safeguard their privileges without flaunting their power.
The English aristocrat was not a courtier, kowtowing to his sovereign in the city,
but the heart and soul of the landscape where he resided, bearing a title that 
ennobled the country as much as it ennobled himself. Monarchy was, for the 
English, not a form of political power, but a work of the imagination, an attempt
to represent in the here and now all those mysterious ideas of authority and 
historical right without which no place on earth could be settled as home.3

IN PRAISE OF PREJUDICE

The mystification of the natural order is the means by which we humans
settle in a specific place and identify it as ours. It is therefore the basis of 
the conservative attitude. Culture matters to the conservative because it 
involves ‘all those activities which endow the world with meaning, so that
it bears the mark of appropriate action and appropriate response’. 4 Fur-
thermore, it enables the individual to achieve an appropriate understand-
ing of his ‘social nature’. For Scruton, you acquire that understanding, not
through individual choice, but through the practices and cultural customs
of the ‘social organism’ to which you belong. Such is what Edmund Burke
called ‘prejudice’, by which he did not mean bias of a bigoted kind, but the
‘latent wisdom’ contained in the ‘general bank and capital of nations and
of ages’. Prejudice is, as Scruton writes, ‘the set of beliefs and ideas that
arise instinctively in social beings, and which reflect the root experience
of social life’. 5

What primarily interests Scruton in Burke’s account of prejudice, is
that it answers those who would seek to demystify and desacralise the
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natural order.6 Broadly speaking, that is the agenda which drives the pro-
ponents of liberalism, socialism and their postmodern successors. Each of
those ‘movements’, Scruton asserts, ‘proposes a description of our condi-
tion, and an ideal solution to it, in terms which are secular, abstract, uni-
versal, and egalitarian’. In reality, however, it is no solution at all, for, as he
explains in a powerful passage worth citing in full,

… [e]ach sees the world in ‘desacralised’ terms, in terms which, in truth, corre-
spond to no lasting common human experience, but only to the cold skeletal
paradigms that haunt the brains of intellectuals. Each is abstract, even when it
pretends to a view of human history. Its history, like its philosophy, is detached
from the concrete circumstance of human agency, and, indeed, in the case of
Marxism, goes so far as to deny the efficacy of human agency, preferring to see the
world as a confluence of impersonal forces. The ideas whereby men live and find
their local identity – ideas of allegiance, of country or nation, of religion and ob-
ligation – all these are, for the socialist, mere ideology, and for the liberal, matters
of ‘private’ choice, to be respected by the state only because they cannot truly
matter to the state. Each system is also universal. An international socialism is the
stated ideal of most socialists; an international liberalism is the unstated ten-
dency of the liberal. To neither system is it thinkable that men live, not by uni-
versal aspirations but by local attachments; not by a ‘solidarity’ that stretches
across the globe from end to end, but by obligations that are understood in terms
which separate men from most of their fellows – in terms such as national history,
religion, language, and the customs which provide the basis of legitimacy. Finally
– and the importance of this should never be underestimated – both socialism
and liberalism are, in the last analysis, egalitarian. They both suppose all men to be
equal in every respect relevant to their political advantage. For the socialist, men
are equal in their needs, and should therefore be equal in all that is granted to
them for the satisfaction of their needs. For the liberal, they are equal in their
rights, and should therefore be equal in all that affects their social and political
standing.7

Statements like that have earned Roger Scruton the lasting enmity of the 
liberal establishment. Yet, as I see it, Scruton’s only sin was to have pointed
out that man is instinctually conservative, meaning that he naturally
yearns to belong to a community that shares his values and convictions as
expressed through the common culture. This means that he is not natu-
rally given to revolutionary politics, which proposes large-scale transfor-
mations ‘as a remedy for the unhappiness of man’. 8 He is not, generally

Roger Scruton: The Philosopher on Dover Beach

122



speaking, a proponent of what Scruton labels ‘the malady of agitation’. He
looks, rather, to the permanent and concrete facts of communal life as 
antidotes to social ills. Whereas liberals strive ‘to cast away the coat of 
prejudice, and to leave nothing but the naked reason’, the conservative, by
relying on inherited customs, ‘has a motive to give action to that reason,
and an affection which will give it permanence’. That is because, as Burke
counsels, prejudice ‘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’. 9

And so, according to thinkers like Burke, Hegel and Scruton, politics
should be understood as ‘living matter’. In contrast to the liberal, for
whom ‘no particular scheme of values, no particular historical commu-
nity, no particular custom, circumstance or prejudice, can be incorpo-
rated into the abstract statement of basic rights’, the conservative believes
that we join together not only voluntarily, but also ‘naturally and in-
evitably’. We do so in and through ‘institutions of membership’, which
are, according to Scruton, the ‘sine qua non of social life’.10 Like traditions,
institutions are living entities that are the product of what F. A. Von Hayek
calls ‘spontaneous order’. They too posses ‘inner life and inner purposes’
that correspond to a legal and moral personality, one which is the subject
of praise and blame. Scruton elaborates:

Institutions can have moral rights and duties; they can invite our respect and
consideration, not as means only, but as ends in themselves; and they are rational
agents, with their own changing goals and their hopes and fears for the future.
This is a strange fact, but it is a fact none the less. Indeed, it is one reason why in-
stitutions are so important to us: for they are the objective counterparts of our
experience of membership, and can be loved as persons through every change in
the persons who compose them. A corporation can be the object of praise, loy-
alty, pride, as well as of anger and resentment; it can possess habits of mind,
virtues and vices. A corporation has even been the central character in a drama
(Wager’s Die Meister singer), in which the phenomenon of membership is pow-
erfully vindicated.11

CARING FOR INSTITUTIONS

The idea of ‘corporate personality’ is central to Scruton’s conservative
outlook.12 For him, liberalism is mistaken in positing the autonomous in-
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dividual as the bedrock of political order. That is because, for such an in-
dividual, ‘the chief political benefit is freedom – freedom from the con-
straint and coercion exercised by others’. 13 For the conservative, however,
individual liberty is not an absolute, but the result of ‘a long process of
social evolution, the bequest of institutions without whose protection it
could not endure’. Simply put: it is only in and through institutions that
genuine freedom can be realised and exercised. That is to say, human free-
dom is not something immediately given; it is, like human personality 
itself, a social artefact, and is therefore ‘not the precondition but the 
consequence of an accepted social arrangement’. So what then does it mean
for a conservative to value freedom? For Scruton, it means valuing the 
existing social order, without which the pursuit of freedom would be ‘no
more than a gesture in a moral vacuum’.14 Yes, the release of the self from
all constraint may indeed appear like ‘the fullest flowering of human 
freedom’. But in reality, it is more akin to ‘self-dissipation’ than self-
realisation. 

Scruton’s conservatism is, thus, primarily interested in the preservation
and care of institutions. In so doing, it rejects individual rebellion in favour
of what Scruton calls ‘congenial authority’. That idea is centred on a repu-
diation of the core principle of liberal theory, espoused initially by
Thomas Hobbes, and which declares there can be ‘no obligation on any
man which arises not from some act of his own’.15 Scruton is here taking
aim at the idea of the ‘social contract’ which has dominated political the-
ory in one form or another from the time of Rousseau to that of John
Rawls. For the social contract theorist, my obligations, if they are to have
any force or meaning, must be grounded in free choice. Hence, those ob-
ligations that the self inherits, because not freely or rationally chosen, are
considered by him to be illegitimate. 

From that standpoint, Burke’s appeal to prejudice would be regarded
as irrational, as would Hegel’s assertion that the pre-contractual order of
the family is a necessary stage in political development (see below). That
is so because the whole point of social contract theory is to undermine
local attachments in favour of universal citizenship. It seeks to strip away
custom and tradition in order to posit principles which are valid and ac-
ceptable to ‘all people everywhere, whatever their history and condition’.
Indeed, as Scruton points out in various contexts, John Rawls16 has taken
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this idea in an absurd direction, by suggesting that we ‘discount not only

our race and sex, but also our religious values and our “several conceptions

of the good” – in short, all that truly makes rational choice conceivable’.17

In so doing, he pushes ‘to the limit – or rather, to one of its limits – the

Western idea of a purely political order, in which all bonds of membership

are contained within the abstract rights and duties of the citizen’. 18

The basic liberal contention then is this: institutions are not the guar-

antee of real freedom, but an impediment to it, and only by reordering so-

ciety so that everyone is party to the contract, will such liberty be ours.

However, following Hegel, Scruton believes that the ‘We’ always precedes

the ‘I’. For him, to repeat, the individual subject is not the basis of social

or political life, but a gift of culture. That is what Scruton means when he

says that ‘human freedom and human personality are social artefacts’, and

that the person ‘has an indefeasible duty to history, and to a culture that

he did not choose’.19 In other words, society precedes the subject, and in

so doing supplies it with concrete reasons and motives for action. The 

result is that if we value freedom, then we must ‘value something else,

which is not the effect of freedom but its precondition – namely the 

social order from which duties and values spring and upon which the

human personality depends for its identity’. 20

For Hegel, the social order, or Sittlichkeit,21 is composed of all those 

customs, laws and institutions which ‘give reality to our moral scruples,

and reconcile in us the contrasting demands of autonomy and commu-

nity’,22 the most important of which is the family. By ‘family’ he means ‘all

those relations of “natural piety” which provide the individual with the

core of moral identity and support from which his social nature devel-

ops’. 23 The individual does not, in other words, choose his moral or po-

litical identity. It too is a gift of culture – a gift of the given social reality

which precedes the individual. The upshot is that, for the conservative, the

social contract is at best a ‘naïve’ thought-experiment, in that it presup-

poses ‘the existence of people who are [already] able to communicate,

agree, and recognise rights and obligations’. 24 Or, as Scruton puts it in The

Meaning of Conservatism:

… the very possibility of free and open contract presupposes a sufficient social

order, not because it would otherwise be impossible to enforce contracts (al-
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though that too is true), but because without social order the very notion of an
individual committing himself, through a promise, would not arise.25

CIVIL SOCIETY

What Hegel and Scruton both recognise is that good politics is not purely

a product of consensual relations. It is, to repeat, a complex process com-

prised of many layers, one whose legitimacy is rooted in obligation: obli-

gation, as Hegel believes, to the family, civil society and the State, each

sphere of social existence being dialectically related to the other:

Civil society is the totality of free associations. It depends for its continuation
upon institutions which, by defining the obligations of their members, have an
inherent tendency to transcend any contractual legitimacy. The principal in-
stance of such an institution is the State, without which there could be no law,
and therefore no guarantee of the justice upon which civil society depends for its
survival. Our obligation to the State, like our obligation to the family and its
members does not arise through a free undertaking, but rather through a slow
process of development, during which we acquire obligations long before we can
freely answer to their claim on us.26

Civil society is the sphere of true freedom, in so far as it is an ‘arena of

spontaneous institution-building’.27 It is the sphere of culture – a place

where, recalling what I said at the beginning of this chapter, we discover

who we are and where we truly belong. For it is there, in the company of

others who share our longings and our loves, that we form, in the words

of Scruton’s Xanthippe, ‘our vision of intrinsic value’.28 Without the free-

dom that civil society guarantees, human beings would neither have the

time nor leisure to contemplate their ‘heavenly pleasures’. It follows that,

… free associations are the true source of whatever is ultimately worthwhile, and
of the motives – honour and shame – which make it so. It is from our little in-
stitutions – and I count the family as the most important among them, along
with the brotherhoods and sisterhoods, the groups of kinsmen, the religious
guilds and dining clubs – that the meaning of life, or rather the many meanings
of life, derive. Without them, deprived of our goals, we can do nothing of value:
all our actions then become means, and since nothing has intrinsic purpose,
nothing has purpose at all. Our lives become lost in calculation, but the only ob-
ject of this calculation is to survive the present moment and calculate again.29
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Worse still, if the State abolishes civil society, which those of a totalitar-
ian complexion are wont to do, the social order becomes de-personalised.

In reaction to the Jacobin assault on the old institutions, customs and
values of pre-revolutionary France, Burke wrote that society should be
viewed as a partnership ‘not only between those who are living, but be-
tween those who are living, those who are dead, and those who are to be
born’.30 The French revolutionaries sought to peel away the ancient per-
sonality of their country, thereby disenfranchising the unborn and si-
lencing the dead. But that is what invariably happens, argued Burke, when
the distinction between the State and civil society collapses. For him, as
for Scruton, the partnership between those living, dead and unborn,
which is guaranteed by the institutions of civil society, should have no
‘single or overriding purpose’. To be part of civil society is its own re-
ward – an end in itself. But when society or politics is driven by what
Burke called an ‘armed doctrine’, it will be ‘subjected to the State as to a
military commander, mobilised about a ruling activity, and directed to-
wards a future goal’.31

The best way of understanding what is at issue here, is by returning to
the notion of ‘corporate personality’. For Scruton, the human person is
‘neither identical with his body nor distinct from it, but joined to it in a
metaphysical knot that philosophers labour fruitlessly to untie’. Civil so-
ciety is somewhat similar to the human body, whereas the State is like the
human person, it being ‘the supreme forum of decision-making, in which
reason and responsibility are the only authoritative guides’. The State is, in
other words, the sphere of law, in that it affords legal safeguards to the
‘little platoons’ of civil society. This means that state and society ‘are in-
separable but nevertheless distinct, and the attempt to absorb one into
the other is the sure path to a stunted, crippled and pain-wracked body
politic’.32 For then, the State becomes all-pervasive and all-powerful, dom-
inating every sphere of human activity and forcefully coercing people to
its overarching and immediate aims. It is then that we witness the perni-
cious process of deperson alisation, in which the dead and the unborn are
summarily elided from the equation. It is then that power is exercised
solely ‘in a spirit of calculation’, being without ‘the principle of answer-
ability from which the sanctity of limits derives’. No longer is the State a
source of agency, one that can be held accountable for its actions before
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the law. Neither is it perceived as a ‘rational being, responsive to criticism,

capable of remorse, shame, pride, honour, self-affirmation and regret’.33 If

anything, it appears as a ‘corporate psychopath, respected by none and

feared by all’. And in that world of ‘thing institutions’, there are no obli-

gations ‘beyond the lifetime of the individuals who undertake them’.34

The remedy for such a malaise, argues Scruton, is to ensure the ‘politi-

cal centrality of the idea of rational agency’. This means prioritising the ap-

pearance of the world as the principal source of reason, responsibility and

personality. It means recognising the true ‘objects of our allegiance, the

sources of authority, and the foci of our political concern are corporate

agents: institutions, the law, parliaments, churches and schools – all those in-

stitutions, in other words, that bear witness to the longings of the dead,

and without which the unborn would be denied their rightful bequest. He

writes:

The true public spirit – the spirit from which civil society and all its benefits 
derive – requires just such a projection of our duties beyond the grave. The care
for future generations must be entrusted to persons who will exist when they
exist; and if there are no such persons surrounding me, how can I have that care,
except as a helpless anxiety? I can enter into no personal obligation that will bind
me to past and future souls, nor can you. Only a corporate person can enter such
an obligation, and only through corporate persons, therefore, can the relation
to the unborn and the dead be made articulate and binding … That this relation
to the unborn and the dead is necessary for the fulfilment of the rational agent
is something that we should not doubt. For it forms the premise of self-justifi-
cation. The individual is justified by the knowledge that he did right by the
knowledge of those who survive him, whom he never knew and promised him
nothing; and equally by those who preceded him and bequeathed to him, un-
knowingly, their store of trust. In the broadest sense, then, the corporate person
is necessary to the ecology of rational agency, and without such constructs our
aims will be as truncated as our lives.35

The important word in that passage is ‘ecology’. The institutions of the

State and civil society can be said to have a personality, because they con-

cretely express the identity and intentions, not only of those who inau-

gurated them, but also of subsequent generations who ensured their

survival. Institutions, to repeat, testify to the successful settlement of a

people and its ‘mystification’ of the natural order. That is why the man-
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ner in which they are built matters: a purely functional building, for ex-
ample, does not express or symbolise anything, in so far as it merely serves
the purposes of the present generation. To possess personality, however,
a building must contain and sustain what Hegel called the ‘Geist’ (spirit
or consciousness) of those who went before. It must bear witness, in other
words, to their ideals and values, thereby mediating between absent gen-
erations and their surviving counterparts. Hence, it is through institu-
tions that the living converse with the dead, thus preserving the spirit of
the past for those who are yet to come. Without the maintenance of in-
stitutions, the social, political and moral ecology would simply collapse.
The dead would have no means of passing on their wisdom (Burkean
‘prejudice’), while the unborn would be severed from their spiritual ori-
gins in the common culture. That explains why, for Scruton, the preser-
vation of the given political existence is of paramount significance for the
conservative, and what ultimately distinguishes him from the liberal and
the socialist:

The task for the conservative is to find the grounds of political existence con-
cretely, and to work toward the re-establishment of legitimate government in a
world that has been swept bare by intellectual abstractions. Our ultimate model for
a legitimate order is one that is given historically, to people united by their sense
of a common destiny, a common culture, and a common source of the values 
that govern their lives. The liberal intelligentsia in the West, like the erstwhile
communist intelligentsia in the East, has persistently refused to accept the given-
ness of human existence. It has made life, and in particular political life, into a
kind of intellectual experiment …36

For Scruton, as we have seen, it is simply impossible to view life as an 
experiment. We are of necessity attached to a place, whose personality and
identity is secured through its institutions. This attachment to a people
and place is not chosen, but ‘is given to us in the very texture of our so-
cial existence’. For the liberal, on the other hand, politics is never an end
in itself, but always a means to some further goal which Scruton correctly
identifies as that of ‘equality’. More specifically, it is ‘moral equality’ or an
equality of ‘rights’ which is rooted in the Kantian idea of pure individual
autonomy. But that is to overlook the fact that the political Lebenswelt
encumbers the individual from birth with obligations ‘that are not of my
own devising’. Indeed, it is only when I recognise that my principal debt
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to the world is one of ‘piety’ and sacrifice (rather than justice and equal-
ity), that I will discover the consolations of attachment and homecoming.
From that perspective, politics is anything but the sphere of personal ex-
perimentation. It is a ‘manner of social existence, whose bedrock is the
given obligations from which our social identities are formed’. Hence, it
is never a means to an end, but always an end in itself.37

All this is nicely summarised by the British Hegelian F. H. Bradley, in a
piece from the latter’s Ethical Studies which Scruton excerpts in Conser-
vative Texts.38 Bradley tells us that no child is born ‘into a desert’. Rather,
he is born ‘into a living world, a whole which has a true individuality of
its own, and into a system and order which is difficult to look at as any-
thing else than an organism’. And then, directing his pen at liberal
‘thinkers’ who are wont to dismiss this view of human nature, Bradley
asserts that the child,

… does not even think of his separate self; he grows with his world, his mind
fills and orders itself; and when he can separate himself from that world, and
know himself apart from it, then by that time his self, the object of his self-con-
sciousness, is penetrated, infected, characterised by the existence of others. Its
content implies in every fibre relations of community. He learns, or already per-
haps has learnt, to speak, and here he appropriates the common heritage of his
race, the tongue that he makes his own is his country’s language … and it car-
ries into his mind the ideas and sentiments of the race …, and stamps them in
indelibly. He grows up in an atmosphere of example and general custom, his life
widens out from one little world to other and higher worlds, and he apprehends
through successive stations the whole in which he lives, and in which he has lived.
Is he now to try and develop his ‘individuality’, his self which is not the same as
other selves? Where is it? What is it? Where can he find it? The soul within him is
saturated, is filled, is qualified by, it has assimilated, has got its substance, has built
itself up from, it is one and the same life with the universal life, and if he turns
against this he turns against himself; if he thrusts it from him, he tears his own
vitals; if he attacks it, he sets his weapon against his own heart.39

CONSERVATISM IS NOT COMMUNITARIANISM

This explains why Scruton’s brand of conservatism should not be con-
fused with the movement known as ‘Communitarianism’. Writing in 1996,
at a time when communitarian ideas were gaining currency from the
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White House to Downing Street, he says that, ostensibly at least, com-
munitarians ‘view themselves as critics of liberalism, defenders of social
sentiment against the dispiriting individualism of modern life’. On closer
inspection, however, thinkers such as Charles Taylor, Michael Sandel and
Michael Walzer are ‘just so many made-over liberals, dressed up in a rhet-
oric of fellow feeling’.40 In fact, far from forging ‘an alternative to the 
destructive trends unleashed by liberalism, they are the latest incarnation 
of the old liberal grievance against bourgeois civilisation and its homely
virtues’. The reason for that is clear: Scruton contends that communitar-
ians conflate what they call ‘community’ with the State. Taylor, for exam-
ple, identifies the welfare state as the antidote to unbridled capitalism. 

Likewise, both Sandel and Walzer see the modern welfare state as ‘the
very symbol of “community”’. But that, Scruton argues, is a serious mistake,
for the real ‘source of social decline in our day lies in the tendency to
mortgage our future for the gratification of those who are living now’.
The welfare state, ‘with its massive accumulation of power devoted to dis-
tributing resources among the living and contemptuous of all limitations
contained in custom, tradition, inheritance, and private property’, encour-
ages people to prioritise their individual rights over their responsibilities
to the dead and the unborn. But as Burke rightly taught, we were not put
here to pillage our inheritance. Still less ‘have we the right to distribute all
goods equally among the living, without regard for who deserves them,
who owns them, or who will use them wisely and well’. Rather, we are the
living trustees of society, ‘bound by the duties of our tenancy. The real
duties of social membership are owed not only to the living members.
They are owed “transcendentally”, to people whom we can never know
and whose numbers are uncountable.’ 41 Put in simple terms: we have no
right to exploit the social and moral ecology for our own short-term 
purposes.

VIRTUOUS ECONOMICS

As his critique of the excesses of the welfare state suggests, Roger Scruton
is a staunch defender of the free market against the planned economy. But
his defence is subtle, and one that is entirely consistent with his particular
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brand of conservatism. Following F. A. Hayek, he contends that the success
of economic activity is predicated on ‘knowledge of other people’s wants,
needs and resources’. But how is such knowledge obtained? Like Hayek,
Scruton asserts it is through the price mechanism, for prices in a free econ-
omy ‘offer the solution to countless simultaneous equations mapping indi-
vidual demand against available supply’. 42 Conversely, when prices are
fixed, as they are in a planned economy, they can no longer be used to ac-
curately gauge people’s real desires. The result is a black economy, in which
the ‘spontaneous order of distribution’ falls asunder. 

The free economy is a piece of social epistemology: it tells you what peo-
ple want, thereby conferring a correct value on commodities. Any attempt to
interfere with the process of free exchange will, however, provide a false
picture of what is demanded by consumers. Thus a free economy, like the
given political reality itself, is one example (perhaps even the best example)
of spontaneous order. It arises by an ‘invisible hand’ and bears witness to the
phenomenon of ‘tacit and collective understanding’ which, once again, is
what Burke meant by prejudice. Indeed, for Scruton, no tradition can be
satisfactorily preserved without the social knowledge conveyed by market
relations, for it is on the basis of that knowledge that traditions grow and
evolve. 

Does this suggest that Scruton subscribes to unbridled capitalism? On
the contrary, as can be clearly seen in an unpublished article entitled
‘Virtue and Profit: A Critique of Managerial Reasoning’. In that context,
he defends what Jim Collins and Jerry Porras43 describe as the ‘visionary
company’ over the ‘profit machine’. A visionary company is one that un-
derstands profit ‘in the way that a biologist understands oxygen – not as
the goal of life, but the thing without which there is no life’. The Ameri-
can giants Wal-Mart and Hewlett Packard are cases in point: such com-
panies do not list profit among their principal goals, but it is ‘more often
construed as a side-effect of pursuing them’. Consequently, profit becomes
a by-product of purpose. Following Adam Smith, whose Theory of Moral
Sentiments he regularly cites with approval, Scruton argues that we often
‘achieve our goals by ignoring them, and the most profitable of our ac-
tions might be those in which we turn our backs on profit and act for the
sake of honour, kindness and compassion’. In so doing, we are led to re-
ject ‘the caricature of capitalism that its critics love to reiterate. Private
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property, private initiative, private risk, and private profit are indeed all
essential attributes of the capitalist system. But these things are econom-
ically effective only against a background of norms and values, in which
profit may be kept in view, but seldom presented as a goal’.

Taking inspiration from Aristotle’s theory of virtue, a visionary busi-
ness will draw on the inherited stock of human capital (prejudice) in
order to acquire the moral wisdom necessary to achieve real success and
fulfilment. As Aristotle taught, the acquisition of virtue requires that we
look for what is ‘permanent in human nature, with a view to identifying
the qualities that people need in all circumstances of life, if they are to
achieve the fulfilment of which they are capable’. This means that, like
the virtuous person, the virtuous company will always strive to ensure
that it is motivated in the right way and for the right reasons. It will be
guided by justice, where justice implies giving each his due. Accordingly,
contracts will be upheld, while respect and accountability towards cus-
tomer and shareholders will become permanent features of the work-
place. And so, the just business can be characterised as one which,

… treats others and its employees with respect, that takes responsibility for its
faults, honours its agreements, and does not cheat on its rivals. And a business
with such a disposition puts honour above profit in any conflict. Studies of vir-
tuous companies have again brought home to us the empirical evidence for the
view that justice, seen in this way, is not the enemy of profit, and that honesty re-
mains the best policy …44

THE RULE OF LAW

Now Scruton is well aware that the virtuous business has its enemies, both
in the form of the State, and what he calls ‘the consultants’. Whereas the 
latter seek to relegate justice ‘to a side-line’, the former tends to interfere
in the workings of the free market through the pursuit of what has 
become known as ‘social justice’. In order to understand how and why
this happens, it is necessary to recognise that for both Hayek and Scruton,
the market ‘is held in place by other forms of spontaneous order, not 
all of which are to be simply understood as epistemic devices, but some 
of which – moral and legal traditions, for example – create the kind of 
solidarity that the markets, left to themselves, will erode’.45 Scruton’s 
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Xanthippe describes this phenomenon as ‘spontaneous legality’, a process

she charmingly describes in the following terms:

Out of the strife of the marketplace comes law … People buy and sell by agree-
ment, striking bargains, making contracts, exchanging promises and building
thereby a network of trust. Nothing in this is shameful, and if we saw matters
rightly, our law of slander would not be required. Suppose then that someone
should break his trust, and fail to fulfil his part of the bargain. Surely, he will be
at once exposed to blame, not merely from the injured party, but from all those
who depend upon the system of mutual trust for their profits. The injured party
will seek redress before a judge; and the rest of society will strive to uphold the
judgement. An irresistible pressure will exist, for the establishment of impartial
courts of law, and for the enforcing of their verdicts against the guilty ones. A
kind of spontaneous legality emerges: a legality founded on consent. The law 
enacted by these impartial courts will therefore strive to uphold agreements, and
to ensure that those injured by the breach of them are duly compensated from
the goods of the wrongdoer. It will be a law for all, ‘extending through the wide
air and immense light of heaven’. Its fundamental principles will be recognised
and accepted by all men.46

For both Xanthippe and Hayek, the spontaneous order of the market

emerges in tandem with the rule of law. As Hayek teaches, the law is not 

invented but is rather ‘coeval with society’. In the primitive tribe, for example,

the individual was accepted as a member only in so far as he adhered to

the unspoken rules of the group. Those rules, argues Hayek, were not 

invented but discovered – in as much as they were ‘conceived at first as

something existing independently of human will’. 47 There is no doubt,

therefore, that ‘law existed for ages before it occurred to man that he could

make or alter it’. 48 This idea that law is discovered rather than being the

invention of an individual will is particularly significant for Scruton’s 

understanding of politics. For him, it is nothing less than true legality,

and is best exemplified, as one might expect, ‘in the English tradition of

common law – law made by judges, in response to the concrete problems

that come before them, and in which principles emerge only slowly, and

already subject to the harsh discipline of the actual’. Common law is

founded in judicial precedents, and thus ‘bears the stamp of historical

order’. 49 That is why Scruton refers to it as ‘concrete law’, for, as he writes

in respect of Hayek:
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Its ultimate authorities are embedded in the history and experience of a human
community, and although it aims to universalise its judgements, and so to achieve
the abstract form of law, it is inseparable from a given content, which derives from
conflicts within a shared historical experience.50

We could say, therefore, that the common law is itself a tradition, or, bet-

ter still, the principal means by which a land is settled and the sacred long-

ings of the tribe satisfied. It does this by uniting the ‘land and the law in a

manner that gives human contours to both’. 51

For a conservative, the law sustains civil society and protects the per-

sonality of institutions by providing for their rights and duties.52 It does

so by standing above the State in the social order of things. Unlike the

former communist countries of Eastern Europe, in which the ‘imper-

sonal’ state spread through society like a cancer, ‘cancelling the habit of

accounting and replacing legal and moral relations with self-interested

calculation as the sole preoccupation of the will’,53 the Western demo-

cratic state is a form of personal government founded on, and answerable

to the rule of law. It too is a citizen, and is responsible to all other citizens

under its care. But in order for it to be effective, the rule of law requires

judges who are free of state manipulation. Otherwise there is no restrain-

ing hand on the power of the State. It ceases to be a person with rights 

and obligations, becoming instead an all-pervasive force that strives to

occupy every nook and cranny of the civil space. Such, for Scruton, is the

aim of the totalitarian system:

In normal societies an association is permitted until it is forbidden, and when 
permitted its actions are subject to the law, under which it has rights and liabil-
ities. In totalitarian societies associations are forbidden unless expressly permit-
ted – usually by some written dispensation from the party machine. Once
permitted, however, their actions lie beyond the law: for the real decisions taken
in their name are not taken by the corporations themselves, but by the party,
which is immune from prosecution; while the responsibilities which fall on the
corporations can never be honoured, unless the party itself requires it. In place
of the old forms of civil society, therefore, there is created a new kind of social
unity: a conscript unity, foreshadowed in the levée en masse of the French Revo-
lution. The people are pulled from the path of compromise and set marching
side by side toward the future. Their regimented steps admit of no deviation,
and their lingering backward glances are subject to the sternest reproof. Hence-
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forth it is the future that counts, and those who recoil from it betray not the rev-
olutionary vanguard, but the whole of society – indeed, humanity itself. 54

This explains why judicial independence counts as the bedrock of 

conservative politics and of an authentically just state. Unlike the liberal,

for whom all authority is oppressive, conservatism is rooted in ‘the love

of existing things, imperfections included, and a willing acceptance of 

authority, provided it is not blatantly illegitimate’.55 This is what Scruton

calls the ‘authority of the actual’, and it is the guarantee of legitimate 

liberty in any political order. In so far as the law responds to concrete

problems ‘in which principles emerge only slowly’, it ‘bears the stamp of

historical order’. 56 It is the job of the judiciary to protect that historical

order from all those who would seek to threaten it, including the State 

itself. Hence, it must have authority and independence if the voice of 

tradition is to be heard and if real justice is to be done.

It is, of course, the principal objective of all revolutionaries to abolish

the rule of law once in power. That is because they know that the judici-

ary, as its guardian, effectively limits state power. This makes clear why

radicals like Foucault display such hostility towards the law. For them, ju-

dicial independence is just one more ‘instrument of domination’ used to

excuse the ‘power of the old ruling class’.57 And so the radical must seek

to destroy the judiciary, and thus the authority of existing things. He must

replace concrete law with abstract justice, or what Scruton labels ‘an

“equality” of reward – which must inevitably conflict with the concrete

circumstances of human existence’. This, in turn, demands the setting up

of so-called ‘people’s courts’, in which the will of ‘the people’ is sacred.

Needless to say, the real people are never asked if their will is reflected in

the ‘decisions’ of such ‘courts’, and have absolutely no way of appealing

those decisions in a higher court.

But if Scruton rejects the revolutionary instinct to demote law and pol-

itics to ‘epiphneomena’, he also repudiates the liberal notion of justice as

residing ‘in some distribution of privilege and property’. For, by equating

justice with redistribution, the liberal legislator not only distorts the spon-

taneous order of the market, but also undermines the spontaneous le-

gality of the social sphere. Hence, following Hayek, Scruton denounces

the very idea of ‘social justice’, saying that in its name ‘any amount of in-
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justice can be inflicted’. 58 Why so? Because those who subscribe to that
idea refuse to countenance the fact, as Xanthippe puts it, that ‘the justice
of a state lies in its procedures alone’. In her view, a state is just to the 
extent ‘that justice is done in it; and justice is done when impartial judges
give judgment according to natural law’, no more, no less. It is simply not
the job of the legislator or the judge to use the law as an instrument for
social engineering. That would be to impose a planned order on that
which has emerged spontaneously, thereby destroying the vital social 
epistemology upon which civil freedom rests.

The liberal remains convinced, however, that without central planning
and control, the cause of justice is doomed, which is why he believes that
the law is not an end in itself (something of intrinsic worth and value), but
the means by which all of society’s problems can be solved. Law then be-
comes an instrument which is used by the legislator ‘to impose on the
whole of society a common goal which, whatever it may be – health, or
virtue or “social justice” – has the immediate effect of destroying the law
and putting in the place of it [a] web of unpredictable punishments’.59 In
a personal state, by contrast, goals are not something that can be planned
or imposed. As we saw above, they emerge spontaneously and are brought
to fruition, as in the market, through a process of mutual compromise
and negotiation which it is the function of law to guide and oversee. This
leads Xanthippe to declare that the real enemy of society ‘is the one with
a non-negotiable purpose, the one who wishes to reform the world in his
own favoured direction, and who allows the world no right of reply’.60

SOCIAL JUSTICE VERSUS CONCRETE JUSTICE

You can see then why, for Scruton, the state-imposed goal of social jus-
tice ‘distorts the reasoning’ of the virtuous business. State-interference
which aims towards the forcible redistribution of profit, serves only to
make companies cynical. Instead of cultivating real virtue, they engage
in politically correct public-relations charades, with a view to keeping the 
State at arm’s length. Such is what the consultants call ‘corporate social re-
sponsibility’. The disgraced corporate giant Enron, was, for example,
‘quite good at corporate social responsibility, giving money to fashionable
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causes, making the right noises about diversity, equal opportunities, care

for the environment, and whatever else the activists were concerned to

investigate’. In reality, however, it was all window dressing: Enron wrapped

itself ‘in a veil of political correctness’ merely to avoid getting entangled

in what Xanthippe described above as a web of unpredictable punish-

ments’. Of course, doing something merely to avoid punishment cannot

be counted as virtuous behaviour. Ethics is not, in other words, about

conformity to a political agenda. Rather, it is about ‘the internal charac-

ter, the moral stature, in short the soul of the firm’. For this reason, a 

virtuous company will seek to fulfil what is, according to St Thomas

Aquinas, the ‘first principle of the natural law’ – namely, ‘strive to do good’.

And if it does so, it will reject social justice in favour of concrete justice

borne of spontaneous legality. In turn, the company will not enter the 

political realm as ‘a craven follower of some political ideology, but as a

corporate statesman, taking its place on behalf of its shareholders and

workforce in the shaping of our common future’. 61

But Roger Scruton is anything but naïve. He knows that businesses,

like all corporate persons, are oftentimes tempted to sacrifice their souls

to greed. In fact, long before the world banking crisis of 2008, he wrote:

What is important to recognise is that banks too have souls, and that, in the nor-
mal case, it is by honourable conduct that they earn their place in the economy,
and their opportunities for profit. To lend money at a market rate is to offer a
service, and a firm can be entirely dependent on this form of business without
sacrificing those other and higher goals which earn the trust of its customers and
its own place in society. Think of the calamity that befell Barings Bank, in which
the old and upright customers of the City of London were exploited from within
by one of the new breed of self-centred nihilists. Or think of Lloyd’s and its col-
lapse, an episode that eloquently illustrates the distinction between honourable
and dishonourable ways of using other people’s money. Such examples remind
us that it is true of money as of any other business, that profit must come sec-
ond to virtue, if it is to keep coming for long.62

Those prophetic words assumed a new and astonishing urgency in the

wake of what we have come to know as the global ‘credit crunch’. For, 

unlike those who used that crisis as an opportunity to call for the over-

throw of capitalism, Scruton shows that its root cause lay not in capitalism

or the market per se, but in the failure of the banking sector to cultivate
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virtue. In so doing, it unleashed across the money market yet another and

more ferocious wave of ‘self-centred nihilists’, who prostituted their souls

for the sake of pure profit. And the result was just as Scruton predicted: 

their profit very quickly evaporated and the banking system very nearly

collapsed. 

In short, Scruton does not deny that ‘new opportunities for misconduct

and vandalism arise every day’. But that does not mean that we should 

simply replace the market model, for to do so would be to destroy a valu-

able source of human knowledge and social capital. Instead, we should

seek to avoid future banking crises by pursuing an economic model ‘which

sees profit as the by-product of morally admirable goals’. This means that

rather than entertain the current model of business as a ‘profit-driven 

machine’, we should recommend the model of the visionary company, as

one which cares for its soul ‘as we should care for ours, so as to be upright

citizens in a realm that we share’.63

CONSERVATISM IS CONSERVATIONISM

Conservatives who care for the soul are conservationists in every sense.

That is why those of Scruton’s persuasion cannot be accused of slavishly

following free-market ideology. As he says in a cleverly-titled essay on 

environmentalism, ‘A Righter Shade of Green’: 

Conservatism is about preserving intrinsically valuable things – economic cap-

ital, social capital, and natural capital. I use the word ‘capital’ deliberately, for its

opponents say that conservatism is nothing but the apologetics of capitalism.

That is absolutely right – provided you understand that capital embraces many

things that are not translatable into economic terms.64

If your aim is to conserve the social capital, you won’t be sanguine in the

face of environmental destruction. But such considerations do nothing to

placate left-wing hostility towards conservatism. And much of the blame for

that, according to Scruton, lies with those conservatives ‘in the political

context’ who are indeed slaves to that form of capitalist ideology which

maintains that individual freedom ‘means economic freedom and this, in

turn, means the freedom to exploit natural resources for financial gain’.65

But there is a further reason why the Left has sought to seize the moral high
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ground regarding the environment, and that is ‘the cult of the victim’. Scru-

ton explains:

There has been a motivation on the Left, going back to the 19th century and to

Marx in particular, of judging every form of human success in terms of its vic-

tims. It is assumed that when someone makes a profit, someone else must suffer

a loss. This idea of human society as a kind of zero-sum game, in which every

benefit is matched by someone else’s cost, is dear to a certain kind of left-wing

thinking. And in the Earth, we have a wonderful victim – one bigger than any

human being, who suffers the results of all our profiteering.66

So how should the conservative respond? The Leftist, as you might 

expect, looks to the State to provide a solution to environmental degrada-

tion. But for Scruton, the State is inappropriate to the task. Why, he asks,

do environ mentalists look for socialist answers to problems that conser-

vatives are best placed to answer? If they studied the issue less ideologi-

cally, they would soon realise that it is socialism, ‘with its gargantuan,

uncorrectable, and state-controlled projects’, that is far more damaging to

the Earth than its capitalist or conservative counterparts. That is so, as

we saw above, because statist solutions are not only ‘a threat to individ-

ual liberty but also to the process (of which the free market is the para-

digm instance) whereby consensual solutions emerge’. Statist solutions

are, in other words, the product of a non-negotiable purpose. Observe,

says Scruton, how the Dutch and Danish coastal landscapes have been

destroyed by ‘banks of hideous windmills’. There they stand, ‘looming

white ranks on every horizon, waving white arms like disconsolate ghosts,

blighting the landscape with their nightmare vision of judgment day’.

And yet the truth is that they produce hardly any power, ‘will never be

able to replace the coal-fired power stations that provide the bulk of the

country’s electricity, and have all kinds of negative environmental effects,

not least on the populations of migrating birds’. Despite that, the Danes

and the Dutch steadfastly refuse to admit that they were wrong. The offi-

cial propaganda, declares Scruton, ‘continues to speak as though the

windmills were the lasting proof of socialist rectitude’.67

In sum, large-scale, impersonal and goal-directed solutions are no remedy

for the ecological challenges of the age.68 What you need, argues Scruton,

are not universal but local solutions. And here I return to the point from
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which we began this chapter. I said above that aesthetics and conservative

politics are directly linked, in so far as both seek to fulfil man’s primal

longing for membership. In each case, the impulse is to go in search of a

lost experience of home. Nowhere is this more obvious than in how the

conservative responds to environmental concerns. Conservatism, as

defined by Scruton, is distinguished from ‘all its phoney libertarian and

cosmopolitan substitutes’ by two things: the love of beauty and the love

of home. Indeed, the love of culture is nothing less than a love of that

which spiritually binds one to a particular place. It is, as discussed in the

last chapter, ‘a way in which we strive to shape the world to our needs,

and our needs to the world’. Hence, in despoiling the environment, we

are not only looting the landscape in defiance of what Burke called the

‘heredity principle’. We are also shattering the aesthetic equilibrium of

that place we call ‘home’. Scruton writes that,

… when I discuss with my leftist friends about the Dutch and Danish windmills
…, we don’t just exchange likes and dislikes, as though discussing the rival mer-
its of Cuban and Dominican cigars. We discuss the visual transformation of the
country side, the disruption, as I see it, of a long-established experience of home,
and what this means in the life of the farmer, and the presence, as my leftist
friends see it, of the real symbols of modern life, which now stand on the hori-
zon of the farmer’s world, summoning him to the realities which he has avoided
for far too long. By disputing tastes in this way we are not just striving for agree-
ment. We are working our way towards a consensual solution to long-term prob-
lems of settlement: we are discovering the terms on which we might live side by
side in a shared environment, and how that environment should look in order
that we can put down roots in it. Conceived in this way, aesthetic judgment is the
primary form of environmental reasoning: it is the way in which human beings
incorporate in to their present decisions the long-term impact of what they do.69

For Scruton, ecological disasters strike when consensual aesthetic so-

lutions are either ignored or abandoned altogether. It is then that home-

building is ‘prised free from the constraints contained in aesthetic

judgement and surrendered to the utilitarian madness of the bureau-

crats’.70 Consensual solutions matter, because they allow us to accept what

is ours, while concomitantly ‘making common cause with one’s neigh-

bours’. Unlike the apocalyptic visions of left wing environmentalists, the

consensual solutions of the conservative do not seek to frighten or make
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people feel insecure. Those ‘terrifying scenarios’ seem to justify, according
to Scruton, the total repudiation of ‘existing orders, while encouraging
the kind of control from the top that would put enlightened leftists at last
in charge of the endarkened middle class’. On his reading of the matter,
however, it is the middle class, ‘with its plodding adherence to aesthetic
norms’, that holds the key to environmental sustainability, in so far as it
maintains ‘a vigilant resistance to the entropic forces that erode our social
and ecological inheritance’.71

If the Left is dedicated to the destruction of home, if its task is to liber-
ate man from his settled and consoling ways in favour of uprooted uni-
versalism, then Scruton’s conservatism is an attempt to reclaim that old
sense of belonging for the alienated sojourner of modern life. His is a phi-
losophy of homecoming and all the joy that it provides. It is a rejection
of existential individualism, liberal liberty and Marxist revolution in
favour of Hegelian recollection. It is a repudiation of the culture of re-
pudiation and a denunciation of all forms of oikophobia, with the aim of
surmounting separation through worship and affirmation of what belongs
to us by birth. Ours, he tells us, is a ‘condition of dependence. In our “angel
infancy” we are at one with the world, protected and embraced by it.’ 72

The conservative’s vocation is, thus, to follow Hegel’s odyssey of selfhood,
by restoring the alienated self to his original condition of dependence –
albeit one that is now more conscious of its trajectory from individual 
isolation to the unity and harmony of membership. 

As we have seen, Scruton teaches the reader how to take that home-
ward path through art, architecture, sexual desire, hunting, farming and
even wine-drinking. And when it comes to the environment, the quest is
exactly the same: to revive and restore the local at the expense of the uni-
versal. For, as Scruton tirelessly explains, it is only at the level of the local
that ordinary people will find a genuinely motivating force – a motiva-
tion, in other words, to preserve what they identify as theirs. He reflects
that,

… in so far as we have seen any successful attempts to reverse the tide of ecolog-
ical destruction, these have issued from national or local schemes, to protect ter-
ritory recognised as ‘ours’ – defined, in other words, through some inherited
entitlement. I am thinking of the recycling initiatives that are gradually freeing
Germany from the plague of plastic bottles, the legislation that freed certain states
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of the United States from polythene bags, the clean-energy initiatives in Sweden
and Norway, the Swiss planning laws that have enabled local communities to re-
tain control over their environments and to think of those environments as their
shared possession, and so on. These are small-scale achievements, but they are
better than nothing. Moreover, they are successful because they make appeal to
a natural motive – which is love of country, love of territory, and love of that ter-
ritory as home.73

Once the environmental movement cottons on to the fact that what it
cease lessly repudiates – the home – is paradoxically the most ‘effective
motive’ that it can be relied upon to change people’s attitudes regarding
the ecosphere, then environmentalism and conservatism will begin to find
common cause. For our home is the ‘place where we are, the place that
defines us, that we hold in trust for our descendents and that we don’t
want to spoil’. 74

The best way of describing the difference between Scruton’s approach
to environmental matters, and the approach of those on the Left, is thus
to say that his is a philosophy of love, whereas theirs is one of hatred. In
rejecting the local in favour of the global, radical environmentalists em-
brace Non-Governmental Organisations in their ‘war’ against ‘multi -
national predators’. But in Scruton’s view, NGOs such as Greenpeace are ‘as
unaccountable and unrepresentative as the predators they oppose’. They
are, moreover, driven by hatred of what they euphemistically call ‘big
business’ and capitalist enterprise, which they consider to be the princi-
pal cause of ecological desecration. In demonising enterprise, such 
people stand guilty of putting ‘politics on a war footing, in the manner of
St Just and Lenin’, a position antithetical to what Scruton nicely identifies
as ‘the conservative desire to found politics in friendship and conversa-
tion, and to resolve conflicts wherever possible through dialogue’. 75

The great irony then is this: throughout his career, Roger Scruton has
been consistently attacked by the Left for inspiring hatred against the
other. He has been charged with racism, xenophobia and fascism,
amongst many other things. And yet, any careful reader of his work will
soon discover that the only thing he rejects out of hand, is the same form
of dangerous revolutionary fervour that Edmund Burke identified in the
French Revolution, and which, as the latter rightly predicted, would even-
tually lead to social chaos and the loss of France’s national inheritance.
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Otherwise, Scruton’s conservative convictions are inspired by love, con-

ciliation and commitment, unlike those on the Left who persistently revel

in a politics of riot and revulsion.

Put simply, if it is a politics of quiet consolation that you seek, turning

to the Left will ultimately prove dispiriting. Only by living the gentle con-

servatism of someone like Roger Scruton will you find such personal

peace. But that in turn means bowing ‘to the evidence of history, which

tells me that human beings are creatures of limited and local affections,

the best of which is the territorial loyalty that leads them to live at peace

with strangers, to honour their dead and to make provision for those who

will one day replace them in their earthly tenancy’. 76
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I have argued that Roger Scruton’s is a philosophy of love, one dedicated to
restoring ‘an old experience of home’, and all the consolation that it provides.
It is an attempt to save the sacred in defiance of pseudo-scientific attacks on
the idea of personhood, the self and subjectivity. For Scruton, as for Hegel,
identity is a product of cultural consciousness. The self emerges in the con-
text of a common culture, and by dialectically engaging with his surrounds,
he acquires a sense of belonging or membership. Hence Scruton’s contro-
versial defence of the nation state should not be read as the diatribe of a nar-
row nationalist, but as the logical outcome of a philosophy that prioritises the
appearances, the Lebenswelt, the common culture and established authority.
His idea of community is rooted in territorial allegiance, the rule of law and
national loyalty. It eschews the ‘armed doctrine’ of nationalism, in favour of
a patriotism borne of love for one’s ancestral home and its institutions – in-
stitutions which are sustained, not through force, but through accommo-
dation, consent and cooperation. They are endowed with the authority of
tradition, not as something immovable, but as something revisable and re-
formable, and always respectful of those ‘absent generations’ whose bequest
to us those institutions are. It is that primal sense of political belonging,
which the culture of repudiation repudiates, that Scruton endeavours to 
revitalise as the only political arrangement suited to a truly free society. 
Accordingly, his concepts of statehood, national loyalty and membership are
not dedicated to exclusion, but to the recovery of a national ideal suited to
a society of strangers, who are nonetheless bound by common fidelity to
their territorial jurisdiction above religious or tribal attachments. 

THE HOUNDING OF HONEYFORD

Put simply, politics, for Scruton, ‘deals with the surface of social conscious-
ness’. For him, the appearances matter because political identity requires
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an understanding ‘of tradition, custom and ceremony – of the totality of

practices through which citizens are able to perceive their allegiance as

an end’. 1 Strip away the appearances in line with the ambition of the so-

cial contract theorist, and you are not left with some underlying political

reality. What you get instead is personal alienation and political disloca-

tion. For without the symbols of membership, authority and allegiance

that culture communicates, the individual is deprived of that which en-

ables him to identify with the surrounding social and political milieu. 

When he first enunciated those ideas, Roger Scruton was branded a

racist and a xenophobe by the British academic Left. As he wrote in 

Gentle Regrets: ‘It became a matter of honour among English-speaking

intellectuals to disassociate themselves from me, to write, if possible,

damning and contemptuous reviews of my books, and to block my

chances of promotion’.2 He tells of how, as editor of The Salisbury Review in

1984, he published Ray Honeyford, ‘the Bradford headmaster who argued

for a policy of integration in our schools as the only way of averting 

ethnic conflict’.3 In his article ‘Education and Race: An Alternative View’,

Honeyford had written that it ‘is no more than common sense, that if a

school contains a disproportionate number of children for whom English

is a second language (true of all Asian children, even those born here), or

children from homes where educational ambition and the values to 

support it are conspicuously absent (i.e. the vast majority of West Indian

homes – a disproportionate number of which are fatherless) then academic

standards are bound to suffer’.4 Honeyford correctly anticipated that such

pronouncements would lead to his vilification, and would certainly make

him the object of an ‘anti-racist’ witch hunt. And so he decided to launch

a pre-emptive strike. The term ‘racism’, he explained, 

… functions not as a word with which to create insight, but as a slogan designed
to suppress constructive thought. It conflates prejudice and discrimination, and
thereby denies a crucial conceptual distinction. It is the icon word of those com-
mitted to the race game. And they apply it with the same sort of mindless zeal as
the inquisitors voiced ‘heretic’ or Senator McCarthy spat out ‘Commie’. The word
‘black’ has been perverted. Every non-white is now, officially ‘black’, be he In-
dian, Pakistani or Vietnamese. This gross and offensive dichotomy has an obvi-
ous purpose: the creation of an atmosphere of anti-white solidarity. To suppress
and distort the enormous variations within races which I every day observe by
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using language in this way is an outrage to all decent people – whatever their
skin colour.5

The reaction of the left-wing establishment to Honeyford’s acute ob-

servation was utterly predictable. To begin with, he was hounded out of

his job. Scruton, who was then writing a weekly column for The Times,6

took up his cause, arguing that Honeyford,

… is brought into contact with the extensive propaganda against our schools and
curriculum produced by people who despise our traditions of understatement,
civilised discourse and respect for truth. He must deal with teachers who perceive 
the professional advantage of supporting multi-cultural education and of making
race into a kind of ‘high profile’ issue that the sowers of discord would like it to 
be. He is asked to ‘respond positively’ to suggestions that he censor textbooks, that
he give equal weight to Shakespeare and to the works of Linton Kwesi Johnson (au-
thor of the immortal Inglan is a Bitch!) and that he show no preference for standard 
English over creole or pidgin … Mr Honeyford’s crime was to tell the truth as he 
saw it. In particular, he told the truth about Pakistani politics – something that the
Left will allow when justifying Soviet policy, but not when praising British institu-
tions. For this truth he must be silenced. The ruthless bigotry of those who wish to
silence him is matched by their contempt for education. For such people, the dis-
missal of a headmaster of proven ability is a small price to pay for his replacement
by one who spouts the same ignorant rubbish as themselves.7

However, even this powerful public intervention on behalf of Honeyford
failed to silence the critics. If anything, it simply upped the ante. 

In 1985, the British Association for the Advancement of Science accused
The Salisbury Review of ‘scientific racism’, both for publishing Honeyford
and because of Scruton’s ongoing public pronouncements in support of
the national idea.8 It did not matter that Scruton had courageously written
in defence of those benighted Lebanese Christians, who were then strug-
gling to preserve their country from Syrian tyranny.9 It did not matter that
the contributors to the Review ‘included Jews, Asians, Africans, Arabs, and
Turks’.10 Neither did it matter that the journal was considered a beacon of
hope by many across Eastern Europe, a samizdat edition appearing in
Prague during 1986. All that mattered to his enemies was that Scruton and
his wretched Review be put out of business as soon as possible. The result
was that in response to a threat from ‘one socialist author – a Mr Abbs,
whose educational books were a lucrative source of income to our former
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publisher’, Longmans terminated the periodical’s contract.11 But there was
also a heavy personal price to be paid by Scruton himself:

One academic philosopher wrote to Longmans, who had published one of my

books, saying that ‘I may tell you with dismay that many colleagues here [i.e. in

Oxford] feel that the Longman imprint – a respected one – has been tarnished

by association with Scruton’s work’. He went on to express the hope that ‘the

negative reactions generated by this particular publishing venture may make

Longman think more carefully about its policy in the future’. Even more curious

was the letter sent to my head of department by another colleague, who acted as

external assessor for academic promotions. He would have had no difficulty in

recommending me, he wrote, before my articles began to appear in The Times,

and on the strength of my academic work. But those articles, with their un-

remitting conservative message, were the real proof of my intellectual powers,

and the conclusive demonstration that I was unfit to hold a university chair.12

THE FASCISM OF THE NEW LEFT

The book in question was Thinkers of the New Left, which I consider one

of Scruton’s finest. It comprises 16 essays, 13 of which originally appeared

in The Salisbury Review, and which focus on left-wing intellectuals such

as Ronald Dworkin, Michel Foucault, Louis Althusser, Perry Anderson and

Jean-Paul Sartre. The essays are insightful and penetrating critiques of

the liberal and Marxist assumptions at the heart of each author. But what

most irritated the leftist intelligentsia about this particular book was 

Scruton’s ability to highlight the ideological hypocrisy at the heart of 

the leftwing agenda. Hence, of Antonio Gramsci (who Eric Hobsbawm

ludicrously crowned ‘the most original communist thinker of the twen-

tieth century’13) Scruton says that he borrowed all the classic features of

Italian fascism against which his writings ostensibly railed. The underly-

ing theory of Gramsci’s celebrated Prison Notebooks14 is, therefore, ‘the

true theory of fascism: of the power which had pre-empted Gramsci’s

ambition, by realising it in other hands. When, in an early article, Gramsci

described the proletariat as making up an ideal unity, a fascio, he antici-

pated in his hopes precisely the form of social order which was later to 

be achieved by his rival. The philosophy of praxis – so like the philo-
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sophical “dynamism” of Mussolini … retains its charm for the intellectual

precisely because it promises him both power over the masses and a mys-

tic unity with them.’ Scruton concludes by arguing that the reason the

left-wing establishment ‘needs to identify the fascist as the single enemy’

is because ‘what better way to conceal one’s intentions than to describe

them as the intentions of one’s enemies?’ 15

In revealing the fascist tendencies of the New Left, Scruton hit a raw

nerve. He had exposed how intolerant the so-called paragons of toler-

ance, justice and equality were in practice. This enabled him to shed light

on why both he and Ray Honeyford were the targets of such vehement

abuse. In an essay entitled ‘The Left Establishment’, he recalls how, when

‘attempting to give a public lecture on the theme of “Toleration” at the

University of York’, he was ‘threatened and shouted down’. Likewise, 

Honeyford was ‘lucky to escape from Liverpool University with his life’. 16

And the reason for that was not because their arguments lacked intellec-

tual force or objective truth, but simply because people like Scruton and

Honeyford were considered an ‘existential threat’ to the ideological 

dominance of the liberal establishment. Consequently, they needed to be

condemned as heretics, racists or xenophobes, and put on trial. The result

was that Roger Scruton was systematically showered with calumny for no

good reason, other than having summoned up the courage to expose the

moral, intellectual and political incoherence of left-wing ideology. 

This phenomenon came into focus once again in 2006, when he agreed

to address the Belgian Eurosceptic party – the Vlaams Belang. Here is

Scruton’s account of what happened next:

I had heard of Vlaams Belang, and its predecessor, the Vlaams Blok, as a contro-

versial party, with widespread support among the Flemish population of Bel-

gium. I knew that the party had been targeted by the liberal establishment, and

had been accused of ‘racism and xenophobia’, and had been disbanded, in its

previous incarnation, by a Belgian court. On the other hand, there were plenty

of explanations of the accusations apart from their truth, and it seemed to me

that the true offence of the Vlaams Belang had been to threaten the vested in-

terests of the European Union. That suspicion was to a certain measure

confirmed when emails began to arrive from concerned ‘colleagues’ in Belgium

– people who had never before shown any interest in my views, but who were

now beseeching me to cancel this engagement, asking me not to give credibility
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to a dangerous right-wing party, and warning me of the damage to my reputa-

tion, should I be associated with a party of extremists. It became immediately

clear that the controversy surrounding the Vlaams Belang is one that goes to the

heart of Belgian politics, and that the opponents of the Vlaams Belang do not

wish merely to defeat it in fair and free elections, but to destroy it as a political

force. And because they cannot destroy it by democratic means, since it has the

habit of receiving the largest number of votes in Parliamentary elections, they

wish instead to destroy it through the courts, and to silence and intimidate those

who might otherwise confer legitimacy on its efforts. The very suggestion that,

by addressing the Vlaams Belang – whether in tones of agreement or tones of

rebuke – I have somehow associated myself with it, indicates the intention of the

Party’s opponents, which is to put it beyond the pale of dialogue.17

The attacks on the Vlaams Belang reminded Scruton of what he had en-

dured 20 years previously, when he and Honeyford advanced the com-

monsense view that ‘the official policy of “multiculturalism” was a mistake,

and that the future of Britain depends not on encouraging immigrants to

live apart in cultural ghettoes, but on integrating them into a common

culture of nation hood’.18 Race was consequently never an issue for Scruton,

for what he has consistently argued is that it is not blood which binds a peo-

ple together, but their shared values, customs and institutions. Those are

specifically cultural features which are inscribed across the surface of a

nation. They are the appearances that give life and meaning to the

Lebenswelt ; they give it its personality, as it were. Hence, a prerequisite of

political harmony is that all those dwelling in a particular place, pledge

allegiance to its institutions and values. That is why, even at the political

level, the aesthetic (qua the appearances) is pivotal for the consolidation

of membership and national loyalty. 

Still, even when that is clearly elucidated, it is hard for someone like Scru-

ton to fend off the accusation that, beneath it all, he is still a racist and a

xenophobe. In a number of recent pronouncements, including his speech

to the Vlaams Belang, he suggests why this is so. Scruton believes, despite

having lately conceded the truth of his assertions regarding the dangers

of multiculturalism, the liberal establishment is still in a state of denial re-

garding the need for comprehensive integration policies for immigrants.

However, by denying that something is wrong, you prevent debate around

the issue until it is too late:
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… one of the weapons that the elite has used, in order to ensure that it is never

troubled by the truths that it denies, is to accuse those who wish to discuss the

problem of ‘racism and xenophobia’. People of my generation have been brought

up in fear of this charge, just as the people of Salem were brought up in fear of

being denounced as witches. We saw what happened to Enoch Powell, as a result

of a public speech that warned against the dangers … That was virtually the last

time that a British politician dared to warn against the effect of large-scale im-

migration. Since then an uneasy silence has prevailed at the political level, while

discussion at every other level has been hampered by the periodic show-trials of

those judged to be guilty of ‘racism’ – for example, because they have argued that

immigrant communities must integrate, and that separatism is intrinsically dan-

gerous: the position adopted by The Salisbury Review under my editorship, and

which was the cause of my own castigation.19

ENOCH POWELL: AN HONEST PATRIOT

The mention of Enoch Powell here is significant for many reasons, not

least of which is the fact that, although they are very different in tone and

temperament, Scruton has often been identified in the public’s perception

with the old Tory. Powell was, of course, a leading contributor to The Sal-

isbury Review,20 and, more recently, Scruton came to his defence in a BBC

documentary marking the thirtieth anniversary of the latter’s notorious

‘Rivers of Blood’ speech, in which he warned of the dangers to the British

state of unlimited immigration.21 So why does Scruton publicly associate

himself with a man so reviled by so many? The answer can be found in a

glorious little vignette published in On Hunting, which is well worth re-

producing here in full:

The [Salisbury] Review celebrated its fifth anniversary [in 1987] with a dinner, at

which Enoch Powell was the guest of honour, and since I had to introduce the

Right Honourable gentleman, I sat next to him. Intimidating people are not

many, but Enoch Powell was one of them. The constant sideways glances from

his steely eyes seemed to express a suspicion that he had turned up at the wrong

dinner, and that I was trying to make a fool of him. At the same time he radiated

a deep and absolutist conviction on every topic that I touched on, leaving a short

silence in the wake of his robust paragraphs, into which, it was implied, I was

free to stuff my disagreement. His speech, with its level of intonation, Victorian
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syntax and biblical turns of phrase, belonged with those ancestral voices of Co-

leridge, prophesying war even while welcoming the pudding. And he gave a dis-

tinct impression that present company was no more than temporary – that he

might at any moment be lifted by divine intervention from this world of fools to

take his former place among the angels. Matters were made worse by the fact

that I admired him. He was one of the few politicians for whom England was

still the centre of the world. Even if there was something mournful and valedic-

tory in his vision of our country, there was also a wilful, Nelsonian scorn – the

kind of scorn of the timid and the ordinary that had saved us in the past and

might save us again. He was free of small-talk. Whenever an escape-route ap-

peared in the wall of trivia, his conversation would veer away into sublimities,

and the components of British politics – the crown, the common law, the lords

and commons – appeared in his discourse not as humdrum collections of mod-

ern people but as radiant and transfiguring ideas, which shone above the course

of history and cast their great light along the centuries. Long before the pudding

appeared, my inability to say anything new on Wagner, Nietzsche or Aeschylus

had been conclusively established. As the time for speeches neared, I decided to

make one last sally, and to speak about what really interested me. At the mention

of fox-hunting, Enoch laid down his fork, and looked at me long and hard, with

eyes which had lost their glassy remoteness, and burned with a living fire. He

seemed to be noticing me for the first time, as he poured out a confiding flow of

memories. Enoch had been a keen follower in his day, and hunting with hounds

was for him not only integral to the identity of our kingdom, but also something

of profound, almost metaphysical, significance. He spoke of Homer and

Xenophon, of Swinburn and Trollope, and painted a romantic picture of North-

ern Ireland from which I gathered that the Unionist cause is in some mystical way

continuous with the survival of classical civilisation and that the connecting link

is to be found in hunting. Seeming convinced by now that I was neither a spoof

nor an imposter but an apprentice member of the very angelic host that had dis-

patched him on his mission to the English, Enoch finally addressed me with a

question: ‘Are you not the same basic size, physically, if not mentally, as I?’ – such

was its gist. Without waiting for an answer, he offered to sell, at rock bottom

price, the hunting costume which lay unused in his chest of drawers at home.

The offer was irresistible. A week later I emerged from a small but elegant house

near Sloane Square, carrying a pair of hunting boots with mahogany-coloured

tops and spurs, and a black coat which – though somewhat tight at the chest,

notwithstanding the indignation which had once so magnificently swelled in it

– compared favourably to the coats I had seen at the VWH [Vale of White Horse

Hunt].22
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In Powell, Scruton identified the quintessential patriot, someone who

passionately loved England, its symbols, ceremonies and customs. Powell

was not, for him, as he was for the rest of the left-wing media and its po-

litical cheerleaders, a firebrand racist, but someone who had the courage

to express the truth, even when it was deeply uncomfortable for many to

accept it. The so-called ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech, which Powell delivered

to a meeting of the Birmingham Conservatives in 1968, was for Scruton,

‘a speech that raises in its acutest form the question of truth: what place

is there for truth in public life, and what should a politician do when

comfortable falsehoods have settled down in government, and their un-

comfortable negation seeks forlornly for a voice?’ 23 As the hysterical re-

action to that speech proved, there was little place for truth in the political

life of 1960’s Britain. Moreover, enshrining ‘comfortable falsehoods’ at

the heart of political policy has had catastrophic consequences. Indeed,

Scruton goes so far as to suggest that ‘the silencing of Enoch Powell has

proved more costly than any other post-war domestic policy in Britain,

since it has ensured that immigration can be discussed only now, when it

is too late to do anything about it or to confine it to those who come in a

spirit of obedience towards the indigenous law’. 24

Had politicians listened seriously to Powell instead of trying to silence

him with charges of racism, they might have understood that what he

was really defending was that experience of home to which Scruton has

devoted so much of his intellectual energy. It is true, as Scruton himself

admits, that Powell’s image of ‘the Tiber foaming with much blood’ was

unhelpful. It was ‘all too easy to accuse him of scaremongering, and his

quotation from the Cumean Sybil in Aeneid Bk VI – which of course no-

body recognised – was instantly re-written as “rivers of blood”, and he

himself dismissed as a dangerous madman’. 25 But underlying Powell’s

rhetoric was an idea of England as a place, one that is ‘consecrated by cus-

tom’. This, argues Scruton, was a particular conception of patriotism akin

to that forged by the Romans, ‘in which the homeland, rather than race,

was the focus of loyalty’.26 And when looked at in that way, one can clearly

see that the disquiet over immigration was the result, not of racism, 

… but of an old experience of home, and a loss of the enchantment which made

a home a place of safety and consolation. Until this fatal disenchantment, im-

In Defence of the Nation

157



migrants were regarded by the English as newcomers to the home, entitled to

hospitality while they found their feet. It was thus, for example, that the

Huguenots were received, following the revocation of the Edict of Nantes in 1685;

likewise the Dutch and German immigrants, who came in such numbers when

the English borrowed foreign princes and recycled them as kings. And to this

day the right of asylum is an untouchable provision of the English law, and one

that survives despite widespread and criminal abuse of it. 27

TERRITORIAL LOYALTY

As defended by Roger Scruton, patriotism manifests itself in ‘a natural

love of country, countrymen and the culture that unites them’.28 The pa-

triot, unlike the nationalist, looks upon his homeland as a place of solace

and refuge at day’s end. It is there, in that place of settlement, that iden-

tity is nourished and the heart consoled. That is why the charge of narrow

nationalism is so unfounded in the case of Scruton. For him, the nation

state ‘has proved to be a stable foundation of democratic government and

secular jurisdiction’. 29 Hence, it cannot be equated with those particular

nations which were responsible for the genocidal wars of the 20th century.

For that is simply to identify ‘the normality of the nation state through its

pathological versions’, such as France in the age of the Revolution or Ger-

many in the age of Hitler. As he rightly argues, ‘those were nations gone

mad, in which the sources of civil peace had been poisoned and the so-

cial organism colonised by anger, resentment and fear’. 

But who, on the other hand, has ever felt threatened ‘by the Spanish, 

Italian, Norwegian, Czech or Polish forms of national identity, and who

would begrudge those people their right to a territory, a jurisdiction and

a sovereignty of their own?’ 30 Such nation states are models of demo-

cratic order. And that is so because they consist of a ‘society of citizens’,

one in which ‘strangers can trust one another, since everybody is bound

by a common set of rules’. 31 It is for this reason that they differ funda-

mentally from their tribal and creedal counterparts, in which individuals

do not see themselves as citizens subject to a common rule of law, but as

‘members of an extended family’, or as brothers and sisters in the Faith.

Membership in those circumstances is, in other words, characterised ex-

clusively by fidelity to one’s own people or to one’s own Gods.
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In Western society, however, people are bound by their sense of belong-

ing to a common territory. Allegiance to the land supersedes tribal or re-

ligious attachments. That is not to say, of course, that national loyalty

relies on the State succumbing to secularism. As Scruton argues:

National loyalty does not rule out religious obedience. The nations of Europe
began life as Christian communities, and the boundaries between them often
mark out long-standing religious divides … Nevertheless, once the national idea
gains ascendancy, religion is gradually reshaped in terms of it – which is why we
distinguish Greek from Russian Orthodox, for example, or the Anglican from
the Scandinavian forms of Protestant Christianity. The English experience is 
particularly important, since it involved the wholesale subordination of the
priesthood to the head of state, himself regarded as bound by a territorial law 
that preceded his accession and also confirmed it.32

That said, the problem we face today in the West, and one which people

like Ray Honeyford and Enoch Powell prophesied would become a seri-

ous threat to social cohesion, is that badly coordinated immigration poli-

cies have resulted in migrant communities refusing to give primary

allegiance to their host community. Consequently, they cannot be inte-

grated ‘into a form of life that perceives exclusion, militancy, and public

displays of religious apartness as threats to the experience of member-

ship’.33 Observe, for example, the dilemmas faced by those wishing to in-

tegrate people of the Islamic faith seeking to settle in the West. Whereas

Westerners, even those of a devout religious disposition, recognise that

the State should be free from religious control, many Muslims do not.

The idea that citizens should owe their primary loyalty to the secular con-

stitution, and the rule of law that enforces it, is steadfastly resisted by the

Islamic mindset. That is so because, as Scruton correctly writes: 

Islamic jurisprudence does not recognise secular, still less territorial, jurisdiction
as a genuine source of law. It proposes a universal law that is the single path (shari’)
to salvation. And the shari’a is not understood as setting limits to what can be
commanded, but rather as a fully comprehensive system of commands – which
can serve a military just as well as a civilian function. Nor does Islam recognise the
State as an independent object of loyalty. Obedience is owed first to God, and then,
below him, to those situated at greater or lesser remove in the web of personal 
obligations. Nor is there any trace in Islamic law of the secular conception of 
government that Christianity inherited (via St Paul) from Roman law.34
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Of course, St Paul’s idea of the Church as something separate from the
secular legal order, was presaged by Christ himself in his parable of the 
tribute money. That parable, in which Christ famously declares: ‘Render
therefore to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and unto God the things
that are God’s’, is one that Scruton often cites in defence of his belief that
the contemporary Western conception of citizenship has been gifted to us
by Christianity. If Islam is founded on the law of God, a law that looks on
those who disbelieve as heretics, the Western model of jurisprudence
looks upon all those belonging to a given territory as free subjects enti-
tled to their beliefs, so long as those beliefs do not compromise their loy-
alty to the State. Enlightenment citizenship has, in essence, a specifically
Christian provenance. Our common culture and the high culture that
emerged from it were nourished by the underlying religious conviction
that redemption and peace can only be obtained through forgiveness. And
that is so because forgiveness vanquishes revenge and violence in favour
of negotiation and consent. It permits one to live in peace with one’s
neighbour, in as much as you ‘accept his otherness’, thus granting him ‘in
your heart, the freedom to be’. The striking political consequence of this
is that a society founded on forgiveness ‘tends automatically in a demo-
cratic direction, since it is a society in which the voice of the other is heard
in all decisions that affect him’. This means that in a democratic society
strangers are forgiven their faults and failings by those with whom they
share the social space. 

Under Sharia Law, however, there is no room for deviation, irony or 
forgiveness. In the presence of Islam, Scruton writes, ‘you have to tread
carefully, as though humouring a dangerous animal. The Koran must
never be questioned; Islam must be described as a religion of peace …,
and jokes about the Prophet are an absolute no-no. If religion comes up
in conversation, best to slip quietly away, accompanying your departure
with abject apologies for the Crusades.’ 35 Irony, on the other hand, means
‘accepting “the other”, as someone other than you’. It means tolerating
others with whom you might disagree on the basis that they are, first and
foremost, fellow-citizens prepared to make sacrifices to defend the com-
mon home. It means rejecting the idea, espoused by extremist groups
such as al-Muhajiroun (‘exiles’) or the Muslim Brotherhood, that territo-
rial loyalty must take second place to the law of Allah. It means privatis-
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ing religion and publicly endorsing the secular rule of law. It means ‘liv-
ing with strangers on terms that may be, in the short term, disadvanta-
geous; it means being prepared to fight battles and suffer loses on behalf
of people whom you neither know nor particularly want to know’. It
means, in sum, ‘appropriating the policies that are made in your name
and endorsing them as “ours”, even when you disagree with them’. 36

Such is the experience of the ‘first-person plural’, or the pre-political ex-
perience of the ‘we’. If the creed community demands obedience to a com-
mon object of worship, the first-person plural requires loyalty to the law
of the land. That, in essence, is what belonging to a nation means: living
peacefully with one’s neighbours on the basis of a shared history, lan-
guage and legal norms. Neighbours in a democratic order are not bound
together by blood, but by a deep affection for the land and the way that
it has been ‘mystified’, ‘personalised’ or ‘settled’. You will recall that for
Scruton, as for Hegel, the individual discovers his identity through the
aesthetic symbols that bear witness to the longings of the tribe. The ap-
pearances are, in other words, ‘endowed with a soul’ or a ‘subjectivity’. 37

They give a particular place its personality, and in so doing serve as a basis
of membership. 

Put otherwise: through the appearances the ‘I’ finds its place among
the ‘we’. Central to that process is, of course, the law. For, as we saw in the
last chapter, the law is also a means by which the land is settled. It trans-
forms a ‘shared territory into a shared identity’ – the identity of the na-
tion state. Through the law the surface of the Lebenswelt is personalised,
thus imbuing the territory with a character that commands allegiance
and sacrifice. We might say that the law is the ‘skin of significance’ that at-
taches to the land, thereby making true national loyalty possible. Peel that
skin away, as liberalism recommends, and you won’t get justice, but only
‘social disintegration’.

The upshot of this is that the form of membership which the nation
makes possible is founded ‘in the love of place, of the customs and tradi-
tions that have been inscribed in the landscape and of the desire to pro-
tect these good things through a common law and common loyalty’. And
that is why, even at the political level, culture counts. For it is in the art
and literature of a nation, that you encounter ‘a celebration of all that at-
taches the place to the people and the people to the place’. Indeed, for
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Scruton, it is this which marks the real achievement of European civili-

sation:

Europe owes its greatness to the fact that the primary loyalties of the European
people have been detached from religion and re-attached to the land. Those who
believe that the division of Europe into nations has been the primary cause of 
Euro pean wars should remember the devastating wars of religion that national
loyalties finally brought to an end. And they should study our art and literature
for its inner meaning. In almost every case, they will discover, it is an art and 
literature not of war but of peace, an invocation of home and the routines of
home, of gentleness, everydayness and enduring settlement. Its quarrels are 
domestic quarrels, its protests are pleas for neighbours, its goal is homecoming
and contentment with the place that is ours. Even the popular culture of the
modern world is a covert re-affirmation of a territorial form of loyalty. The
Archers, Neighbours, EastEnders: all such comforting mirrors of ordinary exis-
tence are in the business of showing settlement and neighbourhood, rather than
tribe or religion, as the primary social facts.38

This, once again, helps explain why national loyalty should not be con-

fused with nationalism, for nationalism is a corruption of the symbols of

peace and homeliness that form the identity of a people. As in the case of

the Nazis, those symbols were not used to inspire love of the homeland,

but ‘to conscript the people to war’. Consequently, the German nation

was ‘deified, and used to intimidate its members, to purge the common

home of those who are thought to pollute it’. 39

Nationalists of the belligerent variety are, therefore, the very antithesis

of what Roger Scruton represents. His has always been a Burkean defence

of settled things in the face of those who would wantonly pillage them.

That is why, from his earliest political pronouncements, he has consis-

tently under scored the importance of the rule of law and an independent

judiciary as that which consolidates and guarantees the ‘we’ of member-

ship. Conversely, as a ‘quasi-religious call to re-create the world’, national-

ism violently undermines the ‘we’ feeling of membership. Such, as we have

seen, is the reason why, for Burke, the French Revolution was anything but

an exercise in liberty. In essence, it was a spectacular triumph for tyranny.

Scruton agrees, but he goes further by suggesting that the abolition of the

rule of law is the funda mental goal of all revolutionary politics. Here is

how he describes this terrifying process in his magisterial account of the
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ideological basis of the French Revolution, ‘Man’s Second Disobedience’:

Tocqueville remarked that there is the greatest difference between a ‘revolution’
(such as that of 1688, or that which founded the United States of America)
through which law and adjudication continue undisturbed and which has the
maintenance of law as one of its objects, and a revolution, such as the French, in
which legal continuity is cast aside as an obstacle and an irrelevance … Armed
with his Rousseauist doctrines of popular sovereignty, or his Marxist ideas of
power and ideology, the revolutionary can de-legitimize any existing institution,
and find quite imperceivable the distinction between law aimed at justice, and
law aimed at power. His own power is sustained by the promise to abolish it; he
is therefore impatient with all institutions which use existing powers, in order not
to abolish but to limit them … Under revolutionary justice you are tried, in the
end, not for what you do but for what you are: émigré or kulak, Jew or anti-so-
cialist, enemy of the people or running dog of capitalism – in each case the crime
is not an action, but a state of being.40

THE DANGERS OF INTERNATIONALISM

The benefits of the nation state are then as follows: it inspires loyalty to
the land and the law, above fidelity to tribe or faith. In so doing, it
‘confirms our common destiny and attracts our common obedience’. This
means that national loyalty is fundamentally ‘assumed’ by democratic
government, for when people are bound by a national ‘we’ they will place
their individual interests below that of the common good. They will
peacefully tolerate a government ‘whose opinions and decisions they dis-
agree with; they will have no difficulty in accepting the legitimacy of op-
position, or the expression of outrageous-seeming views’. 41 That is why,
as Scruton argues, ‘every attempt to replace national loyalty with some
internationalist ideal threatens the historical balance of power and the
local forms of equilibrium that depend on it’. 42 For the objective of
transnational government, such as the European Union, is precisely the
same as that of the revolutionary, if somewhat more benign in form and
content: it is to scrape away the cultural topsoil from which territorial
loyalty grows. Look back at recent history, urges Scruton, and you will
see that it was not nationalism, but internationalism which brought the
most misery to people. The Communists, for example, sought to institute
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‘the most comprehensive form of internationalism that has ever been de-
vised’. And they did so by repudiating loyalty to place and people in favour
of attachment to a class. Once again, the primary purpose was to destroy
the law, which for Marx and Lenin was ‘merely an instrument of class 
oppression, a means to secure the property rights of the bourgeoisie’.
Hence by liquidating the bourgeoisie, the need for law would then, as Lenin
put it, simply ‘wither away’, and with it that form of national loyalty which
is its precondition.43

Now look at what is happening across Europe today, and you will 
notice the similarities between the bureaucrats of Brussels and their 
communist forebears. In both cases, there is an ‘attempt to make the law
and impose it without any reference to any focus of loyalty that could be
recognised by the people’. The bureaucrats of the European Union issue
diktats and decrees ‘without respect for national differences or existing
sentiments of legitimacy …’. The result is that law is diminished in the
eyes of the ordinary people of Europe. There is moreover ‘the growth of
a new kind of corruption – a bureaucratised mafia which shields its 
actions by passing laws which no one is expected to obey, least of all the 
bureaucrats’.44 How, inquires Scruton, could such a body ever command
the pre-political loyalty of its citizens? It could not, simply because all 
‘the factors that formed the loyalties of the European peoples – shared 
language, shared religion, shared customs, shared legal systems, and shared
ways of life – are absent’. 45

Bodies like the EU and the UN 46 are, in other words, destroying the
territorial loyalties which once ‘formed the basis of European legitimacy’.
They ignore the fact that the ordinary people of Europe do not consider
themselves citizens of the world, but are ‘creatures of flesh and blood,
with finite attachments and territorial instincts, whose primary loyalties
are shaped by family, religion and homeland …’. 47 The attempt to sub-
sume the European nation states into a federal body is, thus, a flawed
project. But that does nothing to prevent European oikophobes from con-
tinuing to declare war on the nation, as witnessed in their insistence that
Ireland hold a second referendum after it resoundingly rejected the Lis-
bon Treaty in 2008. It does nothing to stop them from striking at the heart
of the culture of old Europe, as enshrined in the educational curricula of
individual member nations. It does nothing to stop them peddling the
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well-worn line that European-Western civilisation is illegitimate, nothing
but an ideological construct ‘manufactured by the ruling classes in order
to serve their interests and bolster their power’. 48

That is why, for Scruton, the EU is but a political version of the culture
of repudiation. And therein is the great difference between it and the
United States of America. Both are federations, and yet American feder-
alism does not aim at empire. When it undertakes foreign adventures, it
does not do so in order to colonise other nations, but rather to restore
their sense of nationhood. Sometimes, that ambition may be misguided,
as in the case of Iraq – an artificial entity that never has been and never
will be, as Scruton rightly observes, a nation state. It has never been ‘a
country, a place defined as ours, where our way of doing things prevails,
and which must be defended at all costs if our way of life and web of 
affections is to survive’. 49 Still, even if President George W. Bush did not
fully appreciate the fact that democracy is not the default mode of 
people the world over, that it ‘depends upon a pre-existing rule of law
and established customs upholding the freedom of individuals and the
rights of minorities’, he did not invade Iraq in order to conquer but to
liberate it from the manacles of a vicious tyrant.50 And he did so, despite
what the cynics claim to the contrary, to defend the national interest.

Defending the national interest is something that America takes seri-
ously because, despite its vast size and federal system, it is a proud nation
state. It is, Scruton writes, ‘nearly unique among the states that have a seat
at the United Nations in being both united and a nation. It is the last in-
tegrated nation state in a world of imperial, tribal and religious powers’. 51

That is why, he suggests, anti-Americanism has become so fashionable
amongst Europeans: for Europe has failed where America, despite its
many problems, has succeeded. In America, Europeans catch a glimpse ‘of
their own past, in the days before cynicism and nihilism wiped away their
sense of home. They observe a country trusting its own people, as they
once trusted theirs, to rise in the common defence. They see a country
that can still confess to its faults and repent of its mistakes, because it is
confident in its good intentions’. 52

America is, in other words, a proud and patriot nation state, one that
is not embarrassed to rehearse, on a daily basis, its founding myths. A na-
tion’s myth of origin is, of course, essential to its sense of identity. It tells
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of how the land was settled and mystified – how it acquired its distinct

personality. In the case of America, however, the founding myth is unique,

for ‘it focuses on a precise moment, the moment of the Founding Fathers,

heroes who stand higher in the narrative of history than ever they stood

in reality, and who bequeathed to their countrymen a text every bit as sa-

cred as the Hebrew Bible or the Holy Koran’. This text, explains Scruton,

is both ‘sacred in its origins and secular in its effect’, in as much as it 

enshrines the ‘Enlightenment conception of citizenship, purged of all 

belligerence and defiance’. It thus commits people to a shared destiny in

defiance of all that ‘might otherwise drive them apart’. 53

In Europe, however, American patriotism is condemned as little more

than jumped-up jingoism. Its founding myth is derided as a threatening

example of that racism and xenophobia ‘which is lurking under every

bed’. Indeed, all national myths of origin are now looked upon by the 

political elite of Europe as unsophisticated fairytales unsuited to the 

modern world. Scruton explains:

Some of our national narratives have been scribbled over and cancelled out, like
that of the Germans. Others have become stories of class-conflict and oppression,
like that now told in English schools, or records of belligerent episodes that never
paid off – like the national stories that no longer appeal to the French. Every-
where we find a kind of repudiation of those fortifying legends on which na-
tions have always depended for their sense of identity. Whether this is the cause
of our loss of sovereignty or an effect of it is hard to tell. Maybe it is a bit of both.
But it is certain that the European Union does its best to encourage the de-
bunking of national narratives. The EU-sponsored history textbook, which is
now proposed as a basic text for both French and German schools, says little
about France and Germany as nation states, representing their history as a series
of unfortunate conflicts on the way to a Union where conflicts can no longer
occur. The textbook is consistently anti-American and equates America with the
Soviet Union as joint causes of the Cold War and of the tensions that divided
Europe.

And why is this happening? For Scruton, the answer is very clear:

The EU cannot create a rival identity to the nation state, unless it can identify it-
self as something superior to the nation states. It must become a project of release
from the errors and crimes of nationhood. And this means identifying the na-
tion state as a symptom of the adolescence of mankind, a stage on the way to
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transnational maturity. And it also involves identifying the last great nation state
in the modern world – the United States of America – as an example of what
must be overcome, if mankind is to enter a secure and peaceful possession of
patrimony.54

Put simply: America constantly serves to remind Europe that it is impos-

sible to have a community ‘based in repudiation’. Destroy the political

Lebenswelt by peeling away one’s founding narratives, and you won’t 

reveal the ‘really real’. You will simply create a culture of alienation, in

which people drift without any sense of home, settlement or belonging.

It is then, ‘when loyalties no longer stretch across generations or define

themselves in territorial terms’, that democratic societies fracture. It is then

that the young, having no sense of domestic security, are forced to ‘confront

a moral void’. And what follows is that which we are currently witnessing:

‘Either they reach for some new form of loyalty, like the members of 

al-Muhajiroun, or they obliterate the demands of society entirely, through

a collective dissipation of the will to inherit – a dissipation that is both

cause and effect of the sex-and-drugs lifestyle of the modern teenager’. 55

In other words, the culture of repudiation has sought to undermine the

only thing that could possibly ensure the successful integration of new-

comers. By denouncing Western civilisation and the nation state, it de-

prives people of those ‘rites of passage and forms of submission that

grant, at the end of the long hard road of adolescence, the transition to a

higher form of membership’. 56 In so doing, immigrants have nothing to

join except those tribal and religious forms of membership which they

carry with them into the West. As Scruton puts it in The West and the Rest :

Entering this new and bewildering political labyrinth the Muslim immigrant will
certainly find a freedom and a prosperity that are unfamiliar in his country of 
origin. He will also enjoy welfare benefits, free education – or at any rate ‘educa-
tion’ – for his children, and free medical services. He will find plenty of work on
the illegal market, since the states of the European Union have raised the cost of 
employing people to the point where small enterprises can no longer afford to
offer work in the official economy. What the Muslim immigrant will not find,
however, is any process of nation-building that might serve to recruit him to
membership in the surrounding social order. He will live in strict isolation, and
regard the world in which he earns his living as of no independent concern to
him. Such membership as he enjoys will come to him from his family and the 
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immigrant community to which his family belongs. And it will depend upon
their shared obedience to the rituals of prayer and fasting and to the revealed
will of God.57

IN SEARCH OF SOMEWHERE

So what is the solution to the political version of the culture of desacral-

isation? According to Scruton, we must reinforce the nation state as a 

bulwark against internationalism. That would mean rejecting global gov-

ernment in favour of those ‘negotiated solutions, consensual institutions

and legal precedents on which our democracies depend’. 58 In saying that,

however, one must insist on the distinction between internationalism and

cosmopolitanism. Whereas the internationalist is someone who sets out

to destroy local loyalties and attachments, ‘and who does not feel at 

home in any city because he is an alien in all’, the cosmopolitan takes

pride in his own nation. That said, he is also someone ‘who appreciates

human life in all its peaceful forms, and is emotionally in touch with the

customs, languages, and culture of many different peoples’. He is, as 

Scruton nicely phrases it, ‘a patriot of one country, but a nationalist of

many’. 59 We can, in other words, be cosmopolitans without being inter-

nationalists.

If the internationalist trades in alienation by seeing the world ‘as one

vast system in which everyone is equally a customer, a consumer, a 

creature of wants and needs’, the cosmopolitan endeavours to reinforce

settled things. He looks with deep suspicion on what we now call ‘glob-

alisation’, not because he rejects the free market, but because he believes

that by pursuing free trade at all costs, we threaten the very ‘thing that

makes international trade into a durable and beneficial feature of the

human condition – namely national sovereignty’. Look at anti-globalisa-

tion protests by farmers and local communities in that light and you will

see that these are not only ‘protests on behalf of a poor way of life against

what may prove to be a wealthier one’. They are, much more importantly,

‘a protest on behalf of the way of life that they can call ours, against a way

of life from elsewhere – indeed from nowhere’. They are the defiant shouts

of patriots from somewhere, in the face of a ‘presumptuous force that

roams the world like a tempest, vandalising everything in its path’. 60
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Restoring that old sense of somewhere, that peaceful paradise we know
as home, is the ultimate aim of Roger Scruton’s political philosophy. It is
a celebration of the soil ‘as an object of worship and a source of moral
strength’. In Scruton’s account, the soil becomes that source of such
strength when it surpasses tribal and religious attachments as a primary
source of loyalty. It is then that it takes on a ‘quasi-theological character’
in the minds of all those who seek settlement. As he says, ‘nowhere be-
comes somewhere when we settle there’.61 Alienation is then surmounted
as people fulfil their instinctual need to be rooted to a particular place, 
living on peaceful terms with their neighbours, and striving ‘to make that
place more agreeable to all’.

Internationalism is, however, the glorification of nowhere and of noth-
ingness. It produces rootless and ruthless beings who whizz ‘around from
one place to another without any sense of belonging to any of them’. It
desecrates once-beautiful cities like Brussels, rendering them desolate ‘ex-
cept for the cars and taxis which take the stuffed suits from meeting to
meeting’. 62 In such ghost towns, only an ‘outline of the city remains’, the
old Lebenswelt having long-since been repudiated in favour of a post-
modern paradise. No settlement, no belonging, no dwelling – nothing.

If, therefore, Roger Scruton has one central political message for this
age, it is this: let us put ‘something in place of nothing, and love in place
of denial’. Let us rediscover, as he has done through farming and fox hunt-
ing, communities founded in ‘love and affirmation’. Let us, in short, start
living and caring for one another as people did in the old world. But that,
in turn, means retreating from the global back to the local and being 
clear ‘as to who we are’. 63 It means learning once more the value of 
‘patience and sacrifice, of rooted loves and settled customs’. 64 And being
thus deflected from ‘our self-centred projects’, we are offered ‘a guarantee
of national survival’. 65

Such is the true lesson of conservative politics. And it is not one to be
found in the despair-ridden tomes of Michel Foucault, Karl Marx or Jean
Paul Sartre – thinkers for whom the human world (Lebenswelt) is a mere
construct. All those features of human existence which make it worth-
while – the person, the sacred and the aesthetic are, they tell us, just arte-
facts that may be dispensed with ‘whenever the better functioning of the
whole requires it’. When the conservative looks at the human form, he
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sees a portal to the divine. He encounters the ‘incarnation of reason’ and

the principal source of the sacred on earth. For him, the other is a font of

freedom and subjectivity in the midst of a mute world of objects. But for

the high priests of the culture of repudiation, the human subject, and 

all those institutions which preserve and protect it, ‘can be placed in the 

balance of calculation and discarded for the sake of the “liberation” of

mankind’. And that is because nothing is sacred or divine for the libera-

tor.

Whereas the conservative sees the ‘little platoons’ of civil society as en-

shrining the personality of their members, the liberator views them as

centres of oppression. He looks upon them with contempt because they

speak to him of somewhere – a settled sphere in which people ‘combine

in a spirit of conciliation, willing to renounce even their dearest ambi-

tions for the sake of agreement with their fellows’. There is no room in

such a place for the individual ego, or the culture of rights on which it

thrives. Those who dwell somewhere are guided by the spirit of cooper-

ation, duty and obligation. Theirs is a culture of responsibility in which

the needs of the entire community are factored into all decisions. Hence

the will of the ‘we’ becomes that of the ‘I’. And from this experience of

membership, argues Scruton, great emotions arise in us: 

… our sense of duty is spread more widely than the circle which inspired it, to 

embrace other places and other times. We come at last to respect the dead and

the unborn, and this is the experience on which free and stable government is

founded.66

In contrast to the revolutionary who wishes to tear everything down in

pursuit of an ‘idealised freedom’, and to extirpate all ‘humble forms of

human life’, Scruton seeks to restore a society rooted in obedience: obe-

dience to one’s family, one’s neighbours, to the community and the State.

His is a philosophy which recognises that without obedience, authority

and sacrifice, we end up with a ‘peculiar society, devoid of counsel, in

which decisions have the impersonality of a machine’. But when you view

the surrounding world as endowed with sanctity, you will willingly re-

spond to the claims of those individuals and institutions that constitute

the homeland. You will sacrifice on their behalf, and work to ensure that

future generations can claim what is rightfully theirs. 
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Scruton’s is, therefore, a philosophy that repudiates abstract right as a
‘phantom’ which ‘poisons our attachment to the realities through which
we might, in our fallen condition, live and find fulfilment’. 67 As we have
seen, the fundamental reality for the conservative is the nation, defined as
‘a sphere of local duties and loyalties’. But it is also the sphere of freedom
– not freedom from constraint, but liberty that is realised through nego-
tiation, compromise and cooperation. Hence, a truly free society is not
one which repudiates the law and squanders the sacred in the name of
revolution, rights, excess or equality. It is, rather, ‘a community of free be-
ings, bound by the laws of sympathy and by the obligations of family love’.
Conservative constraint is, therefore, moral constraint. That is why liber-
als are so committed to the notion that morality, especially that sur-
rounding sexuality, is none of our business. For in the liberal mind, at
least as it is shaped by John Stuart Mill, everything is permitted so long
as no one is harmed in the process. Liberty is thus confused with licence
in the culture of rights. 

Scruton responds to this by simply pointing out that without moral
constraint, ‘there can be no cooperation, no family commitment, no long-
term prospects, no hope of economic, let alone social, order’. Indeed, in a
society devoid of moral constraint, it is the State which rushes in to fill the
moral vacuum. For when people are no longer prepared to take respon-
sibility for their own lives, when they refuse ‘to commit themselves to oth-
ers or to social networks’, or when they prefer to enrich the ego rather
than perform acts of self-sacrifice, it is then that the State must assume the
role of the parent or guardian of licentious children. The result, warns
Scruton, is not a gain, but a loss of political liberty. Why so? Because the
State, he says, always comes with an agenda: ‘it is less interested in freeing
people than in equalising them, less interested in upholding responsible
choice than in extending its relief to the irresponsible.’ 68

And so, in the end, Roger Scruton urges his readers to eschew the lust
for transgression which characterises the philosophies of liberalism and
liberation. For they are nothing but ‘lies and delusions, products of 
sentimentality which has veiled the facts of human nature’. We should 
instead go in search of somewhere, recognising that what we have is a
precious gift which no one has any ‘God-given right to destroy’. It is then
that we shall finally understand that we are members of ‘something
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greater than ourselves’, and that all religious, aesthetic and political 
experience is nothing other than a search for community, which is ‘at the
same time a search for home’. 
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As I write, Roger Scruton is preparing to publish a new book on music.
He will follow that with a text on the philosophy of wine, and two more
on God and the environment. And rarely a week passes without the ap-
pearance of yet another major article on some theme close to his heart.
Meanwhile, he continues to lecture across America, Britain and Europe.
He has become, in sum, the quintessential public intellectual, a fact rec -
ognised by his elevation to the British Academy in 2008.

Also, in the summer of 2008 I had the pleasure of speaking at the first
conference devoted to Scruton’s work on aesthetics at Durham Castle. It
was attended by a host of senior academics from the field of analytic aes-
thetics, as well as a younger batch of intellectuals inspired by his writings
on everything from architecture to religion. The event was a major suc-
cess, and it proved conclusively that Scruton is finally being acknowl-
edged for his seminal contribution to contemporary intellectual life.

My sincere hope is that, at 65 years of age, Roger Scruton is at last find-
ing acceptance in a world from which he was for so long exiled. That is, I
hope people are finally waking up to the fact that in Scruton England has
produced a true philosophical genius, one whose prodigious output de-
serves far more attention than it has hitherto received. As one senior
British newspaper editor said to me recently: ‘When we were in college,
Roger Scruton was considered a dangerous maverick to be ignored at all
costs. Now, however, he does not seem so dangerous. In fact, he seems to
be the most sensible intellectual around.’ In many ways, Scruton has fol-
lowed T. S. Eliot in becoming a ‘traditionalist priest’ – someone who, as
he remarked in a recent interview, ‘deliberately absents himself from 
felicity in order to set an example, to be immune to certain kinds of 
relationships, to stand as father and advisor to a whole community’. And
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that is why, in this age of moral and spiritual disorder, his writings are 
assuming a profound importance, not only for intellectuals, but also for
ordinary people in search of happiness and harmony. 

His life too contains many useful lessons for those wishing to trade
alienation for the solace of settlement. Unlike most philosophers, who
rarely live by their own high standards, Scruton actually walks the walk.
His home in Wiltshire bears rich witness to the values of a bygone world
that still has so much to teach modern people, for it is a world in which
the old virtues of neighbourliness, community and the time-honoured
rituals of settlement still persist. Sunday Hill Farm is a place whose ‘at-
mosphere is ancestral, not ancient, and the charm and beauty of the sur-
roundings speak directly of renewal – renewal of a house, a landscape, and
a way of life’. It is a place where people ‘rehearse in their souls the original
act of settlement, the act that set our species on the path of civilisation,
and which endowed us with the order of neighbourhood and the rule of
law’.

In all this, and so much more, Roger Scruton is truly a prophet for our
times. Long may he speak and longer still may he be heard. For the world
can no longer afford to ignore the message of one who offers love in place
of hate, affirmation in place of repudiation and hope in place of nihilism.
By embracing his joyful wisdom, we shall learn that there are things
which, despite their best intentions, the masters of suspicion simply can-
not destroy: ‘music, poetry and art, the sacred texts and the secular knowl-
edge which derives from them; the impulse to love and learn …; [and] the
still-warm habit of association and institution building, into which all our 
better impulses may feed’. And then, by attending to such sacred things,
we shall discover ‘within ourselves the source of our salvation’. 
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