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For Brian and Troy who dug us out of the snow,
 and for Carter who kept us in hay—such is the stuff
 of real community.





INTRODUCTION

Why These Books and Not...

THE IDEA FOR THIS BOOK CAME FROM THE READERS OF ANOTHER of my books, Ten Books that Screwed Up the World: And Five Others That Didn’t Help. Needless to say, that book was about bad books, books that the world would have been far better off without. Given the number of really horrible books, it was difficult to winnow it down to fifteen. Readers agreed, after they’d gotten through my analysis, that these were indeed horrible books, and their ill effects had, if anything, grown through time. In fact, one of the most important of the criteria in choosing them—from Machiavelli’s The Prince and Thomas Hobbes’ Leviathan to Marx’s Communist Manifesto  , Alfred Kinsey’s Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, and Betty Friedan’s Feminine Mystique—is that their baneful influence continues to form so many aspects of our culture.

Bad ideas and their malignant influence make for depressing news, even though it is imperative that we understand them. So, one of the most frequently asked questions from interviewers and readers was, “Why don’t you write a book about good books?” This came as much as an inquiry as a plea. And so, here it is: Ten Books Every Conservative Must Read: Plus Four Not to Miss and One Impostor. Here are the good books, the books which, if taken with the utmost seriousness, could transform a rotting culture into a blossoming one.

I have no doubt that the most frequently asked question I’ll have to answer about this book is “Why didn’t you include ____________________!” Notice, it’s not really a question, but as the exclamation point at the end suggests, an incredulous outcry that I didn’t include a certain favorite conservative book among the Ten Books Every Conservative Must Read: Plus Four Not to Miss and One Impostor. When it is discovered that the impostor is Ayn Rand’s  Atlas Shrugged, I’m sure I’ll hear even more howls of indignation. So a bit of explanation is due right at the get go.

Let’s leave the question of Rand’s status on the side for a moment, and deal with the whole business of my choice of books that every conservative must read. As with Ten Books that Screwed Up the World, it was extremely difficult to whittle the list down. But it’s not the point of my book simply to provide a list, long or short, of books to read. This is a book about conservative ideas, key concepts, essential principles—things that, given the intellectual and moral dilapidation of much of the culture, every conservative must understand in order to make any solid rebuilding possible. As with the first Ten Books, the premise is that ideas have consequences. Bad ideas have bad consequences, but good ideas have good consequences.

So my focus now is on the books that every conservative must  read. The emphasis on must implies that it is not My Ten Favorite Conservative Books, or Ten Top-Selling Conservative Books. Rather, the  choices were made based upon what conservatives must read in light of our present condition. We live in a culture that is largely defined by liberalism, but there is a swelling conservative reaction. Unfortunately, while that reaction is welcome, it is too often simply a reaction rather than a well-thought-out and effective response deeply informed by truly conservative principles. It is my hope that this book can help to carry out a conservative renaissance, a deep revolution, so that the conservative zeal animating so many souls can have a lasting and profound effect. If the books I’ve chosen would form the basis of a sustained conservative conversation, the cultural battle lines would be more clearly drawn, the strategies more cogently articulated, and hope more firmly grounded.

All that having been said, there are plenty of other books that could have been included. I know this, because I had to make the painful choices. But notice, the title isn’t The Only Ten Books Conservatives Must Read. I am not being exclusive. There are easily a hundred or more books that could be heartily recommended to conservatives.

In making this selection, you’ll notice very important books that didn’t make the final cut. Some are obvious, like Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations. Some have been extremely important to me, but are controversial, like Leo Strauss’ Natural Right and History. Some are theological, like St. Augustine’s City of God. Some are exceedingly difficult, like Aristotle’s Metaphysics. Some are works of epic poetry, like Dante’s Divine Comedy. Some take the form of philosophic dialogues, like Plato’s masterful Gorgias. Some are deeply conservative, but have been horribly misunderstood by conservatives, like Plato’s Republic. Some are actually ambiguous, like John Locke’s Second Treatise of Civil Government. Some are closely akin to the form of this book, like Russell Kirk’s The Roots of American Order  or The Conservative Mind. Some are extremely informative, like  George Nash’s The Conservative Intellectual in America Since 1945. Some are American conservative classics, like Whittaker Chambers’  Witness or William F. Buckley’s God and Man at Yale.  Obviously, given my quip above, Richard Weaver’s Ideas Have Consequences would seem a must-read.

Even without entering into a discussion with anyone else, I could get into arguments with myself over another fifty must-reads. Let in another to the debate, and we’d never get down to actually studying any one text. If for no other reason than space considerations, hard choices had to be made. My reasons could be given for each.

For example, conservatism is about much more than economics—that is why I include philosophy, political philosophy, theology, and literature. Choices had to be made about which books on economics were to be included. I chose Friedrich Hayek’s Road to Serfdom over Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations. I have always been very wary of Smith’s close intellectual and personal ties to the consummate Enlightenment skeptic, David Hume (many of whose works would be worthy candidates for a follow-up book, Ten More Books that Screwed Up the World ) and worried about Smith’s connections to the Parisian salon of the notorious revolutionary, Baron d’Holbach.1 What is of merit in Smith can be found in Hayek. That is an arguable point, and well worth arguing. But few conservatives would deny the great importance of Hayek’s Road to Serfdom, and its intellectual context—the rise of socialism in the twentieth century—is certainly more germane and instructive for conservatives faced with a resurgence of FDR-ism in the present political administration. Hayek therefore forms a better locus of conservative discussion, debate, and action.

But I will not bore readers with a very long explanation of why I didn’t choose this or that book. That would deflect us from the  real task at hand, gathering the conservative wisdom from those I have chosen, and that is the task we must now undertake without any further delay. Readers will soon understand why I’ve chosen these books.





Part I

Just What Exactly Is Conservatism?

THIS BOOK ABOUT BOOKS IS DIVIDED INTO FOUR MAIN PARTS according to four important themes: the first, concerning the nature of conservatism itself; the second, focusing on the American founding; the third, dealing with economics; and the last, pressing home the importance of forming the conservative imagination.

That we should need any discussion of just exactly what conservatism really is might strike us as odd. Surely conservatives already know what it means to be conservative, otherwise they wouldn’t be conservatives.

I think there is a kind of negative clarity among conservatives. That is, conservatives are clear about what conservatism is not (big government, socialism, high taxes, gay marriage), and so when they try to explain what conservatism is they define it negatively, as in freedom from governmental niggling and nannying. But a  negative definition is a rather difficult starting point to form a positive account that conservatives can live by and defend.

Part of the problem in getting that definition is caused by the very word “conservative.” The word “conservative” is, by itself, a word without much substance. To say that one is “conservative” doesn’t really say much at all, because the real question is, what is one trying to conserve? And moreover, why is it really worth conserving? “We’ve always done it this way,” is not an argument. “Because change is always bad,” is a dangerous argument.

Nor can we merely reduce conservatism to the defense of what is “traditional,” a point that will become obvious by illustration. The Aztec Empire spanned, roughly, the time period from the early 1300s to the early 1500s—about as long as the United States has been around. The Aztecs were culturally rich, powerful, brutal, and infamous for practicing human sacrifice. The practice of human sacrifice was much older and more widespread in the Mesoamerican region. By incorporating it into their culture as well, the Aztecs were being quite conservative. They could point to the practice as “traditional,” as having been performed dutifully by their fathers’ fathers’ fathers leading back into the mists of time.

And it was not just a matter of tradition, of maintaining a long-standing human custom. Since the Aztecs believed that the gods sustain the universe, and that the gods themselves were placated by human sacrifice, they had profound religious reasons for defending the practice against innovators. Moreover, they didn’t just believe that the gods were bloodthirsty. Human sacrifice atoned for real moral sins. We may not approve of this method of atonement, but we can have little doubt they experienced guilt for actual moral wrongs they felt needed expiation.

The point is fairly simple. Every society that has lasted for at least two or three centuries has long-standing, hallowed traditions,  passed on with great solemnity from generation to generation. Whatever these traditions are or were—and whatever their moral caliber—the maintenance of them against innovators would be the task of that society’s “conservatives.”

If conservatism is merely the doctrine that what has been done for a long time must be preserved and defended because it has been done a long time, then conservatism means very little. To say the least, it would make a hash of American conservatism, which did away with the traditional arrangement of kings and nobles ruling the common folk.

Yet, that having been duly noted, conservatives can add some substance to the definition of conservatism by pointing to America’s founding fathers. But here’s the rub. Appealing to the founders no longer has much cultural weight outside conservative circles. The age of simple appeal to the founding fathers is gone. For a variety of reasons, their venerable status has been almost entirely eroded. As a consequence, it is no longer politically compelling either to state or prove that “the founding fathers said this” or “the Constitution states clearly that.” For better or worse, we live in an age when the wisdom of the founders cannot be taken for granted as common coin, but must be set forth again, argued for once more, and made compelling to a new age.

But precisely here conservatives should see the problem of merely reducing conservatism to those principles of the American founders. Surely conservatism is something deeper and older, surely it rests on even more venerable and firm foundations. Or to put it another way, if the American founders were conservative, certainly they weren’t just making things up on the spot, but were themselves conserving a deeper and older wisdom, a perennial wisdom that isn’t peculiar to America but deeply rooted in the nature of human beings.


That is what we are trying to recover in Part One. We’re trying to get to the very deepest roots of what conservatism really is. In doing so, we will find that conservatism is not merely an American thing—we’ll read an ancient Greek philosopher, a late-Victorian English journalist, a twentieth century, German-born political philosopher, and a twentieth century Irish-born Christian apologist. Rather, conservatism is a fundamental way of understanding human nature and its place in the cosmos.

We’ll also find out that liberalism is not some recent phenomenon, but is nearly as old as conservatism—Samuel Johnson famously quipped that the devil was the first Whig (the Whigs being British liberals). I am not out to demonize liberalism, however, but to use it to clarify what conservatism is, for the two exist in essential antagonism. Liberalism, too, at its core is a fundamental way of understanding human nature and its place in the cosmos. It is not just a surface reaction to conservatism, but a deep rebellion against the conservative account of man. The works we’ll be considering in Part One will go a long way in clarifying what conservatism is through an analysis of its opposite, liberalism.

This kind of deep clarification is needed for another reason. Readers who are at all familiar with the fourteen books I’ve chosen for treatment as genuinely conservative will know that more than one of those fourteen authors would shudder—were they alive today—at being called “conservative.” In fact, they would demand to be called “liberal.” Yet, even a quick analysis of their arguments shows them aligning (for the most part) with today’s conservatives.

This confusing situation is illuminated somewhat by our remembering that the American founding fathers were indeed engaging in a revolution against the mother country and her King, and that the term “republican” was, a century before our founding, a term  for radicals in English politics bent on decapitating kings and putting political power into popular hands. In Europe, conservatism was associated with those who wanted to keep or restore the old regime where hereditary kings and queens, with the help of an entrenched aristocracy, ruled nations. From the European perspective, Americans looked like radicals; but Americans believed they were reinstituting the most natural and moral form of government, self-government. The habits and principles of self-government—including economic self-government—could therefore rightly be considered conservative insofar as they conserve what is most natural and moral. But by the nineteenth century, the anti-statist position, whether in Europe or America, came to be known as “liberalism” since it sought liberation from top-down governmental control.

Contemporary American conservatism is sometimes seen as having its genesis from this “classical liberalism,” the old anti-statist liberalism that focused on laissez-faire economics, personal liberty, and republican institutions. But, for reasons that will soon become apparent, this isn’t a satisfactory solution, because there exists a “classical conservatism,” far deeper and older, that is the home, the foundation, of true conservatism, the sure fixing point of the conservative mind. Our chosen books will help us find it.





CHAPTER ONE

The Politics:  Aristotle

“... man is by nature a political animal.”




Aristotle: The Father of Political Conservatism 

CALLING ARISTOTLE THE FATHER OF POLITICAL CONSERVATISM should give conservatives a feeling of great relief. Conservatism is much older than America. It is not a modern invention. It goes back far earlier and far deeper, and that gives it a far firmer foundation and an even grander pedigree, stretching to ancient Greece. Conservatism is a perennial political philosophy, and its founding text is Aristotle’s Politics.


Aristotle is the father of political conservatism in two important, related senses. First, he understood that the decisive political argument occurs between those who maintain (as he did) that political life and morality are natural and those who assert that political life  and morality are entirely man-made (as did the sophists and political innovators of his day). This argument is still with us. As we’ll see, it marks the crucial difference between conservatives and liberals. Conservatives tend toward political caution, because they believe man is not infinitely malleable; and they believe that morality is objective and puts limits on what human beings can and should do. Liberals tend to believe the reverse: that morality is relative, and that man is malleable and can rightfully be subject to political manipulation to advance some heady notion of the common good or expedite some grand “progressive” project.

Conservatives, like Aristotle, prefer experience to theory—in fact, conservatives cringe at utopian philosophical schemes, which liberals tend to embrace because they vivify or justify their efforts at social engineering. And like Aristotle, conservatives generally accept the world as it is; they distrust the politics of abstract reason—that is, reason divorced from experience. Liberals see no problem with reconstituting a nation’s political life on the basis of some attractive but untried rational scheme used as a tempting template to draw up programs of “hope and change.”

But while the conservative disposition, which we can trace to Aristotle, is suspicious of abstract reason, it is not, obviously, hostile to philosophy. Aristotle remains, after all, one of the handful of great philosophers in human history, and history has preserved only a portion of his works, which range widely, from detailed biological treatises (such as the Parts of Animals and the Generation of Animals); an examination of The Soul; works on Respiration and  Youth and Old Age; to his seminal works on logic and language (such as the Categories and On Interpretation); more general treatises on nature like the Physics and On the Heavens; books on Rhetoric  and Poetics; an exposition of the principles of Ethics; and the most abstract principles of Metaphysics. Conservatives aren’t anti-intellectual.  They simply and solidly demand that our reason be firmly tethered to our experience of reality as it is.

So for conservatives, like Aristotle, the practice of philosophy, the seeking of wisdom, involves the study of things as they are, not as we might like them to be, and that includes the study of human beings and political life. That is why Aristotle asserted that young men aren’t good “hearers” of lectures on politics—they don’t have enough actual experience of human nature and political life, and since they’re passionate, they’re prone to passionate and destructive schemes for overhauling society.1 A short overview of Aristotle’s life reveals that, for him, experience and philosophy went together.




Aristotle, the Man of Wisdom and Experience 

Aristotle was born in Stagira in Greece in 384 BC. His father, Nicomachus, was the court physician and advisor to the Macedonian king Amyntas III. Amyntas was the father of Philip II, and Philip II was the father of Alexander III, better known as Alexander the Great. All these kings were active in the perpetual wars boiling up the Greek peninsula, and all, especially Alexander, pushed the conquering reach of Macedon beyond its borders. Alexander was born in 356 BC, and when he turned thirteen, Aristotle, almost thirty years his senior, became his tutor (and, as a reward for his efforts, got Alexander’s father Philip to rebuild Stagira, one of the many towns the king had beaten to dust).

As Alexander was an heir to conquest, Aristotle was an heir to philosophy, and he had brought those riches with him, on a rather roundabout route, to the royal court of Macedon. He was the third of three great philosophers, certainly the three greatest that ever lived: Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle himself. At seventeen, Aristotle  had traveled from Macedonia to Athens, from a nascent empire to one of the numerous independent city-states of the Greek peninsula—the city where Socrates, about thirty years earlier, had been sentenced to death for allegedly corrupting the young with his ideas. Aristotle enrolled in the Academy, a school started by Socrates’ best pupil, Plato, and studied and taught with Plato for some twenty years, leaving Athens only after Plato’s death in 347 BC.

Aristotle then emigrated to Asia Minor, where he married Pythias, the adopted daughter of Hermias, a former slave who had become the despotic ruler of the city of Atarneus. Aristotle’s influence is credited with moderating and tempering Hermias’ tyranny, for Hermias, too, had studied philosophy with Plato and even with Aristotle himself, and would accept much of what Aristotle had to say as the better part of wisdom. Aristotle even arranged an alliance between Hermias and Philip of Macedon. That turned to ashes, however, when Hermias was kidnapped by a Persian ally, clapped in chains, and tortured to reveal Philip’s plans for the invasion of Asia Minor. He refused to betray his friends and died in 341 BC.

Before Hermias met his death, Aristotle had traveled to Lesbos, an island in the northeastern Aegean, where he had gone to study biology. His method there was typical of the man. He did not sit on a rock by the sea and dream up grand theories of the universe and the origin and destiny of life, but got down in the water and looked for himself at what living things actually did, cut them up to see what they were really made of, and looked to experienced fisherman rather than philosophers to learn about the details of sea life.

It was in 342 that Philip called Aristotle to Macedon to become a tutor to young Alexander and other important Macedonian nobles, and it seems that Aristotle’s influence carried all the way  into Philip’s own policies, especially encouraging leniency toward Athens. After Philip was assassinated in 336, his son Alexander was proclaimed king by the Macedonian army. He was only twenty. Aristotle left for Athens, and remained there for nearly the rest of his life.

Over the next decade, while Alexander was conquering Asia Minor, Syria, Egypt, Persia, and stretching towards India, Aristotle was in Athens philosophizing, starting his own school, the Lyceum. Most of the works we have from him come from this period. When Alexander the Great died in 323 from poison, malaria, typhoid fever, pancreatitis, overeating the medicinal plant Hellebore, heavy drinking, or complications from a previous wound (you can take your pick), the immediate result was predictable. With the removal of the heavy hand of Macedonian rule, Athens rebelled, and Aristotle, the royal intimate of Macedonian kings, came under charges of impiety at Athens—the very same kind of charge that brought the Athenians to serve hemlock to Socrates three quarters of a century earlier. Aristotle fled to the Chalcis, a Macedonian stronghold on the island of Euboea, his mother’s native soil, where he died in 322.

Aristotle’s Politics, written while he was in Athens teaching at the Lyceum, is an expansive treatise, and it rests firmly upon his formidable intellect and his deep and long experience of political life. Unfortunately, we cannot possibly cover the entire argument of the  Politics in a single summary chapter. By unearthing some of its riches, I hope I can induce readers to do further digging on their own. But it is important to remember that when Aristotle wrote about politics, he did so as someone who had been at the very center of political intrigue and jostling empires. His starting point is neither utopian, dreaming up airy schemes about the way things ought to be, nor does he take the snake’s eye view of realpolitik later made famous by Machiavelli. Instead, Aristotle begins where political life  begins, in the natural moral order of human life, and ends where it ought to end, in making us better than we were, even though we fall far short of the angels.




The Natural Foundation of Political Life 

Aristotle opens the Politics with an argument implicitly but firmly defined against the sophists, the smart-set moral relativists—the liberals—of ancient Greece. The sophists argued that all moral standards are merely artificial, conventional, and relative to the political power structures of society. Against this claim, Aristotle (without ever mentioning sophism by name, an important strategy as it turns out2) makes bold to say that the starting point of society is the natural union of male and female; it is the family.3


From several households arise a village, and from the union of several villages, the city. The family, and by extension, the city, “belongs among the things that exist by nature,” and from that we can conclude “that man is by nature a political animal.”4 We are naturally social and so we are naturally political, and politics, rightly understood, is not about power but about acting out and perfecting our human nature insofar as it is possible. That last proviso keeps Aristotle from being a dangerous utopian, even while it sets a moral standard that pushes us upward.

For Aristotle, size is important. The goal of perfecting our human nature means that political life has to fit our nature. A village is too small, a nation is too large. A city—not a sprawling metropolis made of concrete, but a small city surrounded by an agricultural belt—is just right.5 Why is a city just the right size? A village can provide the necessities of life, but it isn’t big enough to allow for the full flowering of our nature—which spills over into art, architecture, theater, music, literature, science, and philosophy.  But a nation is too large, too unwieldy and bloated, too filled with vices, too subject to foreign influences; citizens are too disconnected in a large nation. It is local affection that binds men together naturally; it is knowing our neighbors (and their character) that makes self-government possible. With Aristotle we find the conservative disposition that prefers the local to the national and distrusts centralism and bureaucracy.

Aristotle also denies the sophistic (and liberal) idea that society is simply an arrangement, a contract, an agreement among individuals. On the contrary, society is not a contract or agreement, but arises naturally. It rests not on atomistic individuals but on the basic building block of the family.6 He means this quite literally: the sexual desire for reproduction defines us as naturally, fundamentally social: we desire children to create our own natural society.  Contra Hillary Clinton, it doesn’t take a village to raise a child (or a state pretending to be a village), it takes a father and mother. The children who come from this most natural of unions go on to marry and have children themselves, and help to create a village. As the family trees of the village branch out over time, the village becomes a city. Such is the natural unfolding of human society. Society doesn’t rest on some kind of social contract that guarantees abstract rights, but on the natural union of husband and wife that binds the past and present to the future with children. So-called “family values” conservatism didn’t begin with modern evangelicals, and it isn’t just one stream of conservative thought; to Aristotle it would have been the very definition of conservatism (or of politics properly understood and practiced), because the family is the real, incontrovertible, natural origin of society.

This connects directly with another conservative concern: morality. Aristotle argues that morality is not a set of artificial and  arbitrary rules, but arises from our natural beginning, and so it, too, is natural. The moral order is there to greet us when we are born; it is present in the natural, moral order of the family, the first society that any of us ever know. And it is in the family, says Aristotle, that we learn the natural moral law that sets the standard for civil justice.7 The well-ordered family is a kind of miniature city, or more exactly, a well-ordered society in seed form. In Aristotle’s view, legal codes and political schemes should be judged by whether they adhere to or deviate from this natural moral order.

But here we must insert a most emphatic note of caution. While the family is the natural origin of society, that does not mean that the city is just one big happy family. The family and the city are distinct, and relate as an integral part to a whole that completes it. The whole does not replace the integral part; the city does not replace the family.8 Aristotle would rightly be horrified at the modern liberal tendency, present in both Marxism and Liberal Progressivism, to disintegrate the natural family and contrive to make the state some kind of super-family in its place.

Another note of caution. Aristotle, of course, does not say that all families are well ordered. The family is natural, but the good ordering of the family is not automatic. Just as a garden needs to be well cared for, so does a family. Just as plants need to be pruned, so families need to be pruned of vice, which otherwise distorts their growth. The disordered souls of a father and mother can lead to disordered families, which lead to disordered societies. Bad morality often comes from badly ordered families. The process accelerates when a disordered society reaches back into the family and twists its natural order into unnatural shapes, making the family a morbid, distorted reflection of what it should be. So just as there are good and bad families, there are good and bad governments (a  point we’ll get to in a minute). But first we have to deal with the most important objections to Aristotle’s starting point.




The Hard Bits of Aristotle’s Argument 

Liberals will be quick to remind us that Aristotle also believed that slavery was natural and that the familial and political subordination of women was natural. Some liberals might say that what they support is not moral relativism but liberation from unjust traditions upheld by conservatives like Aristotle.

But this is to miss a very important point about true conservatism. It is tied to particular principles, not inextricably bound to a particular man, or book, or particular political order. Aristotle believed, as true conservatives do, that the wisdom gained from experience should be our guide, and so if we err, we can and must amend our views, just as Aristotle corrected what he thought were errors in the thought of Plato. Conservatism is not blind acceptance, but careful consideration, and that includes reconsideration. Aristotle wrongly believed that slavery is natural. He was wrong about other things as well. He believed that the law should allow, even demand, the killing by exposure of deformed children, that the state should determine the number of children parents may have, and that those children conceived beyond this number should be aborted in the first trimester.9 We can reject all these things as wrong if and only if we believe that it is possible to be right, that is, only if we assume (with Aristotle and against ancient sophists and modern moral relativists) there is an objective moral order that we can know and follow.

We must also point out, for the record, that it was Christianity that historically allowed for the correction of Aristotle in regard to slavery, as well as abortion and infanticide.

With all that said, let’s look more carefully at Aristotle’s discussion of women and slaves, for even among errors here, there are insights. Aristotle says that “the female is distinguished by nature from the slave.... The barbarians, though, regard the female and slave to be of the same order.”10 In short, Aristotle marks a barbarian as barbarous precisely in his use of the female as a slave. This is not a small point, as any honest anthropologist will reveal. In a large majority of primitive cultures, precisely those that didn’t own slaves, women performed a great portion of the back-breaking menial tasks that must be done for any society to survive. It follows (perhaps somewhat uncomfortably) that historically, the first emancipation of women came with the institution of slavery. Or, to put the same point in a broader context, the societies in which women had the most leisure and political power were those where upper class women depended on lower class or slave laborers of both sexes.11


So, Aristotle did not see women as slaves; he asserted that only barbarians did. Therefore, he did not see the relationship of husband and wife, or parents and children, in terms of master and slave. Instead, he uses overtly political terms. He compares the man’s governing of a household to political rule. The just man is no despot over his family. Rather he rules his “wife and children as free persons, though it is not the same mode of rule in each case, the wife being ruled in a political way, and the children in kingly  fashion.”12 In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle remarks that the kind of friendship that unites husband to wife is aristocratic, and the father’s friendship toward his children should be kingly.13 This political language might strike us as quite odd, but it allows Aristotle to avoid being conservative in the worst, distorted sense, defending the family by defending tyrannical husbands and fathers. Here, as everywhere, Aristotle distinguishes between good and bad, just  and unjust. Because Aristotle uses specifically political terms to make that distinction, we need to move beyond the family and look at Aristotle’s account of political regimes.




Good and Bad Political Regimes 

At the heart of Aristotle’s Politics is the division of political regimes into different types. We are accustomed to thinking that political regimes can be divided into two kinds, democracy and everything else. Democracy is good and everything else is bad. But that is not Aristotle’s way of dividing things at all. According to Aristotle, political regimes may be divided according to the number who rule, and what kind of rule, good or bad. This allows for a six-fold division of good and bad regimes. If one person rules for the true common good, it is kingly rule; if one person rules only for his own advantage, the regime is a tyranny. If a few rule for the true common good, it is an aristocracy; if the few rule only for their own advantage, it is an oligarchy. And here comes a great shock. If the many, the majority, rule for the sake of the true common good, the regime is called a polity; if the many, the majority, rule for their own private advantage rather than the common good, the regime is a democracy.14


A bit disconcerting, isn’t it? We tend to regard democracy as the  only good regime, and every other form of government, we brand indifferently as a tyranny. That is, we regard majority rule as sacred and good in itself, and every other form of government as a perversion. But Aristotle takes the quite sensible position that the majority can be as selfish, foolish, and tyrannical as any tyrant or oligarch. Therefore, he calls democracy a perversion.

It is a perversion of the good form of rule by the many, a polity, from which we get the term “political.” It is of no small historical consequence that when the Romans wanted to translate Greek political thought into Roman terms, the great Roman statesman  and philosopher Cicero translated the Greek word politeia (polity) using the Latin term respublica. Our Latin-based equivalent is Republic, as in “I pledge alliance to the flag of the United States of America, and to the Republic for which it stands....” For our purposes, we can use either term, polity or the more familiar republic, as more or less synonymous.15


Before we jump to any conclusions, we had better look more carefully at Aristotle’s argument, and try to understand it on its own terms. First and foremost, the difference between the good and bad regimes is, obviously, not how many rule, but for what. Kings, aristocrats, and the many rulers of the polity (or republic) govern for the sake of the true human good of their subjects, and that includes especially their moral good. For Aristotle, the perfection of our nature, the development of virtuous citizens, is our moral good. Tyrants, oligarchs, and democrats rule for their own private advantage—they serve only their own wants and characteristically indulge in every vice that political power can purchase.

In applying this to family life, Aristotle says that a husband and father rules his family and household “either for the sake of the ruled or for the sake of something common to both,” the common good of the family.16 The relationship of the husband to his wife is properly “aristocratic,” by which Aristotle means that “the man rules... according to his worth, and about things which it is necessary for the man to rule, and he commits to his wife to rule as her due, those things for which she is well-fit.” The perversion of this is when the husband rules his wife as an oligarch, and controls everything for his own advantage.17 Similarly, if a man rules his children merely for his own advantage, he is a tyrant and not a “kingly” father.

Turning back to the political realm again, for Aristotle, it is better to live under a good king than in a democracy or oligarchy, or in a  good republic rather than under a tyrant. In short, any good form is better than any bad form. But even here, among the good forms, there is a kind of ranking, for if there were one person, preeminent in virtue, a man of supreme goodness, it would be good for “everyone to obey such a person gladly....”18


Aristotle does not say that we should abolish every bad form of government and replace it with a good one. For Aristotle, prudence is the wisdom of politics, and to be prudent means that you can’t snap a bent board straight without breaking the board. That is destruction, not reform. Instead, you take what you actually find, and you work to make it better.

There is a very good reason for this cautious approach. True kingships, aristocracies, and republics are rare because true virtue is rare, either among the rulers or the ruled. Human wickedness is all too prevalent, and that means that we are far more likely to find, as political “material” to work with, tyrannies posing as kingships, oligarchies posing as aristocracies, and democracies posing as republics. The reality of wickedness, or sin, makes the creation of perfect political regimes humanly impossible, and it ensures that any imprudent attempts to create political perfection, or utopia, will end in disaster. Conservatives believe in original sin—or the simple reality of human wickedness—and understand that this limits what good politics can achieve.

Aristotle spends far more time on the bad regimes than the good, because we’re far more likely to be faced with bad regimes than good ones. Therefore we will focus primarily (as he does) on oligarchy and democracy.




The Oligarch and the Democrat 

According to Aristotle, neither oligarchy nor democracy is entirely unjust. Indeed, each has hold of a kind of half truth about  justice. Both fasten onto “a certain sort of justice, but proceed only to a certain point.”19 The oligarchs grab onto one aspect of justice, inequality: those who work harder should receive a greater reward, those who run faster should receive the prize, those who contribute more to the political regime should have more privileges and honor, those who have more money and who therefore provide more support for the regime should have more power and prestige. The democrats seize another aspect of political justice, equality: since all are equally citizens, they believe that all should be treated equally in every way.

But two half truths about justice do not make a whole truth. Aristotle tells us that almost all men are “bad judges concerning their own things.” Our biases warp our understanding. Oligarchs think that because they have far more money, they are superior in all things, and justice should focus entirely on inequality. Democrats think that because they are equally free citizens with the oligarchs, they should be equal in all things. They therefore focus on freedom and equality as if they were moral absolutes.

At the heart of this disagreement is money (or, more accurately, wealth); it is the division between the few rich and the many poor, and it represents a kind of permanent historical tension.20 Aristotle points out that the way to blunt this tension is through the creation of something in between rich and poor. So he remarks, “In all cities there are three parts of the city, the very well off, the very poor, and third, those in the middle between these.” This “middling element,” the middle class, is the key. A society with a dominant middle class is where “a lasting polity is capable of existing.”21


The stability provided by a dominant middle class is not just a matter of money, but even more, a matter of character. The middle class works hard. Like the rich, the middle class believes hard work should be rewarded. Since middle class people own property, they  stand ready to defend property rights and block burdensome taxation against the efforts of the property-less poor who want property and wealth redistributed equally. But like the poor, the middle class believes in political equality; the middle class does not believe that the rich are inherently more virtuous or better qualified to hold political power than anyone else. In his attention to the character of the middle class, Aristotle argues that farmers make the strongest foundation for a solid middle class, and the best foundation for a polity or republic, because they are hard-working, independent, and self-reliant.22 And we are not surprised that, according to Aristotle, “The best legislators are from the middling citizens.”23 Their character makes them govern most wisely and moderately—at least more so than the very rich or the very poor.

The American republic, obviously, has followed Aristotle’s advice—and even today our two major political parties reflect aspects of his argument, especially in how they characterize each other. Democrats cast the Republicans as the oligarchs, the party of the rich who rule only for the benefit of the rich. Republicans cast Democrats as the party of the grasping poor whose policies entail high taxes and socialism (i.e., enforced equality in all respects). And interestingly enough, both parties profess themselves to be the party of the middle class. (The middle class itself, however, seems to have growing doubts about whether either party is interested in ruling virtuously and for the common good.)




How to Destroy a Republic 

If the middle class is the strength of a republic, a republic is nevertheless easily destroyed, as Aristotle makes dolefully but prudently clear. The delicate balance between rich and poor can be toppled; self-interest can trump the common good; the austerity of moral virtue can be traded for soft comfort and pleasure. Such  revolutions come from small beginnings, from factions at odds with the political order.24 Here, too, is a great conservative point: no political regime, no political order, is exempt from corruption. If the characters of the people fail, the regime will split at the seams and unravel.

For Aristotle, the “greatest factional split is perhaps that between virtue and depravity.” Morality is the great cement that holds a regime together. But when war is waged on morality, when depravity comes to blows with virtue and gains the upper hand, then a good government can quickly become a bad one. On these grounds, so-called “moral issues” are the fundamental ones. Next comes the economic split “between wealth and poverty,” between rich and poor, oligarch and democrat.25


A regime can be torn apart from the side of the poor. A democratic revolution occurs “particularly on account of the wanton behavior of the popular leaders,” who, on behalf of the poor, harass “those owning property” and “egg on the multitude against them” and “slander the wealthy in order to be in a position to confiscate their goods.” Even more ominous, the demagogues, “in order to make themselves popular” so they can get elected, assert that the will of the people is supreme over the law (or, in American political terms, that popular political projects can override the Constitution).26 Democrats certainly seem to have something of the truth in defining justice in terms of political freedom and equality. But, Aristotle notes, they “define freedom badly. For there are two things by which democracy is held to be defined: the majority having authority, and freedom.” But here, things start to go badly. While justice is rightly held “to be something equal,” the majority come to believe that “[political] equality requires that whatever the multitude resolves is authoritative, and freedom and equality involve doing whatever one wants.” The result is that “everyone  lives as he wants and toward whatever end he happens to crave.”27  Liberty, the right to be a free man, then becomes license, the right to be an immoral man, and justice is defined as having an equal right to do whatever we want. The desire to “do whatever we want” and the premium on “tolerating everyone living as he wants”28 leads to a situation not much different from tyranny, because the demagogues create something akin to tolerance police to enforce political correctness—women are encouraged to inform on men, slaves are set against their masters, and the self-flattering majority against the independent-minded. Moreover, the democrats, in order to enhance their power of numbers over the oligarchs, “add as many persons as possible” who were previously excluded as citizens, including people who were previously classified as resident aliens.29


If Aristotle is no friend of egalitarian democracy, he also maintains that “the aggrandizements of the wealthy are more ruinous to the polity than those of the people.”30 So he is no friend of oligarchy either. The rich can do a lot of damage precisely because they are rich, and they can buy a revolution in government. Just like the democrats, they can rule tyrannically when they rule by their will rather than according to the law.31 This is especially a problem with elections of public officials, where monied interests more easily gain public offices.32 Oligarchies are unstable governments because the wealthy are inevitably divided into factions, with the factions appealing to the masses against each other—but with each faction just as self-interested as the last.33 Another kind of revolution occurs when the oligarchs “expend their private wealth in wanton living.”34 As with democrats who exchanged liberty for license, dissipated oligarchs invite a takeover by a tyrant or a rebellion of the frustrated and disgusted many who realize the oligarchs are not fit to share in rule.

Sound familiar in any way? Reading Aristotle today, he can seem like a political prophet, a conservative who foresaw many of our current political problems. But it is important to remember that Aristotle’s seemingly prophetic powers were the result of his being conservative in another, all-important sense. He conserved the political lessons of history. “Looking backwards” gave him the wisdom to “look forward.” Human beings are remarkably, and lamentably, all too predictable.




Political Animal or Political Beast? 

We headed this chapter with Aristotle’s famous statement that “man is by nature a political animal.” We end it with a warning that every conservative should take to heart. The city allows for the development of the full human life that begins in the family, and so Aristotle asserts that the first person who set up the city “is responsible for the greatest of goods.” But then he makes us aware of a fundamental ambiguity.


For just as man is the best of animals when perfected, when separated from law and justice he is the worst of all. For injustice is harshest when it is furnished with arms; and man is born naturally possessing arms for [the use of] prudence and virtue which are nevertheless very susceptible to being used for their opposites. This is why, without virtue, he is the most unholy and the most savage [of the animals], and the worst in regard to sex and food.35




This ambiguity, that the best of animals may all too easily become the most savage, isn’t addressed only to some alleged savage man against the civilized. It is addressed most of all to the civilized man as a warning. For it is precisely in civilization that we  find those who, spurning virtue, will use all the developments and advantages of political life and political power for the enjoyment of the most degrading vices. Without attention to virtue, without care for a regime’s moral foundation, the most savage men will soon enough rule, and we will be changed from political animals to political beasts.





CHAPTER TWO

Orthodoxy:  Gilbert Keith Chesterton

“The more transcendental is your patriotism,
 the more practical are your politics.”

 



 



 



 



 



WE NOW LEAP FROM ARISTOTLE IN ANCIENT GREECE TO AN ENGLISHMAN born in the Victorian era, a man who was a novelist, a literary critic, a Christian apologist, a political essayist, an economic theorist, and a newspaperman nonpareil, a man much quoted but perhaps too infrequently read, Mr. G. K. Chesterton. As we have seen with Aristotle, true conservatism is not about political parties, but what might be called, in high philosophic discourse, a particular “stance in relationship to being.” Conservatism, wherever it occurs, accepts nature as fundamentally good, and human nature as the fundamental standard of human moral goodness. For Aristotle, the main political question was not whether you are ruled by a king or by a Congress, but whether the rulers, however few or many there be, rule for the sake of the true human good or merely for their own advantage, for virtue or mere pleasure. The main  political question is always a moral question, but the moral question is itself rooted firmly in human nature. That is why the political and moral reasoning of Aristotle culminated in what came to be called the “natural law,” and why conservatives speak of laws grounded in nature and nature’s God. Whoever defends these properly, is properly called a conservative. We meet now one of the greatest conservatives who ever lived, a man so keen on defending nature and nature’s God that he very rightly called himself a cosmic patriot.




The Cosmic Patriot 

If I were, by some strange circumstance, compelled to offer a definitive proof of the existence of God, and do so in the least number of words, I would simply reply, “Chesterton.” That so strange and marvelous a creature as G. K. Chesterton could exist makes it quite impossible, indeed unconscionable, to be an atheist. Nothing but a divine cause could explain such superabundance of intellect continually overflowing into laughter.

Chesterton could laugh because he saw the cosmos as a great and joyful gift, a gift worth defending in all its abundance. He could not abide this abundance being squeezed into some fashionable, abstract theory to fit some narrow, new-fangled view of man. We have seen, in Aristotle, the conservative insistence on beginning from particulars, from experience and fact, from how men really are. Aristotle would not allow abstract theories to take the place of concrete truths, because the theorists all too often were cut off from reality, and so cut out the parts of reality that didn’t fit their theory. Chesterton takes this approach and shows us that the many abstract theories of the modern world are not expansions to a greater truth, but constrictions of it that cut off the aspects of reality deemed irrelevant or inconvenient. Chesterton will have none of that. To be a man, in Chesterton’s view, means  to defend the full spectrum of the truth against those who would narrow it to their own ends. So it is that Chesterton declares himself a “cosmic patriot,”1 a lover and defender of the fullness of creation, and most especially of man.

A “cosmic patriot” might seem a contradiction. Patriotism is love for a particular place—and Chesterton did indeed love his particular place of England. But Chesterton also loved the world—indeed, the cosmos—as if it were a small and endearing shire. If he had been alive during the time of Thomas Aquinas, he would have been credited with a “love for the glory of God’s creation,” for that is what his cosmic patriotism meant. He defended the world against those who despised it so much that they wanted to change it into something else, a utopia of their own design. That spirit of defense defines his Orthodoxy. It is also what makes Chesterton a conservative in the most fundamental sense.

For those who have not read Chesterton, be forewarned. Chesterton was one of the very few human beings who actually had a “rapier wit,” a mind so sharp and nimble, and footwork so quick and light, that we are left astonished at the effortless rapidity and exactitude of his strokes. Each turns out to be a stroke of genius. Chesterton can say in a short paragraph what it takes others, with much more labor, to say in entire books. Reading Chesterton is much like reading Shakespeare, except that Chesterton speaks in our own idiom, and for Chesterton, there are only comedies.




The Ever-laughing Man 

Gilbert Keith Chesterton was born on May 29, 1874, in the west district of London, Kensington, the son of Edward and Marie Louise Chesterton. Edward was the British equivalent of a real estate agent, but was generally able to avoid work in his family firm through the convenient presence of delicate health. He preferred  immersing himself in literature, employing himself as an amateur artist, and dispensing his imagination into puppet (or toy) theater. Marie Louise, née Grosjean, was descended from French Swiss on her father’s side and Scots on her mother’s (her mother’s maiden name, Keith, became G. K. Chesterton’s middle name). Edward and Marie’s first child was Beatrice. She was born five years before Gilbert, but died when he was only three. A brother, Cecil, came in 1879.

The Chesterton boys, although of the middle class, were often dirty as chimney sweeps. Gilbert never seemed to recover from his early habit of dishevelment. All efforts at sheveling him by his mother, future wife, and friends failed wonderfully. He always looked like an unmade bed, hastily left and in need of changing.

The Chestertons were old breed liberals whose first principles were the sanctity of private property, the importance of personal initiative, and a belief in complete freedom of thought (within the confines of Victorian respectability). It also meant their religious convictions were less than those of your average Unitarian. Nevertheless, Gilbert was baptized at St. George’s, an Anglican Church, and received the first name Gilbert from the last name of his godfather.

He endured being educated at St. Paul’s school (founded by John Colet in 1509). He was thought to be dim and distracted, a daydreamer forever drawing strange and fantastic pictures in his notebooks rather than working on sums. In truth, he was more like “the dumb ox,” St. Thomas Aquinas, who likewise had extraordinary powers of concentration that made him seem distracted to those who couldn’t see the great churning of ideas within. Some glimmer of Chesterton’s genius poked through when he founded a debating club at St. Paul’s, and debating became a lifelong passion. Like St. Thomas, he had an amazing ability to remember every  detail of his opponent’s arguments (even while misplacing a comb, his watch, or the hat that was on his head), and he could answer each point in turn with the greatest charity. He also wrote poems, plays, essays, and novels, a habit he would never give up.

Gilbert then went on to the Slade School of Art. As with his prose, his illustrations expressed with a few exact strokes what it took others a whole painting (or in prose, a book) to achieve. He attended literature classes at the University College London, but as with the Slade, he was able to avoid the formality of graduating. He was too large to fit either curriculum.

That odd largeness suffused his very being. Even as a fresh-faced lad, he towered at six feet two inches. As he grew older, his horizontal aspects caught up with his vertical. Even his hair seemed to stand upright, emphasizing his size.

While he was fresh-faced, he was not innocent. During this period he lapsed into the occult and felt himself being dragged downward. “I am not proud of believing in the Devil,” he would later recall. “To put it more correctly, I am not proud of knowing the Devil. I made his acquaintance by my own fault; and followed it up along lines which, had they been followed further, might have led me to devil-worship or the devil knows what.”2 He was shaken from this free fall by a real diabolist who befriended him. When Chesterton saw how his friend so casually inverted the entire moral order, embracing evil as good, he was shaken and fled from the cold, dark abyss of real evil.3 I point this out so that the reader does not misunderstand Chesterton’s sunny exuberance—he knew very well what he was against.

By the fall of 1895, Chesterton had his first job at a publishing firm and slowly worked his way from penury into prominence (if not wealth) in the literary world. He also met his future wife, Frances Blogg (whose unfortunate maiden name came from trying  to anglicize the perfectly melodious, de Blogue). She was exactly one foot shorter than Chesterton.

Chesterton was a hopeless romantic—the romance being essential to his nature and the hopelessness arising from his financial situation. Though he was a prolific and increasingly famous “jolly journalist,” writing on literary, artistic, social, and political topics, he had so little money that he postponed wedding Frances for several years (until 1901). During these drawn-out years of anticipation, he met one of his great, life-long friends, Hilaire Belloc, whose  Servile State we will discuss later. Chesterton made his big professional breakthrough in 1905 with a contract for a weekly column in the Illustrated London News. The column brought him financial security and an even bigger public platform to address every topic that caught his fancy.

OEBPS/benj_9781596986381_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
10 BOOKS EVERY |
CONSERVATIVE
MUST READ






OEBPS/benj_9781596986381_oeb_001_r1.jpg
10 BOOKS EVERY
CONSERVATIVE

MUST READ

Plus Four Not to Miss and One Impostor

BENJAMIN WIKER, Pu.D.

Since 1947

REGNERY

PUBLISHING, INC.
An Eagle Publishing Company + Washington, DC





