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Ai miei genitori Clara e Giuseppe per tutto il tempo dedicato alla mia educazionee istruzione quando ero un bambino.



Introduction


The primary difficulty in accomplishing a History of European Conservative Thought has been identifying authors who can be defined as conservative, who regard themselves as part of the conservative vision. Many conservative scholars referenced throughout this book never defined themselves as “conservative” in their lifetime. But if we retrospectively define conservatism with the values that we know characterize it, we can identify their work as belonging to conservative schools of thought.

Considering the extensiveness of the topic at hand, as well as the text selections that have been made in writing this book, this work does not claim totality. It rather aims to amply organize a philosophy that began with the French Revolution and continues to the present time. The book you hold in your hands is the product of years of study and in-depth analysis. And although the selection of thinkers for this book could be open to debate, it is supported by thorough research and verified sources.

The first part of this book is structured around a general analysis of conservatism, drawing on its values and historical origins. Then, a comprehensive look into various conservative thinkers in national and supranational contexts—including Britain’s heir, the United States—make up the second part of the book. Particular attention is dedicated to my own country, Italy.

This study of conservatism has been achieved through a cultural lens rather than a political one. But history interweaves political content and philosophical theories; it therefore would have been an error of insufficiency and inaccuracy to disregard the relationship between politics and conservative philosophy in certain parts of the book.

As an Italian, dealing with Italian conservatism, as well as choosing which theorists define it, was the most complex part of this work. Despite increased progressivism established in recent years, Italy remains more conservative than any other European country. Excluding its Fascist digression, in which there was an indisputable conservative component, the conservative stamp of Italy is mainly due to the strong influence exercised by the Catholic Church, politically known as the Christian Democratic Party. Some of the most important voices in Italian journalism of the twentieth century, from Indro Montanelli to Leo Longanesi, discuss conservatism with native enthusiasm. And much of nineteeth- and twentieth-century Italian literature draws on conservative content. Some of the most important Italian writers owe their intellectual formation to their conservative cultural education; look no further than Nobel Prize-winning author Luigi Pirandello, or Giuseppe Tomasi di Lampedusa’s novel The Leopard, from which come these immortal lines: “If we want things to stay as they are, things will have to change.”

The decision to omit an analysis of the biographic profiles of liberal-conservative scholars such as Tocqueville or Hayek derives from the decision to trace a path of writers that abide by principles of traditional conservative thought. This is not to say that in certain passages of Democracy in America or The Old Regime and the Revolution, Tocqueville does not express opinions that are within the realm of conservatism. Although the influence of counterrevolutionary authors brought him to an elitist detachment from the masses and direct democracy, a thorough analysis of his stance reveals one more closely linked to liberal-conservatism than traditional conservatism. As for Hayek, it is sufficient to cite his essay “Why I Am Not a Conservative,” published in 1960 in The Constitution of Liberty, to justify his absence. However, even this may warrant contest: J. Arthur Bloom aimed to explain reasons for which Hayek actually can be counted among conservatives in the article “Why Hayek is a Conservative,” published in the American Conservative. Nevertheless, his work will not be explored in this book.

So what is the purpose of this book? It is to ensure that the word “conservative” takes on a positive meaning that overhauls the discriminatory conceptions held in the collective imagination. To many, conservatism is a stale and declining concept; but this notion demonstrates a scarce understanding of true conservative thought. Beginning with the most important European conservative philosophers, this book aims to highlight distinctions between conservatism and other schools of thought—including reactionism and libertarianism, which are too often confused with conservatism. This book provides a solid, well-characterized cultural foundation for contemporary society, in which the centerpiece of progressivism has cunningly and tragically marginalized traditional conservative values.

It is my hope that this book will articulate and inspire gratitude for the indisputable values that have animated—and continue to animate—conservative philosophy.



CHAPTER ONE


Conservatism: Interpretations, Ideas, and Principles

What is conservatism?

In contemporary Italian society, the term conservative has taken on an at worst negative or at best anachronistic connotation. Almost no one in the country would define him or herself as conservative; at most, some claim to be “right-wing,” but this classification has become almost meaningless, due to the twentieth century’s political transformations and dissipating lines of traditional oppositions.

Etymologically, a conservative is one who is “averse to rapid change” and represented by a political party. This political party is “disposed to maintain existing institutions and promote private enterprise.”1

With this definition in mind, it could be said that the rationale dominating much of the twenty-first century could not be further from conservative principles. As Leo Longanesi expressed in a piercing aphorism: “I am a conservative in a country with nothing to conserve.”

To further understand what being conservative means, Gennaro Malgieri includes a short definition of conservatism in the introduction to his book, Conservatori: da Edmund Burke a Russell Kirk.2 Conservatism, he writes, is “more than a political doctrine, conservatism is a spiritual feeling and cultural calling.”3

Conservatism was born in response to the French Revolution. It aims to protect the human person and his intermediary groups, groups that might be crushed by powers of centralized governments. Such governments tend to erode and sometimes intentionally attempt to destroy traditional values, as well as the idea of community itself. And they might succeed in doing so, were it not for conservatism and the strength of “the increasingly essential values, such as tradition (opposed to progress), prejudice (opposed to reason), authority (opposed to power), freedom (opposed to equality), private property (opposed to statism), religion (as opposed to morality), community (opposed to individual).”4

Moeller van den Bruck asserts that a conservative does not look to the past, but rather to eternity:

Conserving is not receiving to hand down, but rather innovating the forms, institutional or ideal, which agree to remain rooted in a solid world of values in the face of continuous historical setbacks. In the face of modernity as an era of insecurity, opposing the securities of the past is no longer enough; instead it is necessary to redesign new safety by adopting and taking on the same risky conditions with which it is defined.5

Conservatives defend the established order while attempting to maintain the social and political balance of a deteriorating society. They ask what might be lost in the name of “advancing” modern society, a society that substitutes tradition with reason.

As the stability of society splinters, conservatives aspire to maintain values and rules of tradition in the face of revolution and unrest. They are the guardians of their culture’s foundation. In their book Il pensiero conservatore Interpretazione, giustificazioni e critiche, Carlo Mongardini and Maria Luisa Maniscalco divide the study of conservatism into three different perspectives:

1. The analysis of conservatism as an ideological principle. This includes justifying the conservative standpoint, examining the relationship between conservative tendencies and certain historical conditions, and considering general reasons for conservatism’s success.

2. The analysis of conservatism as a political philosophy. This is properly conceived as a theory of the limits of transformation and change.

3. The analysis of conservatism as a political practice. This includes studying its application in various political regimes as well as the forms through which it is possible to preserve a social and political system.6

Why do we need conservative thought now? The changes and problems of a new social order, following an advent of the masses, present a role worth pondering:

Conservative thought is an undercurrent of modern society and serves as a way to express the need and value of continuity in a complex culture, and has taken on this change as a top priority. Continuity can no longer be entrusted to a mere repetition of tradition, unreflective of the past. It must be continuously constructed in the face of the shifting complexities of society and changing historical situations, and in the face of different economic and cultural trends and emerging needs. These are the issues that conservative thought presents. Every time there is a tendency toward change, every time a check on reality is missing, the principles of conservatism reappear as way to revive continuity and the strength of tradition in the face of change.7

Conservatism is linked to universal values stretching beyond a single era, valid in every historical period. Categorical conservatism must be, therefore, not only historical, but ideal, universally functional, sociological, and transcendental.

However, things being as they are in contemporary society, conservatives risk falling into a paradoxical situation. What if a conservative does not see any values worth conserving? Might he then have no other choice but to be drawn toward a progressive rationale with the objective of overcoming laws that govern society? Georg Simmel acknowledged this point of view, but he believed the preservation of conservatism could be achieved through a principle of “preserving innovation.” For the inclination toward progress itself, the desire to improve the world, is, in fact, worth conserving. This poses the question, then, of the role of conservatism in a changing world:

To maintain faith in nonnegotiable values, undoubtedly; however, also being open to the adventures of a new time, not sternly opposing them but rather participating in them with the spirit of one who does not want to renounce the idea of establishing civil cohabitation, founded on the dignity of the person and the irrevocable project of building different yet converging communities . . . the idea of universal order founded on natural rights, respect of the people and of the culture, on sovereignty and on the authority that protects liberty.8

Roger Scruton has dedicated a large part of his life to the study of conservatism, publishing various books on the subject, including A Political Philosophy: Arguments for Conservatism and How to Be a Conservative.9 In chapter seven of the latter text, Scruton discusses the birth of conservatism and its connection to the Enlightenment:

Conservatism as a political philosophy came into being with the Enlightenment. It would not have been possible without the scientific revolution, the overcoming of religious conflict, the rise of the secular state, and the triumph of liberal individualism. Conservatives for the most part acknowledged the benefits contained in the new conception of citizenship, which vested power in the people, and in the state as their appointed—and in part elected—representative. They also recognized the great reversal in the affairs of government that this implied. Henceforth, they saw, accountability is from the top down, and not from the bottom up. The rulers must answer to the ruled, and responsibilities at every level are no longer imposed but assumed.

At the same time, conservatives sounded a warning against the Enlightenment. For Herder, Maistre, Burke and others, the Enlightenment was not to be regarded as a complete break with the past. It made sense only against the background of a long-standing cultural inheritance. Liberal individualism offered a new and in many ways inspiriting vision of the human condition; but it depended upon traditions and institutions that bound people together in ways that no merely individualistic worldview could engender. The Enlightenment proposed a universal human nature, governed by a universal moral law, from which the state emerges through the consent of the governed. The political process was henceforth to be shaped by the free choices of individuals, in order to protect the institutions that make free choices possible. It was all beautiful and logical and inspiriting. But it made no sense without the cultural inheritance of the nation state, and the forms of social life that had taken root in it.10

According to Heidegger, conservatism “is called to protect the existence of a democracy based on essential elements: Fuhrung, the command; Volk, the people; Erbe, the heritage; Gefolgschaft, loyalty; Bodenstandigkeit, the roots of one’s own land,” and is characterized as a countermovement in opposition to the destruction of the values carried out by nihilism. Therefore, a comparison between Ernst Jünger and Heidegger can be made in which:

The diagnosis of the nihilistic “disease” leads to foreshadowing a new frontier of “resistance” and “anarchy,” a “wild” opposition to the “devaluation of values” that precisely corresponds to the diffused and dangerous condition of nihilism. The individual is called to oppose the “fall of old systems” and the “consumption of every traditional resource.”11

In contrast to traditionalism, conservatism serves as a link between different generations. A conservative allows for the maintenance of heredity as well as the transference of it to those who will come after us:

It is valuable to us because it contains people, without whose striving and suffering we ourselves would not exist. These people produced the physical contours of our country; but they also produced its institutions and its laws, and fought to preserve them. On any understanding of the web of social obligation, we owe them a duty of remembrance. We do not merely study the past: we inherit it, and inheritance brings with it not only the rights of ownership, but the duties of trusteeship. Things fought for and died for should not be idly squandered. For they are the property of others, who are not yet born.

Conservatism should be seen in that way, as part of a dynamic relation across generations. People grieve at the destruction of what is dear to them, because it damages the pattern of trusteeship, cutting them off from those who went before, and obscuring the obligation to those who come after.12

Progressivism is the antithesis of conservatism. It dominated Western thought between 1750 and 1900, when the idea of progress was tightly bound to economic development. The beliefs of progressives not only derive from capitalism, but also from Communism. Scholars are still in disagreement about when the concept of progress was born. In his book The Idea of Progress, J.B. Bury claims that it was not before the seventeenth century and the Scientific Revolution; other scholars, such as Ludwig Edelstein and E. R. Dodds, believe it to reach as far back as ancient Greece. Robert Nisbet, in his 1980 book History of the Idea of Progress, asserts that progress was acquired from the Christian philosophy of history. The progressive doctrine derives from classical liberalism (which emphasizes the concept of a free market), statism (the concept of the welfare state), and socialism, thus creating polarities between puritans, classical liberals, and Darwinists—each of which subscribes to various tenets of progressivism—and reactionaries, traditional Catholics, and conservatives, who generally oppose this concept of progressivism.

Progressivism as an ideology rests on the idea that historical and economic progress is inevitable and we will eventually enter into a historical era characterized by absolute freedom and social and economic equality. Social progressivism is similarly optimistic, advocating that the human condition can be improved through political reform. Francis Bacon, Jeremy Bentham, John Stuart Mill, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Karl Marx, Auguste Comte, Edward Bellamy and Nicolas de Condorcet are progressivism’s founding fathers.

How do you transform an undesirable society into a desirable society? According to progressives, you bring about a centralized government that holds enough power to do so. Ask a conservative about this, and he will tell you that progressive reforms originate from a fundamental misunderstanding of the human condition: namely, that progressives fail to give the devil in man his due.

The German philosopher Hermann Lübbe explored “rules” of conservative behavior:

1. Cultures are born and progress at the expense of heritage. The cost of this progress and the pain of loss does not—or rather, should not—create a blind aversion to progress on the part of the conservative.

2. The practice of defending what one must not give up against current or foreseeable threats is conservative. Those who consider such an act to be just and indispensable and are intent on saving what needs to be saved under menacingly changing circumstances are conservative.

3. The practice of creating a valid, distributive rule in both science and politics to determine what progress must be justified and what traditions must be saved is a conservative practice.

4. Prioritizing disaster prevention over the creation of utopia is conservative. Being oriented toward evils that must be eliminated is politically safer than pursuing an image of unknown happiness.13

Conservatives are not against the French Revolution in and of itself. Rather, they are against the changes it wrought on economic and moral order. The origins of conservatism are based on medieval European society; the achievements of modernity have not been caused by the emancipation of the individual, but by the alienation of the individual. Conservative thought is opposed to the rationalism and individualism advocated by Voltaire, Diderot, and Kant:

In remarkable degree, the central themes of conservatism over the last two centuries are but widenings of themes enunciated by Burke with specific reference to revolutionary France. He himself was clearly aware that the French Revolution was at bottom a European revolution, but that truth had to await the writings of such ardent traditionalists as Bonald, de Maistre and Tocqueville for its detailed statement. In Burke and in them we find the outlines of a philosophy of history that was the diametric opposite of the Whig or progressive philosophy; and we find too a perspicuous statement of the importance of feudalism and of other historically grown structures such as patriarchal family, local community, church, guild and region which, under the centralizing, individualizing influence of natural law philosophy, had almost disappeared from European political thought in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In the writings of Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau, traditional society and its historically evolved groups and traditions was recognized dimly at best, almost always with hostility. What alone was central was the hard reality of the individual; institutions were penumbral. Burke, above any other single thinker, changed this whole individualistic perspective. His Reflections, by its denunciations of both Revolutionaries and the line of natural rights theorists leading up to the Revolutionaries, played a key role in the momentous change of perspectives involved in the passage from eighteenth-century to nineteenth-century Europe. Within a generation after publication of Reflections a whole Aufklärung blazed up in the West, at its core nothing more than an anti-Enlightenment. Such voices as Bonald, de Maistre and Chateaubriand in France, Coleridge and Southey in England, Haller, Savigny and Hegel in Germanic thought, and Donoso y Cortes and Balmes in Spain were resonating throughout the West. In America, John Adams, Alexander Hamilton and Randolph of Roanoke issued their own warnings and proposals. And all voices, European and American, were rich in respect to Edmund Burke as prophet.14

Jünger described what it means to be conservative by borrowing the words of Albrecht Erich Günther: “To be conservative is not a life of what was yesterday, but a life of that which is eternal.”15 He also referenced Rivarol in his book dedicated to the French thinker when he describes the ideals that characterize conservatism:

An author who has been dead for a hundred and fifty years, who tried to confront as an individual the Revolution in its nascent state, what significance does he have in our time, that is, for a time in which this Revolution has been reinforced, triumphant, in all its consequences and across the board, territorially and globally, theoretically and practically, in habits and institutions?

The kingdoms that derived from these new ideas have long since faded, Prussia, Austria, and Russia, and among them Turkey could also be counted; the fact that they have been undermined in one day on both sides of the chessboard offers an idea of the leveling strength of the attack. While in this case the attack incites mechanical images, such as that of the broken crowns, in other kingdoms opposed to change it seems to operate rather chemically, by means of a more subtle distinction. It is all to be seen spatially, but the triumph of the ideas of 1789 even repeats temporally in the great pressures against conservative powers and personalist regimes, against empires formed by the masses, against the restored monarchy, against the bourgeois royalty and the conservative land bourgeoisie. Castles are destroyed or transformed into museums, even where kings still meet. The word “conservative” does not belong to happy creations. It encompasses a personality that refers to time and binds the resolve to restore forms and conditions grown unsustainable. Today, those who still want to conserve something are a priori the weakest.16

In the third edition of the journal La Destra, Mohler published an article in 1972 titled “Perche non conservatore?” in which he expresses the so-called paradox of conservatives:

Surprisingly, a conservative no longer agrees with the status quo. According to current opinion, a conservative either clings to the status quo or even wishes to restore the past: the left, however, is the one who would like to change the status quo and therefore throws open the door to the future.

What is the paradox today? It lies in the fact that contemporary conservatives are dissatisfied and long for change, whereas progressives, who were at one time revolutionaries, strive to maintain the status quo:

[Conservatives] consider current foreign and economic policy to be catastrophic, they approve neither the current state of the military nor that of universities and schools, and do not accept barren and industrialized sex that one wants to foist upon them as a tranquilizer. . . . Even the least conventional conservative would never dare think—until recently—that he would suddenly find himself to be the true revolutionary, the only one, actually, who does not accept the status quo, but thinks that there should be a better way than the one on which we drag ourselves like sheep.17

Is Conservatism an Ideology?

Robert Nisbet’s book The Quest for Community was a breakthrough for conservative thought, making him one of the main scholars of conservatism in the last century. In an essay published in Policy Review, Nisbet outlines the essential and founding principles of conservatism:

What are these elements? First, the indispensability of religion, of a rooted awareness of the sacred. Second, the need for family, nuclear and extended, and its autonomy from political regulation. Third, the vital role of social rank, of hierarchy in the social order, irrespective of whether such ranking be by birth or achievement through merit. Fourth, the crucial importance of property, above all landed property, but property in any form that is private and tangible. Fifth, the necessity of intermediate social bodies—churches, guilds, corporations, social classes, and so forth—each valuable in its own right to society, but having the added function of serving as a buffer between the individual and the power of the state. Sixth, the importance of local community and region, with maximum autonomy to be granted them by the central or national government. Seventh, the value of tradition in contrast to prescriptive law or administrative decree in the workings of a society. Eighth, the indispensability of the highest possible degree of decentralization and diffusion of political power.18

Scholars who have analyzed conservatism often ask themselves if conservatism is an ideology. While prevailing schools of thought do not consider it one, opposing opinions do exist, the most acclaimed being that of Robert Nisbet, who explains his reasoning in his book Conservatism: Dream and Reality.19 Nisbet considers conservatism one of the three most important ideologies in history, along with socialism and liberalism. He accuses scholars who do not consider it an ideology of having “a stunted view of the world.”20

Anyone who denies that conservatism is an ideology, he explains, does so because they consider conservative thought to be “lacking the elements of activism and reform which supposedly go into a genuine ideology,” offering a definition of ideology that, in his opinion, embraces both the political and cultural realms:

any reasonably coherent body of moral, economic, social and cultural ideas that has a solid and well-known reference to politics and political power; more specifically a power base to make possible a victory for the body of ideas. An ideology, in contrast to a mere passing configuration of opinion, remains alive for a considerable period of time, has major advocates and spokesmen and a respectable degree of institutionalization.21

Michael Oakeshott disagreed, suggesting that conservatism is less an ideology and more a disposition of someone who has neither the character nor the intention to “navigate unexplored seas,” an inclination of thought that leads to rejecting aprioristic change. As the main anti-Enlightenment English philosopher of the mid-twentieth century, Oakeshott’s most well-known work, Rationalism in Politics and Other Essays, is indispensable. Unlike Nisbet, he considered conservatism to be a disposition of the heart and mind, a behavior, rather than an ideology. He was also a strong opponent of rationalism, the child of progressivism.

Russel Kirk’s critique of conservatism as an ideology is even more explicit. In an interview with Marco Respinti for the magazine Cristianità, he maintained that “every ideology, including a democratic one, carries its own intolerances. This is due to that fact that ideology entails fanaticism and unreality; democratic ideology, which is far from preserving our freedom, weakens the constitutional structure.”22 Kirk considers conservatism to be a school of thought that combats ideologies, as opposed to being an ideology itself. Ideologies, such as Communism or Nazism, are collections of political ideas that promise a transformation of the world, starting with a set of laws to be achieved.

Kirk promotes conservatism as anti-ideology because ideology brings society to feats of disorder, the opposite of what conservatives value. He develops a synthesis of these differences in his book, A Program for Conservatives:

If you want men who will sacrifice their past and present and future to a set of abstract ideas, you must go to Communism, or Fascism, or Benthamism. But if you want men who seek, reasonably and prudently, to reconcile the best in the wisdom of our ancestors with the change which is essential to a vigorous civil social existence, then you will do well to turn to conservative principles.23

Ideology is an attempt to overthrow order, as the ideologue wants to overthrow God and the divine order. Kirk defines—and Burke affirms—anyone who classifies conservatism as an ideology as incoherent:

The triumph of ideology would be the triumph of that which Edmund Burke called “the opposite world,” the world of disorder, while conservatives try to conserve the world of order that we have inherited, although somewhat tampered with, by our ancestors. The conservative mentality and that of ideologies are to be found at opposing poles. And the fight between these two mentalities will be no less fierce in the twenty-first century than in the twentieth century.24

Socialists and conservatives are opposites in the way they operate in individual-community-state relationships. Conservatism has always considered the rights of the church, family, and property; socialism has not. Nisbet lists the differences between conservatism, socialism, and liberalism as they connect to conceptions of history and tradition; he rightly posits conservatism as the only political philosophy that highlights the value of the church and Judeo-Christian morals.

Conservatives believe a strong church is a necessary. It is a check on the powers of the state and exalts the individual toward a higher purpose. Interestingly, the church’s critique of capitalism is even graver than the one put forth by Communists at the beginning of the nineteenth century.

Finally, as Spartaco Pupo writes in his book Robert Nisbet e il conservatorismo sociale, Nisbet emphasizes the differences between conservatives and liberals by highlighting the distance between conservative thinkers and classical philosophers like Locke, Montesquieu, and Adam Smith:

Nisbet’s main goal which, on closer inspection, has finalized this comparison between liberals and conservatives, is that of stabilizing the “primacy of politics” on the economy, demonstrating that while libertarians push in favor of the dogma of free market, and therefore of the economy, conservatives tend to subjugate the latter to politics, which must take priority along with culture and history.25

The Birth of Conservatism

Robert Nisbet begins his book Conservatism: Dream and Reality with a reflection on the origins of conservatism, and he acknowledges that Edmund Burke played an essential role in the birth of conservative thought. The major conservative themes of the last two centuries, Nisbet notes, correlate to Burke’s anti-Jacobinism. Burke’s philosophy underlines the importance of traditional institutions like patriarchal family structures, the church, community, and guilds based on a feudal system.

Although François-René de Chateaubriand first used the term “conservatism” in 1818 to indicate “respectable people” who ascribe to religious values, monarchy, and freedom, the philosophy associated with conservatism was born with Burke, whose many ideas were reflected in Tory standpoints despite his being part of the Whig Party.

Burke’s break from his own party in reaction to the French Revolution was consistent with his idea that the French deserved the same protection he had fought for years earlier on behalf of the Americans, the Indians, and the Irish. Furthermore, Burke accused Jacobins of being the authors of a “leveling in the name of equality, nihilism in the name of liberty, absolute power in the name of the people” and overthrowing the history and traditions of France.26

Aware of the indivisibility of the French Revolution on the world stage, he states in his Reflections: “Many parts of Europe are in open disorder. In many others there is a hollow murmuring underground; a confused movement is felt, that threatens a general earthquake in the political world.”

He also does not hesitate to name an instigator of the French Revolution: Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Tocqueville, on the other hand, is more cautious when mentioning a precise reference and instead accuses the “men of letters” of having incited fantastical ideas of freedom, absolute justice, and equality in the minds of French citizens. Either way, glimpses into the changes determined by the French Revolution were quickly made evident, and in 1791 guilds were abolished:

Inevitably the patriarchal family felt the power of the Revolution. The general belief of philosophes had been that the traditional kinship structure was ‘against nature and contrary to reason.’ Clearly, many Jacobin governors agreed. In 1792 marriage was declared a civil contract, and a number of grounds for divorce were made available (in 1794 the number of divorces exceeded the number of marriages). Strict limitations were placed upon the paternal authority, among them the disappearance of this authority when the sons reached their legal majority. The traditional laws of primogeniture and entail were set aside forever, with implications to property as well as family.27

Another goal of the French Revolution was the right to property and the seizure of large landowner estates. While the key concepts of the French Revolution were individualization and nationalization, a plan of de-Christianization was also implemented in 1793 to erect reason as the new religion of the state. The enactment of this plan could be seen in everyday life with the new Republican calendar, which served as the instrument through which these changes were achieved. The goal was to extend the revolution to the rest of Europe: “The true total and boundless character of the Revolution was best observed, Burke thought, in laws designed to obliterate or seriously cripple the traditional social order and at the same time to fill whatever vacuum might be left with new arms of the state.”28

The Revolution also led to the upheaval of the social ladder, in which a new mobility became possible. This mobility, though perhaps attractive to our modern minds, contributed to the disintegration of ancient society and the victory of individualism.

Around this same time, the Industrial Revolution in England was transpiring and was destined to change mankind’s way of life forever. The conservative response to the Industrial and French Revolution’s changes is entrusted to the words of Benjamin Disraeli: “I see no other remedy for that war of classes and of creeds which now agitates and menaces us, but in an earnest return to a system which may be described generally as one of loyalty and reverence, popular rights and social sympathies.”29

The French and Industrial Revolutions also brought about the separation of political and religious powers, introducing the births of political and philosophical movements not viewed positively by conservatives of the time. One of the most significant movements was John Wesley’s “Wesleyanism” (or Methodism). His “religious revolution” shared many of the ideas associated with the other two revolutions, as well as the utilitarian philosophy of Jeremy Bentham, a theorist whose philosophical principles were based on individual interests, hedonism, and a centralized authoritarian structure to ensure a collective good. Bentham believed the study of the past was useless, which was in direct contrast to conservative wisdom; Nisbet writes, “We cannot know where we are, much less where we are going, until we know where we have been.”30

Clearly, conservatives rejected Bentham’s mechanical vision of history, and Burke’s conception of history is undoubtedly anti-progressive. The English philosopher considered these revolutions the result of society’s decline starting from the medieval period, a time characterized by cavalry, religion being central to life, and the emergence of universities and guilds, all of which were united by a corpus of homogenous ideas. According to Nisbet, Burke thought the Revolution was supported by a diabolical design:

It was to the past, especially the medieval past, that Burke and Bonald looked for historical exemplification of the good society. In the feudal code of chivalry, in the perfection of the gentleman, and in the proper establishment of religion, Burke found the glory that the liberals and radicals of his day reserved for the future.31

For conservatives, the French Revolution marks a catastrophe on par with the barbaric invasions. Therefore, as Joseph de Maistre noted, an adversary to revolution is more important than revolution itself.

The Principles of Conservatism

In Conservatism: Dream and Reality, Robert Nisbet analyzes conservative dogma and identifies a few essential categories necessary to understanding conservative thought: history and tradition; prejudice and reason; authority and power; liberty and equality; property and life; and religion and morality.

History and Tradition

Conservatives view history as experience and not as a mere concept. In Reflections, Burke notes: “People will not look forward to posterity who never look backward to their ancestors.”32 Rather than being linear, conservatives consider history a continuous series of cycles in which structures and routines repeat themselves and are handed down from generation to generation.

Nisbet addresses a point fundamental to comprehension of conservatism: conservatives are not opposed to tout court change, but rather they dispute the “spirit of innovation,” the veneration of change for the sake of change. Conservatives revere tradition not only because they believe addressing the past is valid; they believe it is necessary for contemporary society.

Prejudice and Reason

In the nineteenth century, conservatives had a renewed interest in pre-rationalism and the values preceding the Enlightenment era. Drawing on Burke’s conception of the word, “prejudice” is a way that conservatives unite citizens against political rationalism:

Burke, and conservatives generally, have seen that almost all of the will to resist that is commonly claimed to result from inner knowledge of natural rights or from inner instincts to freedom, results instead from prejudices slowly built up historically in people’s minds: prejudices about religion, property, national autonomy and long-accustomed roles in the social order. These, not abstract rights, are the motive powers in the struggles of peoples for freedom which we honor.33

Authority and Power

Conservatives believe it is important for societies to have responsive tools for containing the passions of mankind. Authority, therefore, becomes fundamental. Natural law, Burke asserts, is indifferent to the traditional and hard-won moral conceptions of civilization, and ignores the entities of family, religion, guild, local community, and all structures required for collective freedom.

According to conservatives, modern history has been in steady decline since the Middle Ages. Corporatist conceptions of history, which view society as composed of groups, have given way to the lonely individualist conceptions we see today. Louis Gabriel Ambroise de Bonald promoted a feudal vision of authority in his book Theory of Religious and Political Power, which proposed a philosophy of authority and power that recognized God’s sovereignty above all else. According to Bonald, oppression consists of the transgression of one sphere of life upon another; that freedom and autonomy of family are the sacrosanct, supreme values of society, and as such, must be protected by means of authority. Conservatism aims to act in accordance with the authority of God by protecting the family, local community, economy, property, and powers of government from the hands of ideologues.

In Democracy in America, Alexis de Tocqueville makes a clear distinction between the concepts of government and concepts of administration that align with conservative thought. “The former,” Tocqueville wrote, “must be strong and unified. It is the latter that must, in the interest of liberty and order alike, be as decentralized, localized, and generally inconspicuous as possible.”34

Similar to Burke and Bonald, the nineteenth-century philosophers such as Newman and Disraeli also demonstrated an aversion to ideas of individualism and natural law. They held bureaucracy in contempt, lamented the legacy of the Revolution, and knew that “once the state begins to substitute its own authority and distinctive pattern upon the myriad forms of society, there is no alternative to an ever-widening bureaucracy.”35

No exercise of power and authority can exclude the masses. Tocqueville considers these masses as presenting the most significant threat to democracy, chiefly by bringing a negative leveling to the majority via a fanatic egalitarianism. Although Ortega y Gasset was the one who most deeply analyzed this in his 1929 book Revolt of the Masses, other well-known philosophers such as Burckhardt, Nietzsche, and Kierkegaard were also concerned with the power of the masses. If the masses view the power of the state as their own, who will check the masses? “How can the state not be total in its power and responsibility,” Ortega asks, “when the population it governs has become denuded of all the forms of authority and function which once made a social organization of it?”36

The totalitarian state derives from the destruction of the old order, filling the vacuum that would be filled by a new order. This phenomenon caused Hitler’s rise to power, a position Hannah Arendt most eloquently expresses in The Origins of Totalitarianism.

Liberty and Equality

The tension between equality and liberty is one of the most important underlying principles of conservative thought. The ends of each are seemingly irreconcilable:

The abiding purpose of liberty is its protection of individual and family property—a word used in its widest sense to include the immaterial as well as the material life. The inherent objective of equality, on the other hand, is that of some kind of redistribution or leveling of the unequally shared material and immaterial values of a community. Moreover, individual strengths of mind and body being different from birth, all efforts to compensate through law and government for this diversity of strengths can only cripple the liberties of those involved; especially the liberties of the strongest and the most brilliant.37

When Burke compares the French and American Revolutions, he explains that while the American Revolution was born from the desire for freedom, the French Revolution was born from the desire for equality. The French saw tyranny as a potential tool for their aim; the Americans identified and fought against it. As the Frenchman Rousseau wrote in his Social Contract, to obtain freedom, one must “strike off the chains”—and those include the chains of possessions and rights. Interestingly, the main victims of the French Revolution were not individuals, but groups—communities, guilds, associations, classes—that functioned as the intermediates between single individuals and the state. Without these groups, individuals were left to face the state alone.

Conservatives are therefore aware of the need for societal inequality. Without inequality, social and familial orders cannot be maintained; not all relationships can be of equal rank if we are to experience a variety of meaningful relations. Burke synthesizes this concept with an aphorism: “Believe me, Sir, those who attempt to level, never equalize.” In modern times, we see the push toward equality grows stronger and stronger, but it is actually natural and good that man has a hierarchy above him, which reaches its peak in God. In his work Recollections, Tocqueville dedicates much attention to this, highlighting how the desire for equality provokes envy, greed, and resentment that eventually manifests in revolutions.

Property and Life

In Reflections, Burke describes Jacobins as enemies of private property, because they use the state to appropriate property. He criticizes the Jacobin approach of invasive politics, which uses an increasingly dynamic government to intervene economically, socially, and morally in the private lives of the people, as opposed to a laissez-faire approach.

Conservatives consider property to be part of the human spirit. It represents superiority in the natural world; therefore, property is rendered almost sacred. Hearkening back to Roman law, the concept of family is equated to that of property, and the role of the family represents such an essential element of conservative thought that Tocqueville thought “the death of primogeniture and entail, to be replaced by ‘equal participation of property,’ ” could have only one result: “the intimate connection is destroyed between family feeling and the preservation of the paternal estate; the property ceases to represent the family.”38

As highlighted by Russell Kirk, economic leveling does not equate to progress, and property separated from private possession—and from freedom—is worthless. Once again, attention is drawn to the importance of the intermediary groups of society: family, church, and neighborhood all play an essential role. Their defeat by centralized, state-funded social assistance would cause the individual to be discriminated against; the state must be the glue, the bond that holds various organizations together by property, not bureaucracy. Otherwise the human element of governance is lost.

Conservatives have historically criticized socialism, capitalism, trade, and technology; but interestingly enough, the criticisms of capitalism are even sharper than the criticisms of Marxist socialists:

In France, the conservatives, with Bonald leading the way, saw commerce, industry, and large cities as just as subversive of “constituted” society as the natural rights doctrines of the Jacobins. In an interesting essay on the comparative effects upon the family and neighborhood of rural and urban life, Bonald rejected the latter on the ground that it increased the social distance between individuals, loosened the bonds of marriage and family, and gave a moneyed character to all life that was not present in a landed-agrarian rural society. In traditional society, Bonald stressed, the very nature of work required an unconscious strengthening of family and cooperation among people.39

Charles Maurras’s consideration of capitalism is even more extreme; he considers it, along with socialism and radical democracy, to be the reason for the end of traditional society.

Religion and Morality

From a conservative perspective, religion represents a fundamental aspect of the state and society, and recognizing the authority of the church is just as important as governmental and social order.

Conservatism is unique among major political ideologies in its emphasis upon church and the Judeo-Christian morality. All of the early conservatives, and no one more deeply than Burke, were horrified by the Jacobin blows to the Church in France.40

Bonald credits Catholicism with a primary role in his book Theory of Political and Religious Power, particularly the Catholic Church’s return to autonomy during the pre-revolutionary period. Lamennais is even more forthright: without a Catholic state religion, Europe would have dissolved into the obscurity of atheism.

In Kaltenbrunner’s book Der schwierige Konservatismus, he writes that although a Christian minority of conservatives remained in Germany during the Weimar Republic, most moved away from official positions of the church. “Due to this march by a large part of official churches and important theologians leading toward the shores of current leftist mentality, toward the cliché of the latest trend, today we find ourselves in the middle of fundamental ideological-political change,” he writes.41

With this in mind, we can see how the separation of some conservatives from Christianity is not necessarily linked to a change in the conservative’s viewpoints, but rather a change in the church’s viewpoints:

The radical lack of orientation and guidance in our society, with its incapable establishment of authority, the disoriented mass media and the fixation of that which is currently fashionable, is not criticized by the church. . . . The churches and theologians do not denounce (as would be their duty) the psychosocial intoxication of our society, operated by distributors of the system and all the slander of all of those who do not understand themselves in a complicated society. . . . The churches do not recall our attention to the systematic worship of the obscurantism and the intolerance that flourishes in our schools, on the abstract and scholarly arrogance that reigns in them. . . . The church, becoming prey of the Zeitgeist, does not warn against the deadly sins of society: the ruthless principle of competition and performance, the genetic decadence and the demolition of tradition.42

It has become increasingly difficult to find conservative standpoints in the church that counterbalance the mass, liberal, industrial society.

The modern-day conservative then attempts, often without the help of the church, to defend rights and freedoms against totalitarianism. This defense can be found in the limits that conservatism places on the progress of democratic ideas devoid of reason, and in the distance it takes from all that is associated with the Enlightenment:

The critical conservative stance has its natural and legitimate function within the “dialect of the Enlightenment.” In the actions of the fathers of critical theory, it sees the destruction of the Enlightenment progress—in the alarming image of leveling in the East and West, in the “cautious relationship” of Western capitalism just as in the doctrine of socialism, approved as the religion of the state and founded on the presumed possible liberation from all alienation.43

At the center of the Enlightenment was a science, designed as an exact theory, that aimed to free mankind from so-called prejudices, customs, and traditions—all considered essential by conservatives. Conservatives contested then and contest today the leveling of society, which is particularly evident in universities where the democratization of teaching methods has reduced quality in favor of diffused mediocrity and egalitarianism, which leads to envy. In 1796, Gracchus Babeuf orchestrated a conspiracy against the French government, the “Directory.” Historically known as the “conspiracy of the equals,” its objective was to abolish private property and eliminate social differences among men. The plot, though it failed, nevertheless preceded certain prerogatives that would later spread throughout society in the years following:

It was also expressed in its cultural politics, which did not tolerate superiority in the spiritual or moral aspect. Reading, writing, and arithmetic had to be sufficient: to the conspirators, this seemed like the most reliable way to guarantee social equality. Thus, resentment against spiritual autonomy and moral superiority would be appeased, simultaneously preventing the birth of an elite that could have endangered the position of the elements that dominate in the name of equality.44

Envy is born from the need to discredit anything that reminds a person of his own inferiority, based on the mere fact of its existence. “It is not so much external goods that provoke similar passions in the most vigorous way, but rather the personal values, such as beauty, personality, intelligence, or artistic creativity, values that cannot simply be taken away from others to appropriate them. . . .”45

In this way, egalitarianism generates a leveling down of society, in which no individuals with strong qualities have an advantage. To those who would like to have such qualities but do not possess them, however, egalitarianism is certainly advantageous.

Types of Conservatism

The myriad of standpoints among conservatives tends to impede the creation of precise classifications and demarcations. Nevertheless, we will try to identify and sort out a few important categories.

The main differences among conservatives exist in an economic context. Fiscal conservatives follow similar principles to liberalism in that they advocate for reduced government spending and a balanced budget. They also call for the privatization, deregulation of the economy in favor of a self-regulating free market, and reducing public debt and taxes.

In Reflections on the Revolution in France, Burke argues that the state does not have the right to accumulate large amounts of debt and then place the burden on taxpayers by increasing taxes.

In the UK, Margaret Thatcher applied fiscally conservative principles to UK policies, balancing the budget through strict spending cuts. The true birthplace of fiscal conservatism, however, is the United States. While American fiscal conservatism reached its peak during the Reagan administration, it was during the twentieth century that Herbert Hoover opposed Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal, calling for government intervention in the economy.

As fiscal conservatism is primarily widespread in the UK and US, so is libertarian conservatism. Its defining qualities consist of a combination of libertarian economic principles and conservative cultural principles, often coinciding with right-libertarian policy, based on a free market and limited government. The main difference between left-wing and right-wing liberalism lies in the varying conceptions of collective ownership opposed by right-leaning liberals. These stances were found in a key conservative American figure: Barry Goldwater. He expresses these ideas in his book The Conscience of a Conservative.

Aligning almost perfectly with the values of modern society, the exponents of this form of conservatism aspire to economic freedom and base their ideas on Locke, Smith, and Mill, whose main reference was Friedrich von Hayek.

The social stances of liberal conservatism, on the other hand, are more closely related to progressivism than traditional conservatism. But this branch of conservatism lines up primarily with classic fiscal conservatism, because it prioritizes the protection of the free market and private property. Liberal conservatism is prevalent throughout countries in which the liberal concept of economy is considered integral and therefore worth conserving.

While liberal conservatives tend toward progressive social viewpoints, social conservatives take positions against same-sex marriage, abortion, and euthanasia, and also believe in the increase of “zero tolerance” policies for infractions of the law. They also uphold standards of social justice and, from an economic perspective, favor egalitarianism. Although conservatives are not necessarily Christian, the egalitarian stances of social conservatives put them in close connection to Christian socialists.

In considering the relationship between Christianity and social conservatism, the distinction between Christian and non-Christian conservatives must be made, although both groups contribute to the protection of the Christian traditions of Western civilization.

There are thinkers, who can be defined as Christian atheists or “Christianists,” who defend Christian values insofar as they are the foundation of the Western world and are taken for granted at a time in which secularization and Islam are increasingly pronounced. Therefore, the protection of Christianity can be considered as a kind of conservatism, due to the awareness that a lack of Christian values could lead to the vanishing of traditional European civilization. Christianity is worth conserving.

Prominent European Christianists include Italian journalist Oriana Fallaci, who represented herself as a “Christian atheist,” and Christianist forerunner Charles Maurras, who considered himself an athée catolique.

National conservatism, on an entirely different note, is a conservative variant based on nationalist stances that clash with multiculturalism, unlimited immigration, and globalization. While concepts of country and national identity are important to every type of conservatism, national conservatism is distinct in that these concepts are placed at the very center of the doctrine. Thus, family plays a preeminent role in identity, along with religious, cultural, and linguistic traditions. When compared to every other type of conservatism, national conservatism varies the most from one country to another. This is, of course, because every nation is characterized by different traditions, so a variety of stances emerge, particularly in economics. Some thinkers and politicians want to be part of a free economy; others want major intervention by the state; others still desire a mixed economy.

One-nation conservatism is a British political conservatism originating with Benjamin Disraeli, who coined the expression “one-nation Tory” and achieved a number of social reforms during his time as prime minister. Disraeli initially expressed his form of conservatism in his novels Sybil (or The Two Nations) and Coningsby (or The New Generation), in which he distances himself from the individualism that dominated contemporary society in favor of a system based on social obligations among all classes. In How to Be a Conservative, Scruton defines one-nation conservatism (also known as “Tory Democracy”) as a form of conservatism that “sees society in an organic perspective and appreciates paternalism and pragmatism.”46

One-nation conservatism is directed toward the working class. Each citizen has an obligation to his or her fellow citizens, and the elite social classes have a paternal responsibility to the inferior classes. Everyone has a social obligation. This organic model is based more on hierarchy than egalitarianism, since the duties of privileged classes are greater than those of the less privileged. Disraeli’s political philosophy borrows from the French concept noblesse oblige, the “obligations of nobility.” Disraeli feared the widening social gap, so he promoted social reforms organized around the working class and emphasized that dominant classes must recognize the suffering and poor conditions of weaker members of society. The connecting power of obligations, he hoped, would unify the country.

One of the most important legal acts was the Employers and Workmen Act of 1875, which regulated the relationship between workers and employers, rendering both more equal in the eyes of the law. This was one attempt to unify peoples of different classes. The Conspiracy and Protection of Property Act was another one, guaranteeing one’s right to picket without being accused of conspiracy. These acts went beyond theoretical knowledge—following the historic Reform Act in 1867, which gave the working class the right to vote, Disraeli knew that in order to win elections, the Conservative Party needed to continue to be more open to social reforms. It was not enough to criticize liberal individualism; laws must be passed in order to bring about true unity.
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