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			FOREWORD

			By Congressman Jim Jordan

			I try to avoid associating myself with political labels—principally because everyone seems to have a different definition of what they all mean. My job is to do what’s best for the people I serve and the country I love. This requires knowing what works and what doesn’t. Sounds simple, but nothing is simple in Washington, D.C. 

			I consider myself a Conservative in a broad sense because I define the term as common sense. If it works, if it makes people’s lives better, let’s keep it—let’s “conserve it.” But I’m aware there are many people today who define “Conservative” in very negative ways, such has hateful, bigoted, racists—you probably know the many descriptions of Conservatives used by those on the Left. But real Conservatism has nothing to with these negative pathologies. Quite the opposite. Conservatives want to keep all the positive ideas and policies that made America great in the first place.  

			Americans need to recapture a philosophy, a worldview, and a belief system to guide us. How can we hold our country together if we have no shared values or common beliefs to unify us? Conservatism is knowing and keeping the principles and practices that have united Americans in the past and learning how to apply proven ideas to the challenges of the future. Conservatism is a discipline that is always building on the things that work.

			My high school wrestling coach talked about “discipline” every day. We had to know the basics, practice the basics, and never think we were too good to use the basics in every situation. What are the basics for America today? I believe they are wrapped up in a package we call Conservatism. And all of us in public service, as well as every American citizen, must have the discipline to draw from the basics with every challenge we face.  

			This discipline is desperately needed in America today. Many forces are trying to use our diversity to divide us. Like it or not, diversity is who we are. America is the most diverse nation in history. We are, in effect, the world because people from all around the world have come here for generations. How do we the “many” become “one”? How does this “E Pluribus Unum” (Out of Many, One) really work?

			Conservative reminds us of the many good things from the past that can hold all this diversity together in the future—the things we must keep so we can live together in harmony as Americans. I enthusiastically recommend this book to you. It will make you think, even if you don’t agree with everything in it.

			Conservative is unlike any book related to politics I have read recently. It doesn’t ignite the reader with indignation by describing all the terrible things being done by the bogeymen on the other side of the political spectrum. It actually fills most of its pages with what is good about America, what made America great in the first place, and what we must do to create a better future for everyone. This book is focused on the science of Conservatism: discovering what has worked in the past and figuring out how to apply those proven principles to today’s challenges.  

			Conservatism is knowing what to throw away and knowing what to keep.

			I wholeheartedly call myself a Conservative. And I think you will too after reading this book. Not that we will all agree on every political issue, but we might all see ourselves as a “community of souls” working toward the same goals as described by Russell Kirk.

			Kirk, the author of The Conservative Mind published in 1953, is arguably the father of modern American Conservatism. This book, Conservative: Knowing What to Keep, translates Kirk’s ideas into a language we can all understand today. I hope it will start a national conversation about how we can actually identify and keep the things that really matter.

			The authors of Conservative are two of the most credible Conservatives I’ve known. They have both served in the arena we call the “Swamp” and survived unscathed—they still have their integrity. 

			Jim DeMint was a businessman for twenty-five years before running for Congress. He is, in today’s vernacular, an “old white guy.” He has a wife of forty-five years, four children, five grandchildren, and he came up the hard way. He earned success in the business world before joining the political fray at forty-seven years old. He served fourteen years in the U.S. House and Senate before founding the Conservative Partnership Institute with Rachel Bovard and other Conservative leaders, and he demonstrated how Conservatives could stand and fight for principles in a constructive and civil way. He has been tested under fire and did not wilt. 

			Most of DeMint’s experience is in what we call “civil society.” He understands the things that make America great do not come from the political arena. He knows “government that governs best governs least” (Thomas Jefferson). In other words, Conservatives should work to get the government out of our lives, not think of more ways the government can control us.

			Rachel Bovard is a wonderful prototype of a knowledgeable, articulate, and principled millennial Conservative. She is still in her thirties, a prolific writer, and spokesperson for common sense ideas. She also served in the U.S. House and Senate as a staff leader and now trains other young staffers as part of her role at the Conservative Partnership.

			The DeMint / Bovard duo provide a good representation of a modern version of Russell Kirk’s Conservatism. Their simple focus on the good things we should keep takes the idea of Conservatism far above the political fray, but also provides important political applications of Kirk’s Conservative “thought.” Importantly, DeMint and Bovard give us insights into the motivation, goals, and organization of the opponents of Conservatism—the Progressive Left.

			The battle in America today—just as it has always been—is for freedom. Living in freedom should be the birthright of every American. But there are many on the Left who are fighting against freedom. The policies of Liberals and Progressives are all motivated by one thing: control. Conservative will help you understand this motivation in terms of all the issues we are debating today. I hope every American will take the time to know what to keep, what to throw away, and how we can fix what’s broken. Enjoy!

		


		
			INTRODUCTION

			[…] to conserve the spiritual and intellectual and political tradition of our civilization; and if we are to rescue the modern mind, we must do it very soon […]. If we are to make that approaching era a time of enlightened Conservatism, rather than an era of stagnant repression, we need to move with decision. The struggle will be decided in the minds of the rising generation—and within that generation, substantially by the minority who have the gift of reason. I do not think we need much fear the decaying “Liberalism” of the retiring generation; as Disraeli said, “Prevailing opinions are generally the opinions of the generation that is passing.” But we need to state some certitudes for the benefit of the groping new masters of society.1

			—RUSSELL KIRK, The Conservative Mind

			Americans hunger for something real to believe in—honorable leaders and ideas that actually work to make their lives better. The current political system is not satisfying this hunger and people are rebelling. Polished, experienced candidates in both the Democrat and Republican Parties are facing stiff competition from radical but more authentic candidates.

			Except for some backroom party sabotage, avowed Socialist Bernie Sanders might have been the Democrat nominee for president in 2016. The same phenomenon played out on the Republican side where Donald Trump—an unconventional candidate dismissed and ridiculed by political pundits—not only became the Republican nominee, but won the presidency.

			This unconventional, seemingly spasmodic reaction in our politics speaks to something deeper at work in the American electorate. A pervasive sense of rootlessness and an acute sense of loss imbues our culture and our discourse.

			Modern America is unmoored, set adrift by an indifference to history and a powerful sense that our society is infected with something fraudulent and incomprehensible. Our politics have become increasingly hyperbolic and vitriolic—designed by all sides to incite fear and discontent—with our elections defined by unachievable promises, simplistic slogans, and almost no constructive debate or search for common ground. We are at record levels of distrust in our institutions. Attendance at traditional churches is plummeting. Overall, research suggests Americans “are in greater pain than citizens of other countries” and have been growing steadily more miserable for the last several decades.2

			According to the Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report of the Centers for Disease Control, the number of suicides in the United States has now surpassed the number of deaths from car accidents. In 2010, there were almost 34,000 deaths from collisions, and 38,000 suicides. Even more alarmingly, the suicide rate for Americans in mid-life, ages 35–64, increased between 1999 and 2010 by nearly 30 per cent. This is huge.3

			Despite being told we have more power than ever before in history, the daily American experience seems to be one of powerlessness. Love of country has declined significantly.

			There’s been a sharp decline in American patriotism. Today, only 52 percent of Americans are “extremely proud” of their country, a historical low. Among those 18 to 29, only 34 percent are extremely proud. Americans know less about their history and creed and are less likely to be fervent believers in it.4

			The obvious question is: why? How is it that, at this peak of technological achievement, prosperity, and opportunity, Americans feel their country is so fundamentally debased?

			The answer to this question is far more nuanced than a political solution—though that is, indeed, a component. Rather, Americans are turning inward in search of meaning. The recognition of and desire for community, family, and authenticity is growing, swelling over the tides of a superficial culture that defines self-worth through Facebook likes and self-actualization through triumphing in reality television.

			A February 21, 2015 article in The Washington Post5 delved into the questions of why more than a million teenagers were leaving Facebook every year. The article included some insightful comments from one teenager:

			People don’t have to hang out with their friends, they can just see what they’re doing. […]. I prefer actually talking to people. I would rather get their number than be friends on Facebook, where you have a 100 friends you never talk to. It’s a meaningless friendship […]. I feel like friend is becoming very vague […]. It’s like the word love[…]. You say love to a lot of people and things you don’t actually love. It’s more of a compliment now. I know you and I’ll talk to you. It’s like saying, “We can converse.” It’s kind of like being polite.

			The same teenager continued,

			If you want a girlfriend, go get Facebook. You can get one real fast. You can say whatever you want without real emotion. You can say, “You’re attractive. I would like to get to know you.” In real life, you’ll get all nervous. But there’s a drawback to living your social life online—it means you’re less likely to be present to the one in front of you.

			Americans are becoming dissatisfied with shallow relationships, endless critiques, and negative political narratives unhinged from reality. But they are not sure where to look for real meaning. More of us are beginning to realize the human journey is ultimately the search for what is permanent, for what is immovable and immutable in the midst of the maelstrom. In other words, Americans are searching for what to let go of and what to keep.

			While it may shock many—particularly on the Left—this search for authenticity and a concern for the social order is the very essence of Conservatism. The movement of Conservative ideas, though expressed in many ways politically, has a far broader reach in its fundamental concern with the roots of ordered freedom, the virtuous life, and things of permanent worth.

			Contrary to the Left, which seeks to elevate the state to the status of the primary object of human loyalty, Conservatism insists that the church, family, and community play leading roles in political life. The very social bonds that are necessary to preserve the social order are nurtured not by the state but at the dinner table, at the local parish or temple, and in community relationships.

			This is why Thanksgiving is the heaviest travel time of the year. A Pew Research study confirms why people endure traffic jams and airport lines to get home: Family is America’s number one source of meaning, fulfillment, and satisfaction in their lives.

			The Pew survey, conducted in two waves in 2017, found clear and consistent answers among all demographic groups, as nearly 70 percent of Americans mention their family as a source of meaning and fulfillment […] (and) a fifth of Americans said religion is the most meaningful aspect of their lives […] And among those who do find a great deal of meaning in their religious faith, more than half say it is the single most important source of meaning in their lives […] If you then follow up and ask which of these is the most important source of meaning, religion is a clear second (after family).6

			While our hearts may try to lead us back to the only things that can give real meaning to our lives, almost everything around us screams for us to look somewhere else—to find meaning in some unnatural identity or association. And, as traditional families, religious faith, and the sense of community continue to decline, more Americans are following the loudest messages in our culture. This has led many Americans down a dead-end street. Alienation and social disintegration are rising as we increasingly define ourselves as a class, ethnic group, race, or other disaffected group instead of individuals created by God to serve others in mutual pursuit of genuine happiness.

			After several generations of ignoring our history, traditions, and our hearts, the American polis now finds itself deeply divided, alienated, impoverished, and reactionary.

			But, in This Chasm, There Is Opportunity

			As Russell Kirk was fond of saying, we must “rear up a new generation of protectors of the Permanent Things.” Later, he underscored his comment with urgency: “if we are to rescue the modern mind, we must do it very soon.”

			Filling the current void of values and vision in America can only be accomplished by appeal to the long and well-established ideas that have withstood the ravages of time. Indeed, the early Conservative luminary Willmoore Kendall identified a healthy American culture as one that was kept “alive within itself” with its citizenry steeped in “historical memory, i.e., knowledge of their own traditions—lest in ignorance of them, they forget, like madmen, what and who they are.”

			The traditions Kirk and Kendall referred to are identified today in the broad terms of Western values or Judeo-Christian beliefs, and, more specifically, to the United States, the principles that shaped Americanism and American exceptionalism. But the definitions of these terms are far more specific, thoughtful, and nuanced than this modern age would have one believe, and are blurred by years of educational neglect and misrepresentation by civil and political leaders. Even the term “traditional” is anathema to many who are disgusted with the status quo.

			That modern Conservatism is thought of as intellectually bereft speaks to the power of the American Left, which, in the ultimate Faustian bargain, has traded allegiance to transcendent principles for present gain.

			They are aided by the lack of consensus in the modern Conservative movement, which frequently seems unclear about what traditions we are trying to conserve. Without consensus among Conservatives, the void in America’s soul will continue to be filled by the empty promises of ambitious elitists who thrive on government power and control—the antithesis of Conservatism. The “presentism” of the Left—defined by Allen Tate as an effort to begin each day as if there were no yesterday—has robbed Americans of their history, and, therefore, our identity as a moral agent.

			In this book, we humbly submit ourselves to Kirk’s exhortation to restate Conservatism for our current moment. It is incumbent upon Conservatives to state clearly and unambiguously what we are trying to conserve and why it matters.

			Americans have tired of the Left’s broken promises. And, despite having almost complete dominance for decades over young minds with their charismatic political, media, academic, and entertainment industry advocates, the Left’s policies have not delivered results. These visible and undeniable failures have been noticed even by Americans who have been inundated for years by the constant deluge of irrational utopian gibberish. Conservatives offer a positive, reasoned alternative.

			Most of us know what works, but the Left has made it politically incorrect to even talk about the policies and practices proven to make life better for everyone. If we are to save America and restore its greatness, we must lead a national discussion about the ideas that made America successful in the first place. That is the goal of this book. We need to rediscover the value of traditions and relearn the art of using proven ideas from the past as building blocks for a better future. This vital connection between the past and the future is foundational to understanding Conservatism.

			The Promise and Evolution of Conservatism

			The promise of Conservatism is enduring. It is a tradition handed down through the generations, preserving the ancient moral traditions of humanity so that all Americans will have the opportunity to shape the course of their own lives and achieve the things they value.

			Conservative translates the intellectual precepts of Kirk’s Conservative Mind into a plain-language, modern-day guide for Conservatives in America and around the world.

			Ideas are no small things in politics. Armed with the knowledge contained in The Conservative Mind and shaped by the worldview it offered, Conservatives helped win the Cold War, take over the Republican Party, and end decades of Democratic control of Congress. In doing so, they redefined how Americans thought about the federal government and spurred unrivaled growth and prosperity. No less significant, Conservatives reshaped an entire branch of the federal government by refocusing the judiciary on the importance of an originalist understanding of the Constitution.

			Yet, despite its victories, it is hard to escape the feeling that Conservatism today is in danger of being routed by the money and rhetorical appeal of the Left. Our foundational societal framework of family, faith, and civility have been dramatically altered. The economic and political traditions of American exceptionalism are being replaced with arbitrary Socialist populism. But these recent setbacks stem more from a misguided understanding of what it actually means to be a Conservative than a defect in its underlying intellectual foundation.

			Today’s Conservatism hardly resembles the traditions Kirk first identified in 1953. Instead of appealing to proven principles that unite and strengthen our national fabric, politicians calling themselves Conservatives have abandoned its intellectual foundations and redefined Conservativism in terms of their preferred policies. Conservatism has been reduced to arguments about how much the government should spend or not spend on particular programs. There is no consensus definition of Conservatism in America today, and “Conservative” is often used as a term of derision and division.

			Liberalism and Progressivism have failed, and Conservatism is ill-defined, maligned, and misunderstood. There is a wide void in our nation’s belief system. America needs more than a new political philosophy or label. America needs to restore within itself a worldview that unites and inspires our citizens. Now is the time to fill this void with the principles, practices, policies, and promises of Conservatism. We must act quickly, because there is much damage to repair.

			Americans are widely reported to be deeply divided along political, generational, racial, ethnic, economic, and philosophical lines. You’ve heard the narrative. Baby Boomers can’t understand millennials. Whites are bigoted against blacks. Liberals hate Conservatives. Men discriminate against women. The rich take advantage of the poor. Business owners mistreat their employees. If you believe the politicians and the media, America has become a conglomeration of disparate groups who serve themselves at the expense of people in other groups.

			Critics would have us believe Americans have little in common to unite us as a nation. This is far from the truth. Most of the divisions in America are caused by people in positions of influence who secure their power by separating people into competing groups and fomenting mistrust. The truth is that most people want the same thing: the opportunity to pursue a life they value. Americans have much more in common than the popular narrative would have us believe.

			While you may not currently think of yourself as a Conservative, you are probably conservative. That’s only natural. The disposition to conserve is in our DNA. It is pervasive throughout our culture. From Russell Kirk to iconic country music star Kenny Rogers, we all know that, to survive and thrive, we must know what to throw away and what to keep.

			That’s why we wrote Conservative. We want Americans to better understand what it means to be a Conservative on Kirk’s intellectual level, as well as on the everyday level where most of us live. And, as a national band of brothers and sisters fighting together to save America, Conservatives need our fellow citizens to have the necessary confidence in our ideas to reassert control over their lives and government.

			Government should serve the people, but, currently in America, it does not. Government primarily serves itself and the special interests that support the status quo. This will be difficult to change. But the course of history, especially American history, has been shaped by ordinary individuals doing extraordinary things. As Martin Luther King wrote from a Birmingham jail in 1963, “Human progress never rolls in on wheels of inevitability.”7 No. Progress only happens “through the tireless efforts of men willing to be coworkers with God.”8

			That’s why we haven’t lost hope. Indeed, we are hopeful because Conservatism, at its core, is more a desire to preserve the good than destroy the bad. Unlike the Left, which seeks to mount a total revolution in every generation, Conservatives look to hold up the good, and point it out to successive generations.

			As Richard John Neuhaus put it in his book, American Babylon:

			We seek to be faithful in a time not of our choosing but of our testing. We resist the hubris of presuming that it is the definitive time and place of historical promise or tragedy, but it is our time and place. It is a time of many times: a time for dancing, even if to songs of Zion in a foreign land; a time for walking tougher, unintimidated when we seem to be a small and beleaguered band; a time for rejoicing in momentary triumphs, and for defiance in momentary defeats; a time for persistence in reasoned argument, never tiring in proposing to the world a more excellent way.9

			We wrote this book to enlist as many people as possible to join us in this “tireless effort:” to love the good more than we hate the bad; to improve rather than to dismiss; to build on what works instead of tearing everything down.

			It won’t be easy. True progress never is. It is our hope by highlighting the eternal truths that have been instrumental to human progress in the past, we will identify the essential ingredients to building a better future—the things we all collectively want to keep. And, by building on the best of the past, we are confident Americans will achieve the fullness of the Conservative promise in the future.
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			PART I

			KNOWING 
WHAT TO KEEP

		


		
			Overview of Chapters 1–6

			What Are Conservatism and Progressivism?

			As a working premise […] one can observe here that the essence of social Conservatism is preservation of the ancient moral traditions of humanity. Conservatives respect the wisdom of their ancestors […] they are dubious of wholesale alteration. They think society is a spiritual reality, possessing an eternal life but a delicate constitution: it cannot be scrapped and recast as if it were a machine. “What is Conservatism?” Abraham Lincoln inquired once. “Is it not adherence to the old and tried, against the new and untried?” It is that, but it is more.

			—RUSSELL KIRK

			One of the primary goals of this book is to connect with young Americans who have been taught that Conservatism means bigoted, hateful, selfish, racist, white supremacist, and many other pejoratives. The young are most vulnerable to the false promises and propaganda of the Left because they don’t have the benefit of observing outcomes over time. We will help them see the future through the clear lens of the past. But this book is not just for the young. All Americans need to know what we should keep from the past and understand why it matters.

			We are especially concerned about America’s youth, because polling reveals even the basic concept of liberty has become an abstraction. Similarly, America’s founding principles and the miracle of economic capitalism, as well as most of the foundational principles that made America great, are misunderstood and held in low esteem by many of America’s youth. Without an understanding of the importance of individual liberty and the principles that created the most successful nation in history, young people will continue to be mesmerized and duped by the utopian ideas and empty promises of the Left.

			Kirk’s use of words such as “ancient,” “ancestors,” “traditions,” and “old” should not discourage our younger readers. These words are simply Kirk’s way of saying we need to know what to keep from the past to build a better future. Businesses and organizations refer to this concept as “making the best even better” or continuously improving on “best practices.”

			Conservativism is not resistant to change. It simply advocates orderly change guided by proven ideas and principles. This is the only way to achieve real and lasting progress. Everything we consider modern that works—especially the technology running the worldwide web and the myriad of digital devices working with it—was developed using a continuous improvement process fueled by generations of “best practices.”

			Change is inevitable, and the pace of change in America will continue to accelerate exponentially. Conservatism serves as the restraint, the brakes, and the counterbalance when special interests, intellectuals, and politicians attempt to use change as an opportunity to reshape society to fit their worldview. The thoughtful pause of Conservatism allows the “cool and deliberate” sense of community and history to guide change toward real and lasting progress, rather than allowing the country to be carried away by the winds of the faction du jour.

			Conservatism as a political movement is not monolithic. It includes social, cultural, economic, and foreign policy Conservatives. There are many varieties of Conservatives—real and imagined. The religious Right, the fusionist movement, libertarians, and neo-cons are just a few of the labels. But, at its root, Conservatism is one overarching and simple concept: the continuous quest to identify, understand, and apply the best ideas of the past to build a better future. In other words, Conservatism is knowing what to keep. Our hope with this book is to unify Americans by helping everyone, especially the young, understand being a Conservative is just common sense.

			Most Americans associate the term “Conservative” with politics, but, as we consider and define Conservatism, we will remind our readers it is much more than a political movement or philosophy. Conservatism is: a way of living and looking at the world; the appreciation and value of those who came before; the knowledge of what has been tried, what has succeeded and failed; and the wisdom to know history frequently repeats itself—leading us to focus on what has worked, rather than repeat the mistakes of the past simply because a novel approach sounds exciting or comes in a shiny new rhetorical package.

			In other words, Conservatism is an approach to life, not just a shallow political movement.

			The primary purpose of Conservatism is to conserve liberty as well as the traditions and institutions that protect and preserve individual liberty.

			The clearest examples of how Conservatism works come not from government, but from private sector businesses and organizations. Free-market competition forces businesses and civil institutions to continuously improve products and services. This is why consumers in America are treated to a constant parade of new digital networks, cell phones, tablets, automobiles, on-demand and online entertainment, and churches with casual clothes and live bands. Much of what is offered by the private sector is marketed as “new and improved,” even when the products and services may be only 1 percent new and 99 percent old. But 1 percent improvement every year will eventually lead to more advanced and higher quality products based on accumulated improvements over many years. The Wright brothers built the first airplane in 1903. By 1969, we’d built on their technology enough to use rockets to send men to the moon.

			Unfortunately, politics and government services often escape the same positive incentives and accountability of free markets. The slow-developing and long-term impact of bad public policies make it difficult for voters to know who to blame. Politicians, therefore, are rarely accountable for the poor results of their promises and policies. This is a serious problem for America because we are on an unsustainable course and voters don’t know who to trust for solutions.

			America’s federal government has acquired virtual monopoly power over vast swaths of public and private life. This has resulted in unsustainable debt, high costs, corruption, inefficiencies, and waste. More importantly, the government’s power over education, healthcare, and many private-sector industries has reduced consumer choices, increased prices, lowered quality, and impeded the ability of individuals to make their own decisions about many areas of their lives.

			Common sense suggests the continuous improvement approach of the private sector—which is reflective of Conservative principles—should be employed with as many products and services as possible. Federal government monopoly power should be limited to areas such as national defense that cannot be provided by the states or the private sector. But common sense is not common in politics.

			Liberals and Progressives—the people and organizations of the Left—seek to concentrate power in the hands of government, despite abundant evidence that government programs often hurt the people they are intended to help. Conservatives—those who want to continuously improve outcomes by building on proven ideas and principles—believe limiting the scope of government and optimizing individual and societal liberty is the most effective way to make life better for everyone.

			In addition to their insistence on government control, the Left has demonstrated a tendency toward radical experimentation unmoored from proven principles and policies. Whether it is the redefinition of marriage and the family, abandoning the concepts of character and virtue, denigrating the capitalist economic system, eliminating fossil fuels, diminishing incentives to work, opening our borders to undocumented immigrants, or hollowing out America’s military, the Left consistently attempts to replace proven ideas and principles with untested theories and experiments.

			This was the approach of Liberals in Kirk’s time and continues to be the approach of Progressives today. Kirk described adherents of Liberal philosophies as radicals and revolutionaries, using words such as novelty, impulsive, experimental, superficial, unreasoning, centralization, and secularism to describe their philosophies. Today’s Progressives are even more dangerous to free societies than Kirk’s Liberals because they are more disdainful of traditions and less willing to employ evidence-based decision-making or to be held accountable for unsuccessful outcomes.

			These fundamental differences in approaches—continuous improvement built on proven principles leading to liberty versus continuous experimentation and reinvention of methods leading to poor results and government control—represent the major points of departure between Conservatives and Progressives. These differences are not distinctly represented by the two major political parties in America. Many Democrats understand the value of conservation and many Republicans who claim to be Conservatives are, on some issues, more Progressive than the Democrats. Most politicians are driven less by genuinely held philosophical beliefs than their quests for power and position.

			Who will win the battle between Progressives and Conservatives? Kirk, more than thirty years after the first edition of The Conservative Mind, says the outcome depends on the commitment of Conservatives.

			Both the impulse to improve and the impulse to conserve are necessary to the healthy functioning of any society. Whether we join our energies to the party of progress or to the party of permanence must depend upon the circumstances of the time. Of rapid change, healthy or unhealthy, we seem sure to experience more than enough in the concluding years of this century. Whether the Conservative impulse with modern society can suffice to prevent the disintegration of the moral order and the civil order by the vertiginous speed of alteration—why, that may hang upon how well today’s Conservatives apprehend their patrimony.1

			Conservatives cannot understand their role in shaping the future until we have a clear definition of what it means to be a Conservative. It is no longer enough to simply repeat Conservative platitudes; we need to re-animate, illustrate, and remake the case for how Conservatism makes life better for everyone. The chapters in Part I of Conservative will define Conservatism as well as Progressivism by translating Kirk’s definitions into today’s vernacular. We will also use examples of specific public policies and civil society practices to show how these two philosophies produce totally different results.

			Defining the Right: What Is Conservatism?

			The Left has exerted more effort defining Conservatism than Conservatives. John Stuart Mill referred to Conservatives as “The Stupid Party.” Lionel Trilling wrote that Conservative ideas were “irritable mental gestures which seem to resemble ideas.” And today’s education establishment, media, and entertainment industry regularly denigrate Conservatives with words and accusations so harsh many Conservatives are afraid to even associate themselves with the label.

			Contemporary definitions of Conservatism are shallow and confusing. For example, the definition offered by the online encyclopedia Wikipedia overlooks critical truths. Wikipedia’s definition of Conservatism implies the philosophy is opposed to change and supportive of monarchies, which are irrelevant to the American system of government.

			Conservatism is a political and social philosophy promoting traditional social institutions in the context of culture and civilization. The central tenets of Conservatism include tradition, human imperfection, organic society, hierarchy and authority and property rights. Conservatives seek to preserve a range of institutions such as monarchy, religion, parliamentary government and property rights with the aim of emphasizing social stability and continuity while the more extreme elements called reactionaries oppose modernism and seek a return to “the way things were.”2

			The definition above misses the whole point of Conservatism: preserving the ideas and institutions of the past for the purpose of guiding constructive change in the future. Russell Kirk helps us understand Conservatism at a deeper level.

			In The Conservative Mind, Kirk defines Conservatism using six “canons” of Conservative thought. We have organized Kirk’s six “canons” into four principles or tenets of Conservatism. These are the principles we believe America should understand and keep because they have been proven to create liberty, security, and prosperity for individuals and societies.

			What Does Liberty Have to Do with Submission to Authority?

			First Principle of Conservatism—Submission to God, Law, and External Authority 

			Russell Kirk summarized his first cannon of Conservative thought as “the belief in a transcendent order.” This “thought” likely triggers alarms for many Americans who have been taught religion and spirituality have no place in government or public affairs. But “transcendent order” encompasses much more than religion, and this “thought” exposes one of the fundamental disagreements between Conservatives and Progressives: the true nature of humanity.

			Arthur Milikh, in his essay “Civility and Rebarbarization,” concludes the Progressive approach (he uses the “fashionable approach”),

			fails to grasp the underlying preconditions for civilized self-government, the means by which human passions are formed toward civility, and the nature of its alternative—barbarism. Having been neglected for so long by our intellectual authorities, civility and barbarism are thought to be merely synonymous with politeness and coarseness. In truth, however, they describe two distinct and opposing organizations of the human character. By rediscovering this distinction, we can revive our understanding of the prerequisites for establishing constitutional republics and clarify how we can preserve our own. 3

			Milikh’s article is an exposé on some of John Adams’s most profound writings about civilization. Adams, according to Milikh, believes “civility is a condition in which man has been made governable by laws.” This can only happen if people are willing “to submit to an authority outside of himself.” This training in submission and civility, according to Adams, begins with a willingness to submit to parents, God, and, subsequently, the laws authorized by civil authorities. As Milikh writes, “This ‘third person’ is an authority outside of oneself to whom one defers and submits, such as law, courts, or God.” This is Kirk’s “transcendent order.”

			Within this first principle of Conservatism lies the great irony of liberty. As Ben Franklin said, “only virtuous people are capable of freedom.” 

			Conservatives understand “natural laws,” “inalienable rights,” and “all men are created equal”—all concepts embedded in America’s founding documents—are based on the presumption of the providential guidance of an eternal deity. The “Belief in a Transcendent Order” is the first and most critical foundational principle of Conservative thought. We guarantee the discussion will be provocative and controversial.

			How Can Diversity Create Unity?

			Second Principle of Conservatism—Celebrate and Preserve the Diversity of the Human Experience

			We combine Kirk’s second and third canons of Conservative thought into our second principle. Kirk believes Conservatives should respect, celebrate, and enjoy the intrinsic differences in all people. Progressives believe forcing uniformity promotes equality. But the goal of uniformity ignores reality. Everyone is different. People have different aptitudes and interests. We have different learning styles and gifts. Forcing uniformity is repressive, and, ultimately, results in tyranny. We all want different things, which means free societies must accommodate and celebrate human differences. Kirk explains in his second canon:

			“[Conservatives have an] Affection for the proliferating variety and mystery of human existence, as opposed to the narrowing uniformity, egalitarianism, and utilitarian aims of most radical [Progressive] systems.”

			Kirk’s third canon applies human differences to society. Conservatives, Kirk says, have the conviction that civilized society requires orders and classes, as against the notion of a “classless society.”

			Progressives will squeal bloody murder at this politically incorrect statement because they don’t understand it. Kirk is not suggesting societies should be organized by class; he is saying the natural result of diversity is a variety of societal stations. The inherent differences in ages, interests, abilities, skills, and values will naturally result in many different social classes, economic levels, and a wide variety of civic associations—from bowling leagues and Bible studies to exclusive country clubs.

			But, in a free society, these different stations should be voluntary and temporary. Liberty requires the opportunity to change one’s station in life, the freedom to succeed or fail. Conservatives insist on class mobility—specifically, upward mobility. In a free society, people can be born in poverty (lower class), but, through education, work, and persistence, rise to wealth and prestige (upper class). One person may occupy many different stations and classes during his or her life.

			Progressives view the natural differences in conditions and classes as inequality. They seek to remedy this perceived inequality by using the power of government to force class leveling and society uniformity. Kirk offers a more balanced perspective:

			“Ultimate equality in the judgment of God and equality before courts of law, are recognized by Conservatives; but equality of condition, they think, means equality in servitude and boredom.”

			Why Is Owning Property Relevant to Freedom?

			Third Principle of Conservatism—Property Rights Are Essential to Liberty

			Kirk’s fourth canon of Conservative thought highlights the importance of having the freedom to own personal property. He views personal property as the antidote to government tyranny: “[…] separate property from private possession, and Leviathan becomes master of all.”4

			The concept of ownership is inseparable from the reality of liberty. The critical importance of ownership extends far beyond the issue of real property (land, homes, and money). The rights to real property are emblematic of the principles guarding the rights to acquire, possess, and control personal beliefs, opinions, speech, weapons as well as real property. These protections are the purpose of America’s Bill of Rights.

			Socialist and Communist governments limit individual ownership of property. Inevitably, these governments also limit freedom of religion, speech, gun ownership, and geographic and economic mobility. Progressives in America generally prefer government ownership and control of schools, parks, utilities, public transportation, hospitals, digital networks, and low-income housing. While local or state government ownership may be appropriate in some cases, the tendency of politicians—particularly at the federal level—to prefer government ownership or control over private ownership is a constant threat to liberty. Kirk quotes Paul Elmer More in the excerpt below.

			“Security of property is the first and all-essential duty of a civilized community.” Life is a primitive thing; we share it with the beasts; but property is the mark of man alone, the means of civilization; there, says More in a bold phrase which has infuriated his humanitarian opponents, “To the civilized man the rights of property are more important than the right to life.”5

			Why Are Old Ideas Relevant to the Present and the Future?

			Fourth Principle of Conservatism—Traditions Are the “Quality Control” for Real and Lasting Progress

			Kirk’s fifth and six canons are combined into our fourth principle. In his fifth canon, Kirk concludes tradition (“custom, convention, and old prescription”) is the best prevention of societal chaos (“man’s anarchic impulse and upon the innovator’s lust for power”).

			In canon six, Kirk reminds us of the importance of continuous change in society but warns that good politicians (statesman) are guided by God (Providence) and wisdom (prudence).

			“Society must alter, for prudent change is the means of social preservation; but a statesman must take Providence into his calculations, and a statesman’s chief virtue, according to Plato and Burke, is prudence.”

			Traditions are essentially the “best practices” from the past. There is a natural connection between the successes from the past (traditions) and the process of creating a more successful future. Quality control in business means comparing new products to established standards. Traditions are the established standards for society.

			Conservatives recognize there have been bad and destructive traditions in America. This is why Conservatives continuously assess what to throw away and what to keep (the “science” of Conservatism). There have been traditions that encouraged unfairness, inequality, and unjust discrimination. But these traditions have been inconsistent with America’s founding principles and values. And this is why, over time, those who sought to conserve American values have led the fight against slavery, for civil rights, and for women’s rights. The American tradition of equality under the law eventually overcomes the temporal and unjust traditions of inequality.

			Defining the Left: What is Progressivism?

			Contemporary definitions of Progressivism fail to capture the corrosive nature of this philosophy. Wikipedia’s definition of Progressivism sounds reasonable (“advocacy of improvement of society by reform”) but omits its history of aggressively seeking change unhinged from proven principles and successful outcomes.

			“Progressivism is the support for or advocacy of improvement of society by reform. As a philosophy, it is based on the Idea of Progress, which asserts that advancements in science, technology, economic development, and social organization are vital to the improvement of the human condition.”6

			Who could disagree with Progressivism as defined above? We all want progress and believe “science, technology, economic development, and social organization are vital to the improvement of the human condition.” The problem is that this is not how Progressivism works.

			Russell Kirk says the principles of Conservatism have remained generally consistent within the six canons of Conservative thought for two centuries, but he finds it more difficult to define the “radical thought” of what we now call Progressives. By nature, Progressives are constantly reinventing their ideas and labels, so it is challenging to identify consistent defining principles.

			Kirk explains the “opponents” of Conservatism:

			To catalogue the principles of their opponents is more difficult. At least five major schools of radical thought have competed for public favor since Burke entered politics: the rationalism of the “philosophes,” the romantic emancipation of Rousseau and his allies, the utilitarianism of the Benthamites, the positivism of Comte’s school, and the collectivistic materialism of Marx and other socialists. This list leaves out of account those scientific doctrines, Darwinism chief among them, which have done so much to undermine the first principles of a Conservative order.

			Kirk does find four common denominators of leftist or Progressive (radical) thought but cautions that organizing the tenets of radicalism “probably is presumptuous.”

			All the same, in a hastily generalizing fashion one may say that radicalism since 1790 has tended to attack the prescriptive arrangement of society on the following grounds:

			(1) The perfectibility of man and the illimitable progress of society: meliorism. Radicals believe that education, positive legislation, and alteration of environment can produce men like gods; they deny that humanity has a natural proclivity toward violence and sin.

			(2) Contempt for tradition. Reason, impulse, and materialistic determinism are severally preferred as guides to social welfare, trustier than the wisdom of our ancestors. Formal religion is rejected and various ideologies are presented as substitutes.

			(3) Political levelling. Order and privilege are condemned; total democracy, as direct as practicable, is the professed radical ideal. Allied with this spirit, generally, is a dislike of old parliamentary arrangements and an eagerness for centralization and consolidation.

			(4) Economic levelling. The ancient rights of property, especially property in land, are suspect to almost all radicals; and collectivistic reformers hack at the institution of private property root and branch.

			“As a fifth point, one might try to define a common radical view of the state’s function; but here the chasm of opinion between the chief schools of innovation is too deep for any satisfactory generalization. One can only remark that radicals unite in detesting Burke’s description of the state as ordained of God, and his concept of society as joined in perpetuity by a moral bond among the dead, the living, and those yet to be born—the community of souls.”7

			We believe Kirk’s fifth point—the Left’s view of the role of government—is especially pertinent to today’s sharp divisions in political opinions. We have combined Kirk’s five points into four principles defining the key elements of Progressive thought.

			Aren’t All People Basically Good?

			First Principle of Progressivism—People Are Perfectible Under the Right Conditions

			The Left’s view of human nature creates a distorted view of the role of civil society and government. If people are basically good, then all crimes, violence, and human failures are caused by the inequality of conditions. Instead of trying to train and restrain the innate flaws of human nature, the Left is constantly trying to manipulate conditions to create equality and sameness—the same schools, the same healthcare, the same neighborhoods, the same or comparable incomes, the same beliefs, and so forth. Freedom will never create the same conditions for everyone—primarily because people don’t want the same conditions. Freedom is the enemy of the Left. Big, controlling government is the only way to achieve their goals.

			Aren’t Traditions the Cause of Racism, Bigotry and Discrimination?

			Second Principle of Progressivism—Traditions Are the Source of Inequality and Injustice

			Progressives are constantly maligning America’s values and history in an attempt to discredit the ideas that created the greatest nation in the world. They believe American values have created the inequality of conditions that have caused societal pathologies of poverty, crime, and injustice. For the Left, traditions are all about bigotry, racism, inequality, and injustice. You know, the Bad Old Days.

			Eric Holder, formerly Attorney General under President Obama, has become a vocal spokesman for the Left’s criticism of America’s history. He mocked the idea America was ever great in an interview on MSNBC in 2019:

			“When I hear these things about ‘Let’s make America great again,’ I think to myself: ‘Exactly when did you think America was great?’”8

			Most religious traditions insist on hard work, morality, marriage, the sinful nature of mankind, the need for discipline and punishment, and the need for grace and redemption. These ideas are anathema to the Left because they place responsibility for problems on the individual, not society. The traditions derived from the belief in the “transcendent order,” as Kirk described it, are the most essential traditions to a free society. Conservatives fight to keep them. This is why the Left is so insistent on destroying any traditions based on Biblical or other traditional religious principles.

			Why Shouldn’t Government Take from the “Haves” and Give to the “Have Nots”?

			Third Progressive Principle—Government Should “Level” Social and Economic Disparities

			For the Left, it stands to reason that, if external conditions cause social and economic disparities, then government should forcibly equalize conditions. This means imposing higher taxes on high-income earners and creating welfare programs for the poor. It means forcing young people from different socioeconomic levels into the same schools. It means government housing for the poor. It means everyone has access to the same healthcare. And everyone has the same retirement program. These are traditional Liberal ideas that should be debated with civility.

			Russell Kirk’s Liberals believed in social welfare and the redistribution of income. Today’s Progressives, however, have gone much further. They vilify capitalism and promote socialism. They demean hard work and success, coining disparaging terms such as “white privilege.” They persecute Christians and Jews. And they glorify those who protest America.

			The Left’s answer to historical injustice is for government to destroy the ideas and institutions they believe made America unjust. Despite overwhelming evidence their approach is unraveling the fabric of society, Progressives continue to insist on deconstructing American traditions to achieve their misguided and unachievable worldview.

			Isn’t Government Control the Only Way to Achieve Fairness?

			Fourth Progressive Principle—Government Control Is Necessary to Achieve Equality and Justice

			The result of the Left’s distorted view of human nature and tradition is their insistence on government ownership, planning, and control—ideas anathema to Conservative thought. From the Left’s perspective, only a central power can achieve equality and level socioeconomic conditions for everyone. This is why Progressives push for government programs to address virtually every problem facing America. And this is why the federal government has become a big, blundering dysfunctional behemoth that is corrupt and trillions of dollars in debt.

			The following chapters in Part I will focus on the unique and proven Conservative ideas we want to keep. These ideas will be presented in the context of the differences between Conservative and Progressive philosophies and will provide numerous examples of policy differences. Part II of Conservative will discuss how Progressive policies have failed, how Conservative policies will work to make life better, and how Conservatives can win the battle for the hearts and minds of Americans—and save the country we love.
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