consequentialism

consent of the ‘victim' will not always be
treated as a defence. This may be because
the law exhibits *paternalism, or because it is
intending to enforcea moral code which sees
particular acts as wrong irrespective of their
consensual nature. The presence of consent
has been an important test of political legiti-
macy in many theories, it being argued that
the state or government would have no right
to direct a person’s behaviour unless that
person’s consent to be governed had been
given. Consent conceptually embraces a
wide range of attitudes, from grudging acqui-
escence to enthusiastic agreement. Argu-
ments about the legitimizing force of
consent need to accommodate this fact.
When consent is given explicitly and express-
1y, its legitimizing force is at least plausible.
Difficulties arise, however, when the pres-
ence or absence of consent has to be inferred
from a person’s actions (or inactions), be-
cause that explicitness is absent. Is anything
short of active dissentto be construed as tacit
consent? *Locke recognized this problem,
although the answer he provided to it has
not been regarded as satisfactory. He distin-
guished between express consent and tacit
consent. A person gave tacit consent by be-
having (or failing to behave) in particular
ways. Since the giving of consent has been
taken to have these important consequences
for responsibility and legitimacy, attention
has naturally focused on the circumstances
in which consent is given: for example, are
those circumstances free from coercion or
improper influence? Does the agent have a
genuine choice? Is the consent given by a
person with adequate knowledge of what
his or her decision involves? This last ques-
tion has produced the notion of informed
consent: that is, consent given by a person
who has the information required to give
meaning to the attachment of his or her will
to the proposal, action, or outcome. Clearly,
a person with incomplete or inadequate
knowledge might consent enthusiastically
to a proposal that would be rejected if that
person had a fuller understanding of what
was involved. Because of the connection be-
tween consent and the conferral of legitima-
cy, both the state of mind and the maturity of
the agent have to be considered. For exam-
ple, contracts entered into under undue
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consequentialism In i
qu(?mialist doctrines are tho:;h vlvclfichc?r:iS&
actions by their effects (or, sometimeslltlh o
intended effects) rather than by their c:)nfs 5
mance t9 rules, rights, or obligations. Consé:
quentialist ethics are normally contrasted
with deontological moral arguments (from
the Greek deontos, meaning duty), which
have been the overwhelmingly pred(;minant
form of moral judgements for most of
l?uman history. The most important tradi-
tion of consequentialist ethics is *utilitarian-
ism. 1A

conservation Political action or belief
which seeks to keep something in being.
Etymologically, there is no significant differ-
ence between conserving something and
preserving it in any of the languages which
contain these two verbs. In Victorian Eng-
land those who favoured what would now be
called conservation tended to refer to the
‘preservation’ of the things they regarded as
important (footpaths, ancient buildings, or
species, for example) and what is now the
Council for the Protection of Rural England
was founded in 1926 with the word ‘preser-
vation’ in its title instead of ‘protection’.

However, an important nuance has come
to distinguish conservation from preserva-
tion: conservation accepts that you cannot
literally keep things as they are, but only
manage change to preserve what is valu-
able. Thus conserving a forest does not
just mean preventing anyone from chop-
ping down the trees, it means planting
new trees and even new types of tree if
that is what is needed in order to maintain
a healthy forest. 1A

conservatism In general terms, a political
philosophy which aspires to the preserva-
tion of what is thought to be the best in
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The nature of conservative reactions to
change has varied considerably. Sf)r.ne—
times it has been outright opposition,
based on an existing model of society that
is considered right for all ime. It can take a
‘reactionary’ form, harking back to, 'fmd
attempting to reconstruct, forms of society
which existed in an earlier period. Other
forms of conservatism acknowledge no
perpetually preferable form of society but
are principally concerned with the nature
of change, insisting that it can only be
gradual in pace and evolutionary in style.
Perhaps the most unifying feature of con-
servatism has been an opposition to certain
kinds of justification for change, particular-
ly those which are idealistic, justified by
‘abstract’ ideas, and not a development of
existing practices.

It is clear that, ideologically, conservatism
can take many different forms. Liberal indi-
vidualists, as well as clerical monarchists,
nostalgic reactionaries, and unprincipled
realists, have all been called ‘conservatives’,
regarded themselves as conservative, and
demonstrated the typically conservative re-
sponses to projects for change. Particular
conservative writers have founded their con-
servatism on individualism as often as on

collectivism, on atheism as much as on reli-
gious belief, and on the idealistic philosophy
of *Hegel as well as on profound scepticism
3;1“'\11&\1' materialism, Furthermore conser-

sm has been primarily a political reac-

conservatism

i only secondarily a body of ideas:
tt;:)(:]s'earvlsho :Zre defending their interfasts
against projects for change often have little
interest in philosophical }deas or tr’eat them
on the basis of ‘any portin a storm’.

A further complication 18 that many peo-
ple might be properly described as conser-
vatives who would not describe thgm;elves
as such. A principal reason for this is that
the image of conservatism in much 9f con-
tinental Europe became tainted, during the
first half of the twentieth century, first by
association with a defunct clerical-monar-
chist outlook and later by alliance with fas-
cist and National Socialist movements.
Thus, although the word ‘conservatism’ €x-
ists in French, German, and Italian, the

number of prominent intellectuals and po-

liticians who have described themselves

as ‘conservative’ since 1945 is extremely
small. When a ‘Conservative’ group existed
in the European Parliament between 1989
and 1992, it had only English and Danish
members. In some respects, other political
movements, especially *Christian Democ-
racy, have become forms of conservatism
‘that durst not speak its name’, but even
Christian Democracy is quite distinct from
conservatism in its origins and principles.

*Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in
France has been taken as definitive and for-
mative of modern conservatism, with its op-
position to radical reform based on abstract
principles and its pleas for the virtues, often
hidden, of established, evolved institutions.
But Burke himself was not a conservative.
Not only did his literary and political careers
precede the existence of conservatism, but
he was a Whig with reformist and protolib-
eral views on the principal issues of the day,
including India, Ireland, America, and Par-
liament. Until the 1920s he was claimed and
cited as often by Liberals as by Conserva-
tives. There is every reason to suppose he
would have opposed ‘Conservatism’ when it
emerged in 1832.

Much theoretical commentary on con-
servatism has contributed to the inherent
confusion of the subject by starting with
false assumptions. Often, the commenta-
tors are not merely hostile, but contemptu-
ous, in the tradition of J. S. *Mill’s comment
that the Conservative Party was, ‘by the
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