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The paper seeks to achieve two objectives. Firstly, to explain how Burke’s critique of natural 

rights reflects the constitutive elements of his political thinking, in particular, his philosophical 

foundations. Secondly, to clarify what specifically it is that he criticises about natural rights 

because rather than rejecting the entire concept of natural rights, Burke rejects only a certain 

part or even certain elements thereof. 

Despite the lack of systematic coherence, the party-political character and the focus on 

contemporary issues, a deeper philosophical foundation can be identified in Edmund Burke’s 

thought and it shows in his rejection of abstract theorising about politics, in particular, of the 

prescriptive application of abstract principles to the human society. In turn, this foundation is 

reflected in the argument that Burke derives from the common law and uses as the underlying 

basis of his critique of natural rights. The constitutive element of this argument is reference to 

time-proven practice as the very basis of the real rights of men. Burke understands these rights 

as the opposite of natural rights, which he interprets as the embodiment of an abstract principle 

that is ungrounded in the past. 

What Burke specifically criticises about natural rights is their possessive character. In that 

concept, a human being is understood as the supreme owner of his/her rights, which Burke sees 

as absurd because rights are inherited from the ancestors; people are the lifelong administrators 

rather than the owners of rights. Burke does not reject the entire natural rights concept. He 

partially adopts the approach of Hobbes, with whom he shares both the conviction that the 

promotion of natural rights leads to the destruction of the civil society and the opinion on the 

nature of power, which should be independent of the citizens because that is the only way to 

protect the citizen against their naturally destructive tendencies. 


