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I offer perpetual congratulation to the scholar; he has drawn the white lot in life. The very disadvantages of his condition point at superiorities. He is too good for the world; he is in advance of his race; his function is prophetic.


—Ralph Waldo Emerson


“The Man of Letters”


Lectures and Biographical Sketches (1895)


There is nothing more wholesome than to dip into the strong and steady current of wise judgment.


—Paul Elmer More


“The Centenary of Sainte-Beuve”


Shelburne Essays, Volume III (1905)













PREFACE





I


The Essential Russell Kirk has as its chief purpose the task of offering to a new generation of readers representative writings of a distinguished American man of letters of the twentieth century. The crises of modern civilization that Kirk confronted head-on in his lifetime have not abated and now continue into the twenty-first century in forms and with a force and thrust perhaps different from but surely no less threatening than in the preceding century.


To the office of the man of letters Kirk brought considerable distinction, and for which he will be principally remembered and honored. He exemplifies “the supreme importance of the Man of Letters in modern Society,” about which the nineteenth-century Scots social prophet and historian, Thomas Carlyle, has valuable things to say. The man of letters, he states, is a “heroic seeker” who proclaims that “life must be pitched on a higher plane.” Above all, he struggles against the ravages of “spiritual paralysis” in a world in which “the battle of Belief against Unbelief is the never-ending battle.” These pregnant words of his famous Scots forefather help us to gauge Kirk’s calling as a modern man of letters who discharges his function as “a guardian of old truths and old rights,” and who strains to push things up to their first principles.


For more than forty years and in more than thirty books, and in countless articles, Kirk fought on the front line in the war of ideas. The nine major categories and the selected essays contained in this book present a map of the terrain on which Kirk fought. They identify the particular locales of the battles in which he was engaged, and they also encompass the strategies and tactics of the general warfare which demanded from him the utmost effort, tenacity, courage, belief.


“The Idea of Conservatism”; “Our Sacred Patrimony”; “Principles of Order”; “The Moral Imagination”; “Places and People”; “The Drug of Ideology”; “Decadence and Renewal in Education”; “The American Republic”; “Conservators of Civilization”: these are the respective titles of the nine categories around which The Essential Russell Kirk is organized and developed. They are arranged so as to aid the reader not only in reflecting on the primary questions that Kirk’s major critical texts pose, but also in measuring the significance of his mission, his work in life. It should also be remarked at this point that a succinct interpretive summary, or overview, introduces each category, and a descriptive headnote precedes each essay. The object of these editorial inclusions is to supply the reader with pertinent background material, as well as to facilitate a more cogent comprehension of the book’s content in its discrete parts.


The selections featured in this work are indicative of Kirk’s gifts as an essayist, critic, and lecturer. (He was also an accomplished writer of fiction whose three novels and three collections of ghostly tales constitute a body of work that stands on its own and deserves separate critical comment.) Full-scale essays, reviews, review-essays, prefatory pieces, whether in the form of a foreword or an introduction, public addresses, and entire chapters from his books disclose Kirk’s range of interests and the nature of his criteria and opinions as a man of letters. Seen in their completeness, these selections disclose his extraordinary breadth and thought as a social critic and an ethical teacher. Whether one studies these writings selectively or systematically, one is bound to respond to the issues they present and to the challenge of Kirk’s interpretations. And one becomes not a mere spectator to but rather a foot-soldier in what Kirk himself was to experience in “a half-century of literary conflict” in the modern age.


From these nine categories there emerges a graphic picture of the struggle in which Kirk was involved and in which he displayed unusual perseverance. These categories are closely interconnected and interdependent, as they should be in establishing the main lines of Kirk’s achievement as a major American thinker and critic in the twentieth century. The organization of this anthology is a thematic one, with the aim of assisting a reader to respond to Kirk’s fundamental preoccupations, to fathom his critical disquisitions, to hear his distinct voice speaking in each of the selections published here. Additionally, a reader will be enabled to enter the assiduous process of Kirk’s arguments, to ponder the circumstances that inspired their exposition, and to assess the social, political, intellectual, philosophical, literary, and religious conditions that characterize the historical setting of Kirk’s commentaries. Although Kirk is examining the prevailing state of American consciousness, his findings and judgments travel beyond regional and temporal frontiers and are founded in universal history and mankind.


In a large sense, then, these categories seek to outline the intellectual and moral struggles in which Kirk took part without interruption, from beginning to end, when only death itself finally intervened. The scope of these epochal struggles is specified here, and is to be seen in its magnitude, its urgency, its significance. It is hoped that the nine categories, and the particular essays found in each, will provide a detailed index to Kirk’s multiple efforts to expose the profane dialectics of a modern cosmology and to defend the values and principles of a humane civilization. It is hoped, too, that they will substantiate his unfolding vision of order and virtue, which he steadfastly avowed as a moral historian, a political philosopher, a conservative humanist, and a social and cultural critic.


The pressing needs of the American community and the condition of the American soul are pivotal concerns which Kirk addresses in essay after essay with fierce independence of thought. His prose writings, as they are arranged here, are further designed to involve the reader as an active player in American social and cultural history in a time of swift transition and change in the years following World War II. A discriminate reading of these writings will help pinpoint the consequences of these changes as they continue to affect the present-day situation. Even for those who harbor doubts about or objections to the traditions and the institutions of Western society, the pervasive seriousness of these writings will prove compelling and will illustrate the truth expressed by the ancients, that “the greater joy comes from seriousness.”







II


Russell Amos Kirk was born on October 19, 1918, in Plymouth, Michigan, the year that saw the ending of the Great War and the beginning of huge and shattering changes in Western civilization, when, as the poet William Butler Yeats wrote in his “Second Coming”(1919), “Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; / Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world.” Giving steady witness to Yeats’s prophetic words, Kirk was to demonstrate in his long career that the War did not in fact end on Armistice Day of 1918, but continued throughout the century. His writings attest not only to the broken world in the post-1918 era, with its increasing disillusionment, fragmentation, dehumanization, confusion, but also to the very nature of the human predicament that the philosopher Karl Jaspers captured in these words: “Every truth we may think complete will prove itself untruth at the moment of shipwreck.”


For Kirk, however, truth endures despite the exigencies of time and place and of the losses that civilization was to suffer. Indeed, his writings measure the cruel losses in the immediate context of the disorder and decadence that Kirk diagnoses as the most severe symptoms of a collapsing of civilization in the twentieth century. And again and again he weighs the motives and methods of modern social engineers: those utopian reformers who, as T. S. Eliot writes, are ever “dreaming of systems so perfect that no one will need be good”—in short, those who continue to deepen and broaden the gulf of disinheritance on which we find ourselves stranded at the start of the third millennium. By no means does Kirk try either to evade or to underestimate the gravity of the forces and abnormities that besiege modern life. He examines them in all their intricate forms and excesses, and he does so with a profound sense of the reality and the lessons of history. What he sees and finds in the visible world around him, and in the soul of man, elicits his most serious concerns in “a time of troubles.”


His testimony is laced with honesty and conviction. He makes no attempt to cover up difficulties or to soften their effects. And he writes about these matters in a crisp, straightforward, civilized style that on occasion rises to the level of prose poetry. Clarity and simplicity, classical virtues that Kirk much valued, infuse his vocabulary and syntax. He is never laborious to read. His prose is distinctly one of temperateness: vigorous, sophisticated, eloquent, lucid, at times humorous and even whimsical. Its rhythm is one of order and measure; its tone, balanced. His language is never obscure or abstract; the diction is that of an educated, urbane thinker. His reverence for language is implicit. Autobiographical elements are selectedly employed to humanize prose and meaning. Aphorisms abound in memorable ways. The qualities of robustness and sanity and good reason are in constant evidence, and there is always a note of hope and unwavering belief in individual and cultural rebirth. “Yet cheerfulness will keep breaking in,” Kirk assures us.


Although Kirk’s is a learned style, anchored in extraordinarily wide reading in ancient and modern literature, in history, in economics, in politics, in philosophy, in theology, in law, it is not one that intimidates the reader. It is a style that emerges from his high regard for paradigms of intellect and character and culture, for the need for roots and order, for the idea of limit, of measure, of proportion, and above all humility. Invariably he discloses a deep awareness of the moral responsibility of the writer. The non-centered, non-discriminating content of many modern writers embodies for Kirk a negative symptom of the modern temper, to which he refuses to bend.


For Kirk the power of words and the responsibility of the writer have a conjoining ethical and moral connection ultimately informing and unifying vision and style. To direct readers to the principles of style in Kirk’s writings is still another important aspect of this collection of selected essays. His style, in effect, has the added value of involving a reader in a verbal process bespeaking the ultimate morality of mind. Communicating both the sincerity and the beneficences of Kirk’s style is one of the larger and impelling intentions of The Essential Russell Kirk.


Some of Kirk’s readers will perhaps notice a certain repetitive pattern of phrase and argument in his writings, when language and ideas over the years tend to take on circular, or rotative, motions. One’s immediate reaction may even be that key terms, sentences, and paragraphs are restated, thus re-echoing by expanding their first appearance and meaning. This rotative quality is neither a flaw nor an infelicity in Kirk’s train of thought and expression. Rather, it reveals an intrinsic attribute of his reflections in direct proportion to the constantly widening rhythms and circles of his critical concentration and analysis that are an inevitable part of the influx of re-apprehending, re-thinking, re-writing, re-conceptualizing.


The fact is that there is no single terminal point, no fixture, in Kirk’s expository concerns and aspirations; there is only the constant and living necessity to press and press the essences of an idea or a thought, to wrestle ceaselessly with words and meaning, and to proceed towards a deeper recognition of the nexus of the old and the new, of cause and effect, of human and divine truths. These words from an earlier master essayist, Ralph Waldo Emerson, go a long way in allowing a reader to recognize the pattern and movement of Kirk’s style and vision: “Our life is an apprenticeship to the truth that around every circle another can be drawn; that there is no end in nature, but every end is a beginning; that there is always another dawn risen on mid-noon, and under every deep a lower deep opens.”


Kirk’s first loyalty is to first principles; defending and preserving and passing them on anew in their incorruptible substance demands that he focus and re-focus on them in the shifting stages of history. If anything, Kirk is sharply aware of the realities of change, of adapting to their volatility and passion without at the same time yielding in his fundamental loyalty to universal values, to normative truths and standards. To unmask the changing faces and lexicon of relativism, as well as the simultaneous need to give allegiance to reverent principles of order, are needs that, for Kirk, test the ability of “one who combines with a disposition to preserve an ability to reform”—or, as he wrote early on in his career, “to lead the waters of novelty into the canals of custom.” His words here help to elucidate the recurring configurations that one encounters in his style and content.


For Kirk there could be no neutral ground where one hides from others and from one’s self. In effect he was always under arms. To reclaim a sacred patrimony is a battle that requires unflinching commitment. In his writings he articulates the full nature and extent of his many skirmishes with radical ideologies that reject principles of order and universal absolutes. Throughout his lifetime he placed himself in direct opposition to the mainstream of liberal and radical intellectuals. Within the academy, in particular, he focused on a free-wheeling professoriate sowing the seeds of “vulgarized pragmatism.” There was no doubt in his mind that those who are now known as post-modern intellectuals were held fast in “the clutch of ideology.” He was in constant readiness, then, to resist the spirit of relativism which one academic ideologue proudly sums up in these words: “Postmodernism maintains only that there can be no independent standard for determining which of many rival interpretations of an event is the true one.” Such a view, Kirk held, abrogates all standards of historical, ethical, moral, and religious truth.







III


The following selected essays establish Kirk’s grounding in the heritage of Western civilization: in the classical and the biblical tradition; in Judeo-Christian spiritual thought; in Eurocentric literary and intellectual values; and in British-American political and legal institutions. His worldview is centrally defined and shaped by his loyalty to this venerable inheritance; and his works as a whole seek to defend and guard its bounty. His efforts, as such, are indefatigable, and one will find in any perusal of his writings that, whatever their diversity of subject matter and approach, first principles are their mainstay. As a man of letters, Kirk assays the multiform problems of our civilization in their many offshoots, paradoxes, antinomies. Yet his writings unfailingly return to a moral center. The centripetal quality of Kirk’s ideas and judgments exerts total control in his works, and acts as a great unifier. As this book will disclose, his essays take different paths and directions, but there is always a prescriptive position, a seat of judgment, a central creed and identity, to which he comes back again and again for support and ratification.


Repeatedly, as Kirk discloses in his writings, modern secular society subordinates and even betrays standards of judgment to ideological dogmas and to quantitative reductionisms that promote “the abolition of man” through the abolition of history and logic and religious certitude. He reminds us of Plato’s contention that the improvement of the life of the soul must be the ultimate purpose of discourse. Indeed, Kirk’s words can be described as discourses of reason in which moral insight helps to engender moral prudence (“the soul’s stern sacristan,” as one poet expresses it). He was quintessentially aware that in our time social and personal disintegration mirrors the Evil Spirit. For Kirk this is a process of disorder that destroys our great inheritance of Western tradition and, in turn, dilutes what he calls “the springs of American metaphysics and American morality, as they are of European metaphysics and morality.”


Inevitably this is also a destructive process that abolishes the message of the Hebrew Prophets, the words of Christ and His Disciples, the writings of the Holy Fathers and Angelic Doctors of the Church, the witness of the Christian martyrs and Saints, the treatises of the Schoolmen, the discourses of the great divines of Reformation and Counter-Reformation. In this respect, The Essential Russell Kirk records the multiform and tensive labors of an American sage and critic in his pursuit of virtue in a frenzied era of spiritual and intellectual devolution.


What gives unity and harmony to Kirk’s critical dynamic and outlook, what gives it distinct character and discipline, is the constant interaction and interdependence between its parts and its whole. Each selection found in this volume has its own intellectual authority and voice, appropriate to the particular subject under discussion. It can, of course, stand completely on its own, yet at the same time the selection is no mere fugitive piece of writing, or simply a discrete part of a miscellany. Thus, though a selection can be read for its own internal value and pertinence, it also has a distinctly proportionate and relational place in Kirk’s acute apprehension of human destiny. Kirk’s writings, then, must be considered in their oneness and continuity.


Completely free from malice, Kirk’s critiques are sobering but illuminating. His relation to the reader is, in this respect, based on trust, refreshingly free of the superciliousness and the ostentation of many academic critics and liberal oracles. His candor is especially disarming, touching, as when he simply announces that he has a “Gothic mind, medieval in its temper and structure”; that he seeks for “a complex of variety, mystery, tradition, the venerable, the awful”; that he is “groping for faith, honor, and prescriptive loyalties”; that he would give “any number of neoclassical pediments for one poor battered gargoyle.” His aim, he makes unmistakably clear, is to improve the life of the mind and of the spirit and to foster discriminations and judgments. He does not necessarily seek to make friends or even allies of his readers, but instead to appeal to their right reason and sense of justice—and to beckon them to join him on the path to truth. He does not shout or shove or strut as he strives to make readers aware of “a world split apart.” For him, schism of the soul and schism of the community have a distinctly mutual relationship, which to refuse to acknowledge diminishes any hope of “redeeming the time.”


As a conservative social critic Kirk is particularly adept in examining acute dimensions of the American experience, past and present. At the same time his critiques, often found in the form of dissents, move beyond national boundaries and biases, and are ultimately anchored in transcendent standards and universal referents. It is the separation of political order from moral order that especially disturbs Kirk as he measures the costs of this separation at all levels of democracy and leadership, and of life and letters, on both the national and the international scene. Above all, he reminds us of the need to see the world as an organic whole. The failure to do so constricts a proper understanding of mankind by imposing false and fragmentary schemes.


During the last decade of his life Kirk was to sound a more anxious note in his social criticism. Although his usual temperate tone remained steady, there was an added urgency ignited by his growing awareness of a host of changes affecting the direction of a nation entering a fateful era. Sentiments and not reflections, he believed, were becoming more infectious and dominant among the citizenry, reflecting the impact of the electronic media in altering civilized discourse and in conducing a “servile intellect.” He was strongly critical, for example, of federal and state courts for failing to restrain merchants of indecency freely marketing pornography, obscenity, salacity. He was equally critical of “the curious sect of multiculturalists” who, in the name of “relevance” and “inclusion,” were actually contributing to educational decay and a false sense of equality.


Always wary of politically legislated programs, Kirk viewed them as instruments of ideology leading to the larger decline of general culture. In particular, Kirk expressed his fears for the safety and continuation of English language and literature transmitted to America from Britain, and carrying with them “certain assumptions about the human condition, ‘of moral evil and of good.’ ” For Kirk, too, an expanding culture of greed further menaced the ethical basis of a humane economy and magnified the dilemma of capitalism and collectivism. The increasing disintegration of urban areas, in which social boredom and violence were spreading like a cancer, was also prompting additional worry.


Not one to shun the hard realities of the human situation, Kirk unfailingly alerts us to moral and spiritual afflictions that besiege humankind and that deepen modern man’s vacuum of disinheritance. In especial he seeks to remind us of antinomian and abnormative lures and practices that lead to skepticism, disorder, restlessness, alienation, and the perversions issuing from “the diabolic imagination.” And he is profoundly cognizant of what takes place when moral virtues are extinct in a profane secular society, as “the flight from God” becomes an irreversible process in which the search “after strange gods” constitutes in itself an ersatz religion, with all the entailing consequences. Indeed, his work, in its astonishing continuity, exposes the power of “the antagonist world” and its cumulative vices and demons. To permit indifference, or apathy, or failure of nerve deters us from challenging the “enemies of the permanent things,” he warns, solidifies the tendencies and terrors that set in with the coming of the French Revolution in 1789.


Again and again, Kirk calls us back to Plato’s belief that the elevation of the life of the soul must be the ultimate goal of discourse. For only when we acknowledge the needs of the soul, he keeps saying, will we be able to resist the intrusions of imperious ideologies on human existence. No ideological scheme can possibly be complete, or authentic, that ignores spiritual questions—or worse, that strives to suffocate the soul. In the clearest of terms, Kirk also shows how the life of the soul, in conjunction with the life of the community, remains in a technosecular social system a largely unacknowledged subject of concern. Almost alone among modern writers and thinkers Kirk chose to explain, patiently and diligently, just how insidious were the preachers of “armed doctrines,” which acquired so much dominion in modern political thought.


As Kirk was often to emphasize, “the errors of ideology” would not be reversed until a clearcut willingness was demonstrated, yes, even among conservative thinkers, to defend “prudential politics as opposed to ideologized politics.” Political order and spiritual order, he never tired of asserting, are contiguous: the refusal to accept this fact inevitably undermines any apprehension of higher reality. Unlike many of his contemporaries in the American intelligentsia, unwilling to grapple with moral and spiritual problems, and unyielding in their empirico-critical habits of thought, Kirk refused to put divine things, as the Gospel writer would have it, “under a bushel, or under a bed.”







IV


Despite the chaos that Kirk sees in so much of modern existence, he speaks for life. Identifying opportunities for moral discovery and reformation is an unflagging impulse. His warnings and strictures must not be approached as instances of pessimism or of irresolution. As long as we can appeal to paradigms of character, and of intellectual and moral integrity, the possibilities of spiritual renewal are never exhausted. Enduring faith, patience, hope are ingredients that cohere in the dynamic of Kirk’s acceptances and affirmations. The men and women whose lives and works he asks us to ponder share in a moral vision that conduces understanding of our humanity and our divinity. In an age that has watered down the genuine meaning of heroism, Kirk strove to turn our attention to “conservators of civilization” whose insight and wisdom have for us the further value of restoring order to the commonwealth and to the soul. These exemplars convey foundational thought that is not the hostage of the spirit of the age or that fluctuates and drifts with the opinions of democratic majorities and with the fashions and trends and fads of the times.


With the “keen-sighted few” who compose the great moralist tradition of English-speaking men of letters in the twentieth century—Irving Babbitt, Paul Elmer More, T. S. Eliot, Richard M. Weaver—and also of great European thinkers like Eric Voegelin, Werner Jaeger, Simone Weil, Max Picard, Joseph Pieper, Kirk sought to teach wisdom rather than illusory opinions and vain hopes. Not surprisingly he was a strong champion of Joseph Conrad’s moral vision of genius rendered in such novels as Under Western Eyes (1911), The Secret Agent (1907), and Nostromo (1904), which he viewed as entertaining absolutely no illusions about socio-political revisionist schemes and systems that too often lead to dead-ends like nihilism and anarchy.


Kirk refused to endorse “philodoxers” of opinions and doctrines who would require us in the end to “be utterly demythologized, disenchanted, desacralized, and deconsecrated.” In their ideology of a “new morality” he detected the potential for human degradation and corruption. It is with especial approbation, hence, that Kirk quotes these choice words of Gustave Thibon, the late French religious philosopher: “The decline of moral habit produces, in its first stage, a rigid and exalted moralism; and in its second, an immoralism raised to the level of doctrine; sooner or later, it invariably gives birth to the lowest level of immorality.”


For Kirk neither disorder nor decadence can be the last word on the condition of modern human existence. The same Christian virtue of patience that he so much admired in T. S. Eliot is fully evident in Kirk’s outlook. “Renewal” and “restoration” are words that have a visible and viable place in his conservatism of reflection. We have the “instruments for the recovery of moral order,” he insists, even as we must affirm faith in “the possibility of a conservative renewal of society” as we actively reject the intrusions and anomalies of modern society—what Pope John Paul II has aptly labeled as “the noisy propaganda of liberalism, of freedom without truth or responsibility.”


Elsewhere, in signaling his acceptance of the rule of measure, as inspired by the classical Greek and Roman ways of thinking, he asserts that “our best efforts succeed only in making a temporarily tolerable society, not one that is perfect.” Clearly Kirk maintained in his writings that, whether directly or indirectly, transfiguration and salvation are not absent from the human scene, and embody possibilities that can influence the course of human history and destiny. There are, he believes, neglected beneficences that can be rediscovered and restored to human experience and can make an enormous difference in the human equation. Particularly in the area of education, which he scrutinized regularly, he specifically identified the array of problems that originated with the pragmatism and instrumentalism preached by the philosopher John Dewey and his disciples. In this respect his essays and books were not only diagnostic but also corrective in suggesting ways of both teaching humane literature and revitalizing the educational system.


As a critic and teacher, Kirk presented his conservative worldview in concrete terms, always supporting his theoretical theses and general ideas with a specificity of example and analysis and of text and context. Even a perusal of the selections featured in this anthology will readily confirm the critical power of his capacity to reconcile the abstract and the concrete, and to heed what Irving Babbitt, the renowned American critic and teacher who had permanent influence on Kirk, calls “the actual data of experience.” He does not allow the shadow to pass between idea and reality. And though Kirk can be described as a generalist, he does not fall into the traps of generalization. There is nothing hazy about his writings, in which life, literature, and thought remain in continuous dialogue and enjoy a parity of reason and esteem. For Kirk, pedantic no less than romantic attitudes and practices, especially as found in literature and society, were murky and dilatory in value and principle. One must, he stresses, get “to the point.”


To be sure, the essays found here underline, both implicitly and explicitly, the conservative origins and ethos of Kirk’s work and thought, and the truth that he is one of the most prominent purveyors of American conservative ideas and considered as a pioneer of intellectual conservatism in the United States. Since the amazing publication in 1953 of his book The Conservative Mind, he has achieved fame, reputation, and influence as the founder of the American conservative movement in post–World War II political history. But as these essays demonstrate, in terms of his place in American life and letters, Kirk moves beyond the exclusive designation of his conservative instincts and loyalties. Back in 1994, the historian John Lukacs quite rightly observed: “Even now when he is the Old Sage (preferable to Older Statesman) among the conservatives he is independent of most of them, and not at all by striking, or preserving, a pose.”


Kirk’s conservatism is much greater in both its significance and its inclusiveness. In short, his conservatism is essentially a part, even a stage, of a larger intellectual and spiritual search for the higher civilizational values. This search can more accurately be identified as a conservatorship, and Kirk himself as a conservator who keeps modifying, refining, and advancing his conservative views and affirmations in discrete and discriminating ways. The conservative thinker as conservator is still another way of defining and clarifying what Kirk is, what he seeks, what he does. His office and faculty as a conservator are what guide and shape his calling to preserve and protect the sound principles of things, no less than to understand the universal end of all things. For him, the “two principles of conservation and correction,” which Burke espoused, were of cardinal importance.


A cautionary note, then, must be sounded in any estimate of Kirk’s conservatism, if he is to be saved from the nets of political partisanship and party loyalty. To repeat, his is a conservatism of reflection: a conservatism that is first, last, and always ratiocinative and contemplative in its constitution and in its aspiration. And unless the uniqueness of this feature of his achievement is fully grasped and assimilated, not only the true value of his vision but also the moral properties of his mission will be misunderstood or misinterpreted. A formidable critical intention of The Essential Russell Kirk is to present his thought and achievement in their unalloyed prudence, and in their fullness of critical intelligence and maturity.


What is finally inescapable in Kirk’s outlook is the quality of hopefulness, and the absence of crippling bitterness and despair. “Be strong, and of good courage,” the Psalmist’s injunction, are words that undergird Kirk’s perseverance even in the midst of adversity and tragedy itself. His heroes and leaders, those whom he admires most and who are exemplary in word and work, are “God-fearing” men and women intensely dedicated to their normative labors of teaching and defending principles of moral order. Kirk’s achievement is thus best defined by its emphasis on the possibility of ascent, and on human worth and greatness. The overwhelming question, “Is life worth living?” is one that Kirk is not afraid to ask. Nor is it a question that he shirks to answer by submitting it to the inveterate advocates of Efficiency, Progress, and Equality.








V


Some readers and auditors may complain that Kirk fails to provide viable solutions to the problems to which he is responding. Such complaints inevitably mirror the age in which we live, addicted to the modern titanism that holds that there is a solution to any human problem that arises, that we have all the requisite aptitude and machinery, all the technology and material resources, the science, the industry, the know-how, the force of arms, to make absolutely no difficulty, no obstacle insurmountable. “The totalists say,” Kirk declares, “that the old order is a corpse, and that man and society must be fashioned afresh, in grim fashion, upon a grim plan.” The man-God of earlier centuries has now been replaced by technosecular potentates restrained by no other power except their own Promethean self-assertion. For them the old metaphysics, the old beliefs, the old criticism are dead, and have been replaced by King Demos, or by the grand artificers of a new social and moral order, by those named Legion, by those principalities and powers that have defeated the past, rule the present, and control the future: in short, those who have the means to make the invisible visible and the visible invisible at any time and at the slightest whim or opportunity, as it happens to be needed—or not needed; when eternity itself is annexed by the Kingdom of Chronos, the Empire of Might, and the incumbent Ethnarch of Solution.


The faculty of reflection, as Kirk makes plain in his work and thought, precedes solution and at its highest point of maturation is solution. The flow of reflection transforms into principles of action; it is a meditative sequence that leads up to conclusions, as the mind proceeds through illation to penetrate mysteries and discover enduring truths. What John Henry Newman called “the illative sense” deeply influenced Kirk and stamped his point of view and his grasp of first principles. Indeed, the process of reflection is at the very heart not only of Kirk’s reasoning but also of his moral certainties. The principle of the illative sense suffuses his reflections and in turn his solutions—the selfsame solutions that some of Kirk’s critics find wanting in his work and thought. It is a dynamic principle that gathers judgmental strength based on intuitions, inferences, tacit understandings, apprehensions, assents, as the intellect and imagination converse in the presence of a moral disposition.


Reflection and solution are inseparable, as Kirk’s writings reveal. He has the faculty to make value judgments that go beyond immediate and conditional considerations, and that are rooted in the moral sense and in belief. Thus it is necessary to understand Kirk’s conservative worldview in terms of his basic acceptations and affirmations as these set in motion his remedies for social and individual problems. His is a long-range view of the world in the sense that, as Confucius states, “the man who does not take far views, will have near troubles.” Kirk crafted his intellectual character and his religious faith through careful reflection on the final causes.


For Kirk the individualizing efforts to attain both a sapiential and a sacramental vision of human existence and meaning constituted an earnest struggle against the powerful pull of modern infidelity. During World War II (1942–46), Kirk was in the United States Army, serving as a staff sergeant in the Chemical Warfare Service and stationed at Dugway Proving Ground, near the heart of the Great Salt Lake Desert in the state of Utah. Here he was a recorder and custodian of classified documents. And it was here that a reflective Kirk began to overcome his early admiration of the Enlightenment mind, the positivism of his teens, and the skepticism of his twenties, as well as to transmute the principles of Stoicism that he always revered. It can perhaps be said that these were conversionary years that contained the seeds of the faith of a Christian man of letters who would come to discern his vision and develop and continuously refine his own grammar of assent until the hour of his death, at the age of seventy-five, on October 29, 1994, in his ancestral home at Piety Hill, in Mecosta, Michigan.


An “encourager unto all good labours,” as well as “encourager of letters and the arts,” Kirk graced the office of man of letters with dignity and with style. In his ministry, so to speak, he manifested the gift of perception, which is essentially diagnostic. Perhaps the greatest gift apportioned to him was what Saint Paul speaks of as “the discerning of spirits.” Kirk possessed the discriminating sense, the ability to make exact distinctions after careful observation and reflection. This ability is itself a sign of one who has copiously meditated and measured. His censorial inspection of the modern situation was always conducted in the spirit of affirmation, in the belief that adversity “frequently opens the way for the impulse toward virtue”—and, too, in the expectation that “there endures a wise man of the stamp of Pascal or Samuel Johnson, abiding in a tradition, still employing the power of the Word to scourge the follies of the time.”


There are no entries for “man of letters” in the major encyclopedias. Rather perfunctorily, Webster’s Third New International Dictionary defines the man of letters as “1. a learned man: scholar; 2. a literary man.” Any judicious estimate of Kirk’s achievement should considerably expand our view of what exactly a man of letters signifies. Those same marks of greatness that one finds in the poets, the novelists, the seers, as Kirk’s style of thinking and writing shows with abundance, can be equally present in the man of letters, who has the prophetic ability to make us see things in ways we have never seen before. Thus, Kirk has also helped change Americans’ conception of the conservative mind and of the moral imagination. Only an independent, creative man of thought can bring about this propitious happening, particularly in a time of history hostile to what Burke calls “the ancient permanent sense of mankind.”


As a man of letters Kirk was far more than one who possesses much learning and full intellectual authority. He addressed himself to the total human situation, and to the need to “speak to the condition,” to quote the Quaker phrase. To the office of the man of letters he gave the added moral dimension of one who, in the ancient Greek context, is both a spoudaios, a man of character, of excellence, of moral probity, and an hierophylax, a keeper of the holy things.


Beyond the combative facets of Kirk’s immediate engagement in the war of ideas, there is the visionary and sapiential legacy of his message and meaning. The ultimate aim of this anthology is to portray and to transmit the full power and truth of this legacy and what it says to us about ourselves, about conditions in our time of history, about our sociopolitical and cultural institutions, needs, expectations, possibilities. The Essential Russell Kirk honors the worthiness of this legacy and proffers its intellectual and spiritual treasures to a rising generation of readers for safekeeping.













—RUSSELL AMOS KIRK— 1918–94 A Composite Chronicle of His Life and Work in His Own Words





Shortly before his death on April 29, 1994, Russell Kirk completed The Sword of Imagination: Memoirs of a Half-Century of Literary Conflict, which was published on June 5, 1995, by William B. Eerdmans of Grand Rapids, Michigan. Throughout his memoirs Kirk chose to refer to himself in the third person, in effect borrowing a literary device that he found to be consonant with the belief of another renowned Scots man of letters, James Boswell, that “every man’s life may be best written by himself.” The composite chronicle of Kirk’s life and work that follows is presented in his own words, selectively and sequentially excerpted from The Sword of Imagination. For purposes of clarification and amplification, and only when required, biographical, bibliographical, and factual information has been added by the editor to Kirk’s text in brackets.







	1918 Russell Amos Kirk was born on October 19, 1918, when already the old shell of the social and moral order had been cracked, a few weeks before the Armistice with Germany that concluded the War expected to end all wars. The Bolsheviki had held power in Russia for nearly a year; the Habsburg system was collapsing as the baby was born; the crash of empires would resound throughout his life.

His strong father, Russell Andrew Kirk, had left school before the sixth grade; he was a railroad engineman, soft-spoken and kindly, who would have preferred to work with horses, being the son of a drayman. His little mother, tender and romantic, a reader of good poetry, had been a waitress at her father’s railroad restaurant, which stood between their house and the railway line.


A good town to be born into, Plymouth was as old as civilization goes in Michigan, founded by New Englanders in the 1820s. Plymouth in 1918—and indeed until the Second World War—remained a tranquil place with handsome old houses (nearly all of them vanished today), tree-shaded streets, and a square on the New England model.




	1922–35 For thirteen years, beginning in 1922, the boy was sent to the public schools of Plymouth, where some of the teachers were very good, indeed, and nearly all were competent. He learned a great deal of history, geography, and humane letters, although his progress in mathematics and the sciences was undistinguished.


	1925 During those months before the birth of his sister, Carolyn, Marjorie Pierce tried to fix in her boy’s memory everything they did together: it was the close of their isolated intimacy, mother and child, first child. Her tenderness was very great. But, usually, like his father, the boy kept his emotions to himself, tight locked except in some desperate hour.

In fine, Russell’s was a childhood of wonder and love, mystery and familial memories. He never knew the tyranny of the “age-peer group,” having always the counsel and companionship of family—especially of his grandfather. They two, on their long walks, a conscience speaking to a conscience, had talked…. Yet it was by example rather than through discourse that the old gentleman taught the boy charity and fortitude.




	1936 As graduation day approached, young Russell had no prospects of employment. To his chagrin, he won a scholarship. In September 1936, seventeen years of age, Russell Kirk arrived at Michigan State College of Agriculture and Applied Science (later to become Michigan State University).

Little could be said for MSC’s architecture, however, except for three or four smallish neo-romanesque survivals of red sandstone. One of them, the Old Music Building, Kirk would save from demolition during his undergraduate years there—the one achievement for which he would be mentioned in the official history of Michigan State.


The department of history, in those years, was surprisingly thorough, if somewhat dull; Kirk majored in history.




	
1937 And during 1936–37, he commenced to write for the serious quarterlies. College English accepted and published his essay “Tragedy and the Moderns,” unaware that it was submitted by an undergraduate, not a professor; the South Atlantic Quarterly printed his first political essay, “Jefferson and the Faithless.”

Summers, beginning in 1937, he worked for Mr. Henry Ford. Although Ford’s interest lay in technology rather than humane disciplines, the liberal education of young Russell Kirk was much advanced by his being employed at Greenfield Village as a guide during his summer vacations from college.




	1940 Upon being graduated from the cow college, whither might he turn? He took an assistantship (for which, as it turned out, he never was required to perform any duties) at Duke; he was well satisfied to be granted a waiving of tuition (then a modest sum) and a stipend of two hundred dollars—for him, wealth beyond the dreams of avarice.

It behooved Kirk to acclimate himself by studying Southern history and Southern literature. At Duke, in 1940–41, were two leading professors in those fields, both of them much published and nationally known: Charles Sydnor in history, Jay Hubbell (the founder of the quarterly American Literature) in the latter discipline.


Kirk, as was his way, saying little in their seminars, Dr. Sydnor and Dr. Hubbell were considerably surprised by the papers he submitted to them; and Sydnor would express his astonishment at the master’s thesis Kirk produced.


Without anybody’s advice, Kirk had chosen for the subject of his thesis the politics of John Randolph of Roanoke, the most interesting and unusual man ever to be a power in the Congress of the United States.




	1941 At the end of the academic year, in 1941, Kirk’s study of Randolph’s thought, his master’s thesis, was accepted by the University. Perhaps no other master’s thesis in American history, written in a space of eight months, has enjoyed such long life in print, even unto this very day.

In the South, then and later, he learned that some of the more oppressive “problems” in life never are solved, unless by Time and Providence. He read deeply about the South and poked into its ashes. In Richmond and Charleston he found communities that had not surrendered unconditionally to the new order of American life.


But back to Michigan he rode. Later he was told that Dr. Sydnor and Dr. Hubbell had expected him to return to Duke for doctoral studies and would have provided for him. But, a war intervening, Kirk never again saw the faces of those men of learning and manners.


For some months he was employed again at Greenfield Village. On December 7, 1941, he was in his friend Warren Fleischauer’s rooms in East Lansing when over the radio came the news of the bombing of the fleet at Pearl Harbor.


Greenfield Village then closing its doors for the duration of the war, Kirk was transferred to the payroll department of the new aircraft engine building at the Rouge Plant. Here he was set to work at an electromatic typewriter, recording payroll statistics.


In Plymouth, twenty miles distant, his mother was beginning to die of cancer, she still young and still hopeful for the twentieth century.


His mother’s decline, and the listlessness that afflicts a good many people who turn the great wheel of circulation of modern industry, sat heavy upon him. During those months Kirk read nothing but the letters of Charles Lamb, endeavoring to ignore the future, being weighed down by the bent condition of the world generally as well as by his own troubles.


In company with a friend from Duke, he made a day’s expedition to Ontario, with some notion of enlisting in the Essex Scottish regiment. It was well for the two Americans that they did not enlist, for the Essex Scottish would be blotted out in a desperate British commando raid across the Channel. Kirk applied to the United States Army Air Corps, but his eyesight would not pass muster.


Kirk was twenty-two years of age now—though fancying himself much older—and a master of arts, without the slightest expectation of ever accomplishing anything here below.




	1942 From these circumstances the United States Army rescued him in the summer of 1942. With other conscripts, euphemistically styled inductees, a high-school band playing, he was marched down to the Plymouth railway station, across the alley from his own birthplace, and put aboard a train for Camp Custer, Michigan.

Russell Kirk, M.A., was not permitted to linger at Camp Custer. With a hundred other neophytes, he was handed orders to proceed to Fort Douglas, Utah.


The conscripts ascertained that they would end at a mysterious installation called Dugway (some said Dogway) Proving Ground, some ninety miles distant from Salt Lake City. Of Kirk’s four years in the army, three would be spent here near the heart of the Great Salt Lake Desert.


Late in 1942, word came from Plymouth that Marjorie Rachel Kirk had not long to live: the operation for intestinal cancer had failed.


While still young, Kirk had lost the two created beings—his grandfather and now his mother—that he loved passionately.




	1946 In 1946, at San Pedro, he was presented with his discharge papers.

Kirk found himself back at Plymouth and Mecosta, himself little altered outwardly, but his Plymouth household broken up, his father remarried, his sister off to college, his high-school friends scattered, the fields he used to walk with his grandfather now covered by factories, and his fortune at a stay.


Circumstances at Michigan State in 1946 were unfriendly to the higher learning. Kirk taught the history of civilization, in the newly founded Basic College [teaching there one semester per year as an assistant professor until 1953].


In partnership with his friend Adrian Smith, Kirk found a basement in East Lansing’s business district where they might install their Red Cedar Bookshop. Kirk’s sister, Carolyn, then an undergraduate at Michigan State, was installed as clerk of the shop.


What other practical prospect had Kirk? American graduate schools, pedantic, bureaucratic, and given to excessive supervision, seemed repellent. He came upon a slim book by Sir D’Arcy Thompson, professor of natural science at St. Andrews University, in Scotland.


A very brief form was sent to him; he filled it out, and was admitted as a candidate for St. Andrews’ highest arts degree, doctor of letters.


St. Andrews was the oldest university in Scotland, the third oldest in Britain, and the smallest in the British Isles except for Aberdeen. Samuel Johnson, on his Scottish tour, had remarked that St. Andrews seemed eminently suited for study, from the cheapness of living and the cloistered quiet. It was so still in Kirk’s time.




	1948 Kirk reached St. Andrews in September 1948, aged nearly thirty years, owning nothing but the contents of the suitcases he brought with him, his portable typewriter, and a few books he had left at Plymouth or Mecosta.

Lodged in Victorian rooms in the genteel street of Queens Gardens, and later in the picturesque old suburb of Argyle outside the medieval West Port, from the autumn of 1948 until the spring of 1952—except for occasional sessions of teaching at Michigan State—Kirk was writing the chapters of the book that was to become The Conservative Mind.


Strolling the byways—sometimes wintry—of several lands from 1948 to 1963, Russell Kirk thought often of ultimate things. Sleeping usually at the oldest inns, contriving to subsist pleasantly on a few dollars daily in Scotland, England, Ireland, Wales, France, Germany, Switzerland, Austria, Italy, Sicily, Spain, Mallorca, Tunisia, and Morocco, he had become one of that dying breed, the peregrine seekers after knowledge.




	1951 In 1951, when Kirk was thirty-two years old, the University of Chicago Press published his first book, Randolph of Roanoke: A Study in Conservative Thought. (Later, in 1962, an enlarged edition would appear, with some of Randolph’s speeches and letters appended; and in 1978, a third and still larger edition.)


	1952 In the spring of 1952, three learned men read Kirk’s fat dissertation on conservative thought in the line of Burke: T. M. Knox, the distinguished professor of philosophy, later vice chancellor of St. Andrews; W. L. Burn, the Durham University historian; and J. W. Williams, the professor of history at St. Andrews—he having consented to read it in typescript after all, once the dissertation was bound. They found it good.

Within a few months it would be published in America under the title The Conservative Mind [Chicago: Regnery, 1953]. Over the next three decades, The Conservative Mind would go through six revised editions (including the London edition by Faber and Faber, which T. S. Eliot brought out), many printings, various paperback printings by two different houses, a Spanish translation, and a German one.


Early in July 1952, Russell Kirk was granted the degree of litteratum doctorem, the highest arts degree of the senior Scottish university.


Kirk returned to his huge classes at Michigan State.




	1953 By March 1953, it became clear that the College was committed to the educational degradation of the democratic dogma. Growthmanship!

The question for Kirk was whether he should continue, well enough paid, in this academic barbarism, or whether he should fold his tent like the Arab, and as silently steal away.


Kirk went to Scotland in the summer of 1953, while all this compost was steaming. There he lived in the eighteenth-century cottage at Kellie, the grieve’s cottage where Archibald Constable, the Napoleon of booksellers, had been born; he wrote essays and short stories in solitude, and enjoyed leisure enough to think of what he ought to do about Michigan State.


T. S. Eliot and Kirk met face to face in a little private hotel in Edinburgh, during the Edinburgh Festival of 1953, at which Eliot’s play The Confidential Clerk first was performed.


Kirk was to review for the Month that comedy; and Eliot, of the firm of Faber and Faber, was planning to publish the London edition of The Conservative Mind. At that first encounter Kirk was moved by Eliot’s kindness.


From Kellie, he sent to the head of his department his letter of resignation. The chairman replied, very tardily, that Kirk’s views considered, it was honorable for him to resign; but he would be needed for the fall. Kirk went back.


Having arrived at MSC, he was informed that he would not be needed after all. Although he had no money and no immediate prospects, Kirk was not discomposed; he would go north to Mecosta.




	1954 His polemical work A Program for Conservatives appeared, published by Regnery in Chicago. Very widely reviewed, it obtained a book-club adoption, and over the years would appear in three later editions, two of which would bear the revised title Prospects for Conservatives.

An abundance of information about university and town was incorporated in an illustrated book, St. Andrews, that the London firm of Batsford would publish in l954. Some of the photographs therein had been taken by Kirk. The book made Kirk a celebrity in the old gray town for decades to come.




	1955 In 1955, Regnery published his Academic Freedom: An Essay in Definition, in which Kirk argued that of the many difficulties in the academy after the Second World War, the worst was the deliberate lowering of academic standards to create the mass campus.

At the house then called Cold Chimneys, in Smyrna, Tennessee, where Brainard and Fanny Cheney lived, Flannery O’Connor and Kirk met—for the first time and the last, here below. This occurred in October 1955.


Back at Mecosta, Kirk resumed his meditations about a conservative journal of ideas. Journals of that character, among them the Bookman and the American Review, had gone down to Avernus during the Thirties.


It was not without irony that Kirk clapped the name Modern Age upon a new quarterly of ideas. At first it had been his intention to entitle the magazine the Conservative Review, but friends had dissuaded him, fancying that the Tower of Siloam might tumble upon editor and publisher should they be so tememarious as to proclaim openly their attachment to the permanent things.


Next he had inclined toward the Federal Review, but Henry Regnery suggested that people would think of the Federal Reserve Board. Modern Age the periodical became, in sardonic defiance of the fads and foibles of the twentieth century.


One of the purposes of Modern Age, as of Eliot’s Criterion, had been to establish some communion among the better minds of Europe and America. Such a temperate magazine Modern Age was intended to become; and not an ideological publication seeking to indoctrinate in secular dogmata.




	1956 Kirk’s Beyond the Dreams of Avarice: Essays of a Social Critic was published by Regnery in 1956.


	1957 The first number of Modern Age appeared in [Summer] 1957.

The American Cause, a slim volume about American moral, political, and economic institutions and principles, was written because of the ignorance of such matters that afflicted many American soldiers during the Korean War. It was published by Regnery in 1957; later there appeared a paperback edition, with an introduction by John Dos Passos.


Originally written as a series of pamphlets for use by Republican Women’s clubs, Kirk’s slender book The Intelligent Woman’s Guide to Conservatism was published by Devin Adair [New York] in 1957. A paperback edition was brought out several years later.




	1958 Kirk would publish no books from 1958 to 1960: editing the infant Modern Age and serving as research professor of politics at C. W. Post College—and presently university professor of Long Island University—kept him too busy.


	1959 Kirk resigned the editorship [of Modern Age] at the end of 1959. He and David Collier (the managing editor, in Chicago) had disagreements in policy; that being so, it would have been next to impossible to direct the magazine from Mecosta, two hundred miles to the north.

Besides, as an impecunious but travel-fond bachelor, Kirk would have been unwilling to settle down to full-time editorial labors.


Surviving vicissitudes, Modern Age remained a principal medium for the discussion of large questions, down through the Eighties, when Kirk returned to that journal as a contributor, and indeed its most frequent contributor. The quarterly endures to the present under the able guidance of George Panichas.


During the Fifties he spoke on some two hundred campuses. There would be more debates, and fiercer, in the Sixties.


Also there were published during the Fifties some nine of his short stories, chiefly uncanny or mystical tales.




	1960 In February 1960, Kirk had been invited by AWARE, an organization opposing Communism in the theater arts, to speak at the Hotel Wellington (then elegant) near Columbus Circle, in Manhattan. This was a meeting of young people, undergraduates chiefly, of a conservative bent, or at least opposed to Communist ideology.

Entering the ballroom, Kirk glanced at the program, finding to his surprise that someone was to speak on his recent book The American Cause before he was to speak on educational standards, and that the person talking about his book was Miss Annette Courtemanche, elder daughter of the lady he had met a moment before.


Kirk assumed the presidency of The Educational Reviewer, Inc., a non-profit educational corporation; he began editing its quarterly, the University Bookman.




	1961 His solitary evenings gave him opportunity to write mostly for his own entertainment, a Gothick romance, conforming to the canons of Ann Radcliffe as described by Walter Scott: an antique genre, forgotten.

The tone of the narrative, which Kirk entitled Old House of Fear, was more nearly that of Stevenson than of Radcliffe or Scott. The story was set (under other island names) in the Small Isles of the Hebrides, which Kirk knew well. The new firm of Fleet published it in New York in 1961. The romance’s popular success astonished the publisher. Time reviewed it lengthily, with a photograph of a rather sinister Kirk emerging from the doocot at Durie House (Kirk being in Scotland when the book was published).


[He begins a term as Justice of the Peace for Morton Township, Mecosta County, serving until April 1965.]




	1962–63 In April 1962, a good many daily papers began publishing “To the Point” by Russell Kirk. This was to be a “general” column—about subjects of widespread interest, rather than concerning politics merely (although partisan politics are meat and drink to most newspaper editors).

A Kirk-Courtemanche correspondence had commenced. Even when lecturing at Post College, in Long Island, Kirk had no way of seeing Annette, public transportation to Springfield Gardens [in Long Island] being most difficult, and he possessing no automobile.


Most of the time he was back at Mecosta, seven hundred miles distant; he was long accustomed to the art of writing interesting letters; his epistles were welcome at Springfield Gardens. Thus 1962 and much of 1963 passed away, the exchange of letters steadily becoming more frequent.


In 1963, Fleet [New York] published a collection of his National Review essays and syndicated newspaper columns, Confessions of a Bohemian Tory: Episodes and Reflections of a Vagrant Career.




	1964 Annette, on March 19, 1964—thereafter known to them as the Letter Day—sent to Russell Amos Kirk a letter which declared to dear Russell, “I have decided that our marriage is inevitable.”

Formally engaged on May 20, Annette’s twenty-fourth birthday, they began making plans. He was to be baptized in the Catholic Church before their wedding: only indolence, the press of business, and lack of guidance had impeded his arranging to be received earlier into the Church.


By August, at Mecosta, Annette and Russell would be of one mind: only after the wedding would Annette go abroad, and then of course with Russell. The sacrament of marriage was to join them at Our Lady of the Skies, Idlewild (Kennedy) Airport’s Catholic Chapel—since demolished, not even one brick being obtained as a memento—on the nineteenth of September, 1964.


In September, their wedding was pleasantly simple, Annette’s high loveliness and air of exaltation being grander than any ceremonial ostentation. Three priest-friends said mass and administered the sacrament of matrimony. Russell Kirk was half dazed at his good fortune.




	1965 By February 1965, the Kirks were back at Mecosta. They had moved from their cottage on Lake Mecosta to the Old House of Piety Hill, sharing it with Russell’s surviving great-aunt, Norma Johnson.

Fleet brought out the first collection of his occult and mystical stories, in 1965—The Surly Sullen Bell: Ten Stories or Sketches, Uncanny or Uncomfortable, with a Note on the Ghostly Tale. This was very well received by the review media; presently a London paperback edition appeared; also an American paperback edition, under the title Lost Lake—which was the title of one of the Mecosta vignettes within the volume.


In 1965 there appeared also his book The Intemperate Professor and Other Cultural Splenetics, published by Louisiana State University Press [Baton Rouge], a collection of his essays on colleges and culture; religion, morals, and culture; wealth and culture; and beauty, community, and culture. (A revised edition would be brought out by Sherwood Sugden [Sauk City, Wis.] in 1988.)


It may be worth noting that from 1958 through 1966 he published no book dealing with political theory or practice. Despite his activity in the Goldwater campaign, there had echoed in his mind Gissing’s aphorism: politics is the preoccupation of the quarter-educated.




	1966 During this period of the late Sixties and early Seventies, Kirk produced one novel or romance, A Creature of the Twilight: His Memorials published by Fleet in 1966.

1967 Monica Rachel [the Kirks’ first daughter], born in 1967, would justify her name by soon growing very much attached to matters of the hearth and the heart.


In 1967 Arlington House [New Rochelle, N.Y.] published his Edmund Burke: A Genius Reconsidered, which for some years was the only biography of Burke in print; Sherwood Sugden [Peru, Ill.] would publish a paperback edition, revised, in 1988.


In collaboration with his friend James McClellan, in 1967, Kirk brought out The Political Principles of Robert A. Taft, published by Fleet.


More of Kirk’s uncanny tales were published. “Balgrummo’s Hell,” set in a decayed great house in Scotland (suggested in part by Melville House), was published in 1967; some thought it the most alarming of Kirk’s tales of the supernatural.




	1968 Cecilia Abigail [the Kirks’ second daughter], born in 1968, would become intelligent, independent, often piquant.


	1969 In 1969 there appeared a collection of Kirk’s essays, Enemies of the Permanent Things: Observations of Abnormity in Literature and Politics, published by Arlington House. Kirk thought it in some ways his most nearly original and imaginative book. A paperback edition, first released by Sherwood Sugden in 1984, soon went through two printings.

He had his work cut out for him, in the late Sixties and the early Seventies, for the radicals were out in force, in the Academy and in the street. They were mastering the quarterly journals of the learned societies; they were marching on Washington.


His essays appeared in more periodicals than ever, in those turbulent years: Kenyon Review, Sewanee Review, Center Magazine, the New York Times Magazine, Book Week, Triumph, and others—even in Cosmopolitan, the contribution to this last entitled “You Can’t Trust Perpetual Adolescents.”


His National Review pages—mostly concerned with education at various levels, but occasionally touching on his travels and general reflections—attracted a great deal of attention and thrust upon him a burden of correspondence.


Kirk conducted a good many college classes during the Sixties and Seventies and Eighties, as distinguished visiting professor of something or other at a diversity of institutions—Los Angeles State College, Pepperdine University, Central Michigan University, Hillsdale College, Olivet College, Albion College, Troy State University, Indiana University, the University of Colorado, Grand Valley State University.


Also twelve honorary doctorates were conferred upon him, in addition to his earned doctorate of letters. Though much bedoctored, Kirk settled on no campus.




	1970 Felicia Annette [the Kirks’ third daughter], born in 1970, would develop into a gentle and shy beauty.

Piety Hill’s increase of population made necessary the house’s enlargement. In 1970 there was added a huge wing of brick, a tail wagging its dog, four stories high, connected with the original house by a passage: the New House in the Italianate style of the Old House, with a grand drawing room and thirteen other chambers. A prudent steel sliding door parted New House from Old.




	1971–72 A really major book, Eliot and His Age: T. S. Eliot’s Moral Imagination in the Twentieth Century, was published by Random House [New York] in 1971. Allen Tate, in his Britannica article on Eliot, named Kirk’s lengthy study as one of the two books about Eliot recommended for a general survey of Eliot’s life and writings.

Interestingly, the most cordial reviews of Eliot and His Age appeared in weeklies of the Left, the Nation and the Progressive; Malcolm Muggeridge reviewed it approvingly in Esquire. Sherwood Sugden brought out a revised paperback edition in 1984, and another printing in 1988. Kirk was given a Christopher Award for the book [in 1972].




	
1973 Early in the Seventies there had commenced the Piety Hill seminars, sponsored by the Intercollegiate Studies Institute (ISI). In the Eighties the frequency of these gatherings increased to three, four, or even five a year. Between 1973 and 1993, more than two thousand students, from all over the land—and some from abroad—would participate in ISI seminars.


	1974 The Roots of American Order was published by Open Court [La Salle, I11.] in 1974. This had been written at the request of Pepperdine University. This historical, political, and moral study continues to be used in university and college classes. The Open Court edition was succeeded by a Pepperdine University edition, in both cloth and paperback; in 1991, a third edition would be brought out.


	1975 In February 1975, Kirk was visiting professor at Olivet College. On Ash Wednesday, he attended a Congregational service early in the morning at the college chapel, and in the afternoon he read Eliot’s Ash-Wednesday, in part, to his students, and played a record of Eliot reading that mysterious poem himself. That night he was roused from bed by the news that his house, a hundred miles to the north, was burning; and the Old House already was beyond saving.

Andrea Seton [the Kirks’ fourth daughter], born in 1975 soon after the Kirks’ Great Fire of Piety Hill, the self-styled Fire Baby, would be of good cheer, dancing and drawing, affectionate, imaginative.


Kirk had ceased to write his syndicated column a few months after the Great Fire of Ash Wednesday, 1975; even had he desired to linger as a newspaperman, he had become too busy rebuilding Piety Hill to bother with daily scribbling.


Gradually a new-old Piety Hill took form. Their friend James Nachtegall, a Grand Rapids architect, drew up designs for an Italianate house more striking than the old one had been. Once Michigan had been rich in Italianate houses; doubtless the restored Piety Hill would be the last ever constructed in that archaic but very practical style.




	1976–78 “There’s a Long, Long Trail a-Winding” became the most widely anthologized of all Kirk’s tales, and for it he received the award for short fiction from the Third World Fantasy Convention [in 1977]; it was published in 1976.

He completed Decadence and Renewal in the Higher Learning: An Episodic History of American University and College Since 1953, the chapters of which each discussed, consecutively, one year of decay. Gateway Editions (the new name of Henry Regnery’s publishing firm, then managed by the younger Henry Regnery, with Kirk’s former student, the cheerful and rather martial Dennis Connell, as sales manager) published the book in 1978.


[Russell Kirk was named a Heritage Distinguished Scholar in 1978; over the next fifteen years he delivered four lectures annually for a total of sixty lectures at the Heritage Foundation, established in 1973 as one of the country’s leading public policy research institutes, in Washington, D.C.]




	1979 In 1979, Kirk’s mystical fiction emerged again in two volumes: a collection of his uncanny tales, The Princess of All Lands, published by Arkham House [Sauk City, Wis.]; and Lord of the Hollow Dark, published by St. Martin’s Press [New York], in form a Gothick romance, by intent a symbolic representation of the corrupting cults that had come up from underground in the latter half of the twentieth century.

Princess received many cordial reviews; the first printing soon was sold out, and the second printing did not last long. “Sorworth Place,” the first story in the book, Rod Serling adapted for his television series of occult and uncanny films; it was shown on the networks many times.


[Russell Kirk becomes president of the Marguerite Eyer Wilbur Foundation and director of the Educational Research Council of America’s social science program.]




	1980–81 For a quarter of a century, commencing in 1955, he had written for National Review his page “From the Academy.” But if “From the Academy” resulted in any improvements at any level of American education, over the years, Kirk was unable to discern such reforms; he longed to spend his time at writing of a more enduring sort. So he gave up “From the Academy” shortly after Mr. Reagan’s election in 1980.

Charles Brown, who had known Kirk for a good many years, compiled a bibliography of Kirk’s writings, which the Clarke Historical Library [Mount Pleasant, Mich.] was to publish in 1981. Through the year 1980, his bibliographer found, Kirk had published sixteen volumes of history, politics, literary and educational criticism, and biography; five volumes of fiction; seven hundred and thirteen periodical essays; fourteen articles in works of reference; twenty-two introductions or forewords to books; forty-three published addresses, pamphlets, and miscellanea; one hundred and fifty major book reviews; seventeen short stories; and nineteen articles or essays first published in, or reprinted in, anthologies.


His father [died] blind, sick, and old [in 1981]. The elder Russell Kirk accepted his tribulations uncomplainingly, though he never had read the Stoics, or for that matter the Book of Job.




	1982 Reclaiming a Patrimony a collection of his formal lectures, sponsored [and published] by the Heritage Foundation, appeared in 1982; among the subjects discussed were “Church and State in Conflict”; “The Perversity of Recent Fiction”; “Criminal Character and Mercy”; “The Architecture of Servitude and Boredom”; “Regaining Historical Consciousness”; and “Audacity, Rhetoric, and Poetry in Politics.”

The editors of the big publishing firm of Viking Penguin [New York] asked him to draw up an anthology of conservative thought, which was published in 1982 under the title The Portable Conservative Reader.




	1983 In 1983 he was invited to give the keynote address to the International Congress on the Family, meeting that year in Rome. Fourteen members of the Congress, the Kirks among them, were admitted to an audience with Pope John Paul II.


	1984 Watchers at the Strait Gate, another collection of Kirk’s mystical tales, appeared in 1984, published by Arkham House.

He received the Richard Weaver Award (for scholarly writing) of the Ingersoll Prizes—no empty honor, for there went with it fifteen thousand tax-free dollars, at once flung into the chasm of Kirk’s debts.




	
1986 He was able to bring out, in 1986, through the National Humanities Institute, a handsome new edition of Irving Babbitt’s Literature and the American College [originally published in 1908], with a learned introduction nearly so long as the book itself, from Kirk’s typewriter.


	1987 The Wise Men Know What Wicked Things Are Written on the Sky (a line borrowed from Chesterton’s long poem The Ballad of the White Horse) was published by Regnery in 1987; it was fairly widely reviewed and read. This was a second collection of Heritage Lectures: it included several formal lectures on aspects of education, and others on prospects for the United States.

He was appointed Fulbright lecturer at St. Andrews University, and during the same season he lectured at the University of Trier, the University of Groningen, and elsewhere in the Continent.




	1988 His Work and Prosperity, a textbook in economics for high-school students, was published by the Christian textbook firm of Beta Books [Pensacola, Fla.] in 1988 [1989]. This manual was the final production of the Educational Research Council of America, with offices in Cleveland.

At the request of Irving Louis Horowitz, of Transaction Publishers [New Brunswick, N.J.], Russell Kirk began editing a series entitled The Library of Conservative Thought; nearly all volumes would have introductions or forewords by Kirk. Among the volumes published in 1988, 1989, 1990, and 1991 were Collected Letters of John Randolph of Roanoke to John Brockenbrough, Mallock’s A Critical Examination of Socialism, Scott-Moncrieff’s Burke Street, Wilson’s The Case for Conservatism, Selected Political Essays of Orestes Brownson, Davidson’s The Attack on Leviathan, a collection of Stanlis’s essays on Burke, and a collection of critical essays on Burke edited by Daniel Ritchie.




	1989 During his last week in office, President Reagan presented to Kirk and some thirty-five others the Presidential Citizens Medal for Distinguished Service to the United States; Kirk was the only man of letters so recognized.


	
1990 A fellowship from the National Endowment for the Humanities, in 1985, gave him time to commence the writing of a series of essays and lectures on the Constitution of the United States—published by Regnery as a book in 1990. He particularly emphasized in his study the neglected influence of Edmund Burke on the framers and the interpreters of the Constitution. The Conservative Constitution undid the claim of the disciples of Leo Strauss that somehow the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution had conformed slavishly to the doctrines of John Locke.


	1991 [Russell Kirk gave his daughter Monica in marriage to Brian Scott Carman in July at St. Anne’s Church, Mackinac Island.]

[He was awarded the Salvatori Prize for historical writing, in December.]




	1993 Russell Kirk in 1993, on the eve of his seventy-fifth birthday, published two more books: America’s British Culture (Transaction), a counter-buffet to Demon Multiculturalism; and The Politics of Prudence (Intercollegiate Studies Institute [Bryn Mawr, Pa.]), addressed to the rising generation in search of principles.

Kirk was overwhelmed by a whole series of celebrations in honor of the fortieth anniversary of the publication of The Conservative Mind and the seventy-fifth anniversary of that book’s author.


Jeffrey O. Nelson, publications director of ISI, marrying Miss Cecilia Abigail Kirk just before Christmas 1993, might carry on Russell Kirk’s literary raids against the enemies of the Permanent Things.




	1994 [Exhausted by the lecture tour that had extended until late November 1993, after which he was confined to bed by his doctor for a month, Kirk’s physical vitality began to wane; he had little appetite and was noticeably thin and frail.]

[On the eve of Ash Wednesday (February 16, 1994), his doctor informed him that, succumbing to congestive heart failure, he had but a few months to live.]


[Undaunted, he completed the final chapter of The Sword of Imagination, “Is Life Worth Living?” reaffirming his belief “that man is made for eternity.”]


[As Easter approached, Kirk, although bedridden, indexed Redeeming the Time (Wilmington, Del.: Intercollegiate Studies Institute, 1996)].


[On the morning of April 29th, shortly after 10:00 a.m., in the presence of members of his family, Russell Kirk passed away, quietly and serenely, having now come to the end of his life’s labors.]









“Then,” said he, “I am going to my Father’s…. My Sword I give to him that shall succeed me in my Pilgrimage, and my Courage and Skill to him that can get it. My Marks and Scars I carry with me, to be a witness for me that I have fought His battles who now will be my Rewarder.”


—John Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress (1678)













A NOTE ON THE TEXT



Throughout the following selections from Russell Kirk’s writings I have striven to employ his own texts in style and format. In some few cases, I have quietly corrected typographical errors, as well as names, dates, and book titles. For the sake of consistency I have added to book titles mentioned in the text the year of publication in parentheses. In several instances, I have slightly altered Kirk’s original title in order to identify more precisely for the reader the subject of a particular selection. In this respect, the alteration is explained in its full bibliographical citation found within brackets at the very end of each selection.


For ellipsis within a sentence three spaced periods (…) are used; for ellipsis after the conclusion of a complete sentence, three spaced periods in addition to the sentence period (….) are used. Elisions in the text are restricted to materials that are redundant or of a purely perfunctory or transitional nature. In a few rare instances, the omission of one or more extraneous paragraphs is indicated by three spaced asterisks (* * *). Notes have been added by the editor to the following essays: “T. S. Eliot’s Permanent Things,” “Eric Voegelin’s Normative Labor,” “Normative Art and Modern Vices,” “Criminal Character and Mercy,” “The Conservative Purpose of a Liberal Education,” and “Orestes Brownson and the Just Society.” All notes are assembled in the section titled “Notes” (see pp. 575–85), and are cited under the titles of the individual essays.


The index has been carefully prepared so as to include names, authors, titles of books, ideas, places, and any cursory references included in the text that are deserving of explanation. No less than the bracketed bibliographical citations and information, the index seeks to help a reader locate and also clarify textual sources in expeditious ways. I bear full responsibility for all changes and interpolations found in the entire text.










I. THE IDEA OF CONSERVATISM



What Is Conservatism? [image: ] The Dissolution of Liberalism [image: ] Ten Exemplary Conservatives [image: ] Why I Am a Conservative









No other figure surpasses Russell Kirk in his exposition of fundamental conservative ideas in the twentieth century. In defining and evaluating the intellectual history of English and American conservatism during the past two hundred years, Kirk discloses a scholarly grasp and critical understanding that he communicates with vigor and insight. Conservatism is not some reductivist political or economic system but, as he shows, a discriminating faith, temper, impulse, to be carefully distinguished not only from doctrinaire ideology but also from modern liberal and radical reformers who advance their collectivist social engineering and agenda of change. It speaks to the total human condition, to both community and soul, without a fanatical and strident tone and always with a distinct and sympathetic awareness of human and social limitations.


Kirk’s appraisal of conservatism is anchored in reverence, in humility, in moderation, and is shaped by both the religious sense and the moral sense. As such, Kirk’s conception of conservatism revolves around higher paradigms of character and culture. It exposes sociopolitical extremisms that build empires of might that rule by force and writ. As Kirk writes: “[C]onservatism is the negation of ideology… a state of mind, a type of character, a way of looking at the civil social order. The attitude we call conservatism is sustained by a body of sentiments, rather than by a system of ideological dogmata.”


Perhaps another way of pinpointing Kirk’s conservatism is to see it as a conservatism of reflection, one that is essentially meditative in nature and aspiration, and also one that transforms into a discipline of mind and thought in the contemplation of religious, ethical, and moral truths that promote the dignity and the sacredness of human existence. The sources of conservative order, he insists, are not found in theoretical writings, but rather in custom, convention, continuity.


In writing about conservatism—its canons, principles, assumptions—Kirk readily admits to incremental differences and changes reflecting the emphases occurring over time. But for him “the diversity of ways in which conservative views may find expression is itself proof that conservatism is no fixed ideology.” To be conservative ultimately means, for Kirk, to be a conservator, that is, a preserver, a guardian, a custodian, a keeper—one who keeps the world safe.












WHAT IS CONSERVATISM?




This essay is excerpted from Russell Kirk’s introduction to The Portable Conservative Reader (1982), an anthology of English and American conservative thought. Here he focuses on conservative attitudes in a modern context, beginning with the age of Edmund Burke in the last quarter of the eighteenth century. Kirk sets down general principles that reinforce the “canons of conservative thought” found in The Conservative Mind (1953), which established Kirk as a seminal thinker in the conservative movement in the United States. Conservatism, he asserts, is not an ideology with pretensions to universality and infallibility. It is a way “of looking at the civic social order,” and centers around basic beliefs in a transcendent order, in social continuity, in “things established by immemorial usage,” in the virtue of prudence, in human variety, and in human imperfectibility. For anyone who wants to know what conservatism is, this essay is indispensable as a descriptive overview.







1. Succinct Description


“What is conservatism?” Abraham Lincoln inquired rhetorically, as he campaigned for the presidency of the United States. “Is it not adherence to the old and tried, against the new and untried?” By that test, the candidate told his audience, Abraham Lincoln was a conservative.


Other definitions have been offered. In Ambrose Bierce’s Devil’s Dictionary one encounters this: “Conservative, n. A statesman who is enamored of existing evils, as distinguished from the Liberal, who wishes to replace them with others.”…


As a coherent body of political thought, what we call conservatism is a modern development. It is approximately as old as the different body of opinions called liberalism, and some decades older than the ideologies called socialism, communism, and anarchism. The roots of conservative thought, for all that, extend deep into the history of ideas and of social institutions.


In various medieval cities, particularly in Italy, the title of “conservator” was given to guardians of the laws. English justices of the peace originally were styled custodes pacis—conservators of the peace. Chaucer, in “The House of Fame,” uses the word “conservatif” in its sense of protection and preservation. Jeremy Taylor, in the seventeenth century, wrote that “the Holy Spirit is the great conservative of the new life.” The word, in short, implied security—a commendatory word. But not until the third decade of the nineteenth century was the word incorporated into the English lexicon of political controversy.


True, one might trace a continuity of conservative political thought (though not of the word itself) back into the seventeenth century. Lord Falkland, during the English Civil Wars, touched upon the essence of conservative convictions in declaring, “When it is not necessary to change, it is necessary not to change.” A rudimentary conservatism may be discerned in colonial America, too, assuming definite form just after the American Revolution in the most successful conservative device, the Constitution of the United States.


For that matter, conservative impulses and interests have existed ever since a civil social order came into being. By analogy, it is possible to speak of Aristophanes as a conservative, or Plato, or Cicero….


So we commence with the age of Edmund Burke—the last quarter of the eighteenth century. Modern use of the word “conservatism” implies those principles of social thought and action that are set against radical innovation after the pattern of the French Revolution. Edmund Burke opposed his “moral imagination” to what has been called the “idyllic imagination” of Jean-Jacques Rousseau. From that contest arose what Walter Bagehot called “the conservatism of reflection.” Almost by definition, ever since Burke published his Reflections on the Revolution in France, the principal conservatives in the Western world have been conscious or unconscious disciples of Burke.


Burke himself did not employ the word “conservative,” speaking rather of “preservation”—as in his aphorism “Change is the means of our preservation,” or his remark that the able statesman is one who combines with a disposition to preserve an ability to reform. During Burke’s own lifetime there existed no sharp demarcation between the words “conservative” and “liberal.”


As a term of politics, the word “conservative” arose in France during and just after the Napoleonic era. Philosophical statesmen as varied in opinion and faction as Guizot, Bonald, Maistre, Chateaubriand, and Tocqueville all were influenced by Burke’s writings. Seeking for a word to describe a policy of moderation, intended to reconcile the best in the old order with the necessities of the nineteenth century, French political writers hit upon the concept of the conservateur, the guardian of the heritage of civilization and of the principles of justice.


From France, this concept passed into England. The editors of The Quarterly Review, in 1830, approved “conservative” over “Tory” to describe the British party of order. By the 1840s, the word “conservative” had attained popularity in the United States, being employed with approbation by John C. Calhoun, Daniel Webster, and Orestes Brownson.


Burke’s political concepts spread rapidly across Europe, especially in the Germanys and the Austrian system. The European revolutionary movements of 1829–30 and of 1848 caused greater emphasis to be placed upon distinctions among conservatives, liberals, and radicals. Throughout Europe, conservatism came to mean hostility toward the principles of the French Revolution, with its violent leveling innovations; while liberalism increasingly signified sympathy with the revolutionary ideals of liberty, equality, fraternity, and material progress.


Conservatives, especially in Britain, soon found themselves opposing another radicalism than the theories of Rousseau: that is, the radical utilitarianism of Jeremy Bentham, called by John Stuart Mill “the great subversive.” Thus the intellectual heirs of Burke, and the conservative interest generally, did battle on two fronts: against the successors of the Jacobins, with their “armed doctrine”; and against the economists of Manchester, with their reliance upon the nexus of cash payment.


Our first necessity here, then, is to endeavor to describe (rather than to define) the conservatives’ understanding of society. In recent years the term “conservatism” often has been employed to mean “reactionary” or “obscurantist” or “oldfangled”; it has even been confounded with the economic dogmas of the Manchester School. What does the word really signify?


Strictly speaking, conservatism is not a political system, and certainly not an ideology. In the phrase of H. Stuart Hughes, “Conservatism is the negation of ideology.” Instead, conservatism is a way of looking at the civil social order. Although certain general principles held by most conservatives may be described, there exists wide variety in application of these ideas from age to age and country to country. Thus conservative views and parties have existed under monarchical, aristocratic, despotic, and democratic regimes, and in a considerable range of economic systems. The conservatives of Peru, for instance, differ much from those of Australia, say; they may share a preference for the established order of society, these conservatives of the Spanish and the English heritages; yet the institutions and customs which these conservative factions respectively wish to preserve are by no means identical.


Unlike socialism, anarchism, and even liberalism, then, conservatism offers no universal pattern of politics for adoption everywhere. On the contrary, conservatives reason that social institutions always must differ considerably from nation to nation, since any land’s politics must be the product of that country’s dominant religion, ancient customs, and historic experience.


Although it is no ideology, conservatism may be apprehended reasonably well by attention to what leading writers and politicians, generally called conservative, have said and done…. “Conservatism,” to put the matter another way, amounts to the consensus of the leading conservative thinkers and actors over the past two centuries. For our present purpose, however, we may set down below several general principles upon which most eminent conservatives in some degree may be said to have agreed implicitly. The following first principles are best discerned in the theoretical and practical politics of British and American conservatives.


First, conservatives generally believe that there exists a transcendent moral order, to which we ought to try to conform the ways of society. A divine tactic, however dimly descried, is at work in human society. Such convictions may take the form of belief in “natural law” or may assume some other expression; but with few exceptions conservatives recognize the need for enduring moral authority. This conviction contrasts strongly with the liberals’ utilitarian view of the state (most consistently expressed by Bentham’s disciples), and with the radicals’ detestation of theological postulates.


Second, conservatives uphold the principle of social continuity. They prefer the devil they know to the devil they don’t know. Order and justice and freedom, they believe, are the artificial products of a long and painful social experience, the results of centuries of trial and reflection and sacrifice. Thus the body social is a kind of spiritual corporation, comparable to the church; it may even be called a community of souls. Human society is no machine, to be treated mechanically. The continuity, the lifeblood, of a society must not be interrupted. Burke’s reminder of the social necessity for prudent change is in the minds of conservatives. But necessary change, they argue, ought to be gradual and discriminatory, never “unfixing old interests at once.” Revolution slices through the arteries of a culture, a cure that kills.


Third, conservatives believe in what may be called the principle of prescription. “The wisdom of our ancestors” is one of the more important phrases in the writings of Burke; presumably Burke derived it from Richard Hooker. Conservatives sense that modern men and women are dwarfs on the shoulders of giants, able to see farther than their ancestors only because of the great stature of those who have preceded us in time. Therefore conservatives very frequently emphasize the importance of “prescription”—that is, of things established by immemorial usage, so “that the mind of man runneth not to the contrary.” There exist rights of which the chief sanction is their antiquity—including rights in property, often. Similarly, our morals are prescriptive in great part. Conservatives argue that we are unlikely, we moderns, to make any brave new discoveries in morals or politics or taste. It is perilous to weigh every passing issue on the basis of private judgment and private rationality. “The individual is foolish, but the species is wise,” Burke declared. In politics we do well to abide by precedent and precept and even prejudice, for “the great mysterious incorporation of the human race” has acquired habits, customs, and conventions of remote origin which are woven into the fabric of our social being; the innovator, in Santayana’s phrase, never knows how near to the taproot of the tree he is hacking.


Fourth, conservatives are guided by their principle of prudence. Burke agrees with Plato that in the statesman, prudence is chief among virtues. Any public measure ought to be judged by its probable long-run consequences, not merely by temporary advantage or popularity. Liberals and radicals, the conservative holds, are imprudent: for they dash at their objectives without giving much heed to the risk of new abuses worse than the evils they hope to sweep away. Human society being complex, remedies cannot be simple if they are to be effective. The conservative declares that he acts only after sufficient reflection, having weighed the consequences. Sudden and slashing reforms are perilous as sudden and slashing surgery. The march of providence is slow; it is the devil who always hurries.


Fifth, conservatives pay attention to the principle of variety. They feel affection for the proliferating intricacy of long-established social institutions and modes of life, as distinguished from the narrowing uniformity and deadening egalitarianism of radical systems. For the preservation of a healthy diversity in any civilization, there must survive orders and classes, differences in material condition, and many sorts of inequality. The only true forms of equality are equality in the Last Judgment and equality before a just court of law; all other attempts at leveling lead, at best, to social stagnation. Society longs for honest and able leadership; and if natural and institutional differences among people are destroyed, presently some tyrant or host of squalid oligarchs will create new forms of inequality. Similarly, conservatives uphold the institution of private property as productive of human variety: without private property, liberty is reduced and culture is impoverished.


Sixth, conservatives are chastened by their principle of imperfectibility. Human nature suffers irremediably from certain faults, the conservatives know. Man being imperfect, no perfect social order ever can be created. Because of human restlessness, mankind would grow rebellious under any utopian domination, and would break out once more in violent discontent—or else expire of boredom. To aim for utopia is to end in disaster, the conservative says: we are not made for perfect things. All that we reasonably can expect is a tolerably ordered, just, and free society, in which some evils, maladjustments, and suffering continue to lurk. By proper attention to prudent reform, we may preserve and improve this tolerable order. But if the old institutional and moral safeguards of a nation are forgotten, then the anarchic impulses in man break loose: “the ceremony of innocence is drowned.”


Such are six of the major premises of what Walter Bagehot, a century ago, called “reflective conservatism.” To have set down some principal convictions of conservative thinkers, in the fashion above, may be misleading: for conservative thought is not a body of immutable secular dogmas. Our purpose here has been broad description, not fixed definition. If one requires a single sentence—why, let it be said that for the conservative, politics is the art of the possible, not the art of the ideal.


Edmund Burke turned to first principles in politics only with reluctance, believing that “metaphysical” politicians let loose dreadful mischief by attempting to govern nations according to abstract notions. Conservatives have believed, following Burke, that general principles always must be tempered, in any particular circumstances, by what Burke called expedience, or prudence; for particular circumstances vary infinitely, and every nation must observe its own traditions and historical experience—which should take precedence over universal notions drawn up in some quiet study. Yet Burke did not abjure general ideas; he distinguished between “abstraction” (or a priori notions divorced from a nation’s history and necessities) and “principle” (or sound general ideas derived from a knowledge of human nature and of the past). Principles are necessary to a statesman, but they must be applied discreetly and with infinite caution to the workaday world. The preceding six conservative principles, therefore, are to be taken as a rough catalog of the general assumptions of conservatives, and not as a tidy system of doctrines for governing a state.


So much, just now, for our attempt at honest description of the character of conservative writing. Let us turn for a moment to some account of what this conservatism is not.







2. Misapprehensions of Conservatism


Misunderstandings of the conservative mentality and of conservative arguments may be divided into two categories: first, the errors of scholars; second, popular confusions. Turn we to the blunders of the learned.


A failure to grasp Burke’s distinction between abstraction and principle has led to considerable error as to the theoretical basis of conservatism, from the day of rationalistic historians such as Henry Buckle down to the present day. This controversy takes four principal forms, all at loggerheads with one another. They may be summarized thus: (1) conservatism is metaphysically mystical; (2) conservatism has no philosophical foundation; (3) conservatism is empirical; (4) conservatism is pragmatic. These views require reasoned examination.


(1) Conservatism by its nature is not “mystical,” “abstract,” or “doctrinaire.” Burke and his school, as practical statesmen, did not think that political and metaphysical schemes should be created out of whole cloth. Rather than enveloping politics in mysterious theories of a General Will or of Thesis and Antithesis, Burke and his followers accepted as given the political institutions of their country and their age; as for moral postulates, they took those from the King James Version and the Book of Common Prayer. It is true that some Continental men of the Right, and some English scholars toward the end of the nineteenth century, came under the influence of Hegel’s idealism. But (as Alexis de Tocqueville foresaw) Hegel’s influence came to be far stronger upon socialist theorists than upon conservative writers and politicians.


(2) Conservatism, despite Burke’s contempt for desiccated rationality and abstract speculation, does not lack some theoretical basis. Burke proclaimed that he knew nothing more wicked than the heart of an abstract meta-physician—that is, of some coffeehouse philosopher who would presume to write a new constitution for the human race on the basis of arid intellectual abstractions. The intellectual foundation which Burke and his associates took for granted was what since has been called the Great Tradition—that is, the classical and Christian intellectual patrimony which then still formed the curriculum of schools. Burke referred to “the Schoolmen of the fourteenth century” and other Christian philosophers. In the view of the eighteenth-century conservatives, a man is afflicted by hubris, overweening presumption, if he tries to cast aside the wisdom of his ancestors and to create out of his tiny private stock of reason some brand-new structure of metaphysical doctrines. Burke’s metaphysics, in short, were the philosophical postulates of Richard Hooker, John Bramhall, and other English divines.


(3) Conservatism is empirical only in the sense that conservatives respect the wisdom of the species and think that history, the recorded experience of mankind, should be constantly consulted by the statesman. Yet mere practical experience, “empiricism” in the sense of being guided simply by yesterday’s pains or pleasures, is not enough for the conservative, who believes that we can apply our knowledge of the remote or the immediate past with prudence only if we are guided by some general principles, which have been laid down for us over the centuries by prophets and philosophers. Burke broke with Locke’s empiricism.


(4) Conservatism is pragmatic only in the sense that it disavows utopian speculation and experiment, putting its faith instead in prudence and moderation. Modern pragmatism is intent upon experiment—that is, groping forward with scant respect for the past; conservatism, on the contrary, relies upon tradition and the bank and capital of the ages. Conservatives think that mere change may as easily be retrogression as progress, and that to tamper experimentally with great states and human nature, out of a vague faith in Progress and Process, is infinitely perilous.


Some doctors of the schools notwithstanding, then, the conservative school of politics cannot be thrust into any mystical, empirical, pragmatic, or nondescript pigeonhole. Recent studies by Peter Stanlis, Francis Canavan, Charles Parkin, and other scholars have sufficiently undone earlier notions about Burke’s first principles. Yet even today a good many professors of politics or of history remain afflicted by rather a muddy notion of the intellectual sources of conservative belief.


Such a confusion is more readily pardoned among the mass of men and women, as the twentieth century nears its end, two hundred years after the events that brought forth conservative politics. The word “conservative,” at this writing, enjoys a renewed popularity in both the United States and Britain. Whether those who exalt “conservative” to the condition of a god-term, or those who condemn it to the condition of a devil-term, actually know what the word has meant—why, that’s another matter….


It is not surprising that in some quarters (especially in America) there lingers an impression that the conservative is “some sort of radical”—a paradox no more startling than many other paradoxes of popular opinion. For decades popular jounalists often have used the word “conservative” in a sense considerably different from the intellectual conservatism described earlier…. Among many people unfamiliar with the writings of Burke or of the Adamses there does flourish, after all, a set of opinions which Walter Bagehot once unflatteringly described as “the ignorant Democratic Conservatism of the masses.” There endures also “shop-and-till conservatism,” or mere attachment to one’s little property, out of fear that radical political measures would injure or destroy the material interests of anyone possessing property. This “party of order,” as it was called in France and elsewhere in Europe during the nineteenth century, is animated by fear, Bagehot wrote: “dread that their shop, their house, their life—not so much their physical life as their whole mode and sources of existence—will be destroyed and cast away.” Just so; precisely that has happened in half the world since Bagehot wrote; so the high-spirited conservatism of Burke has been reinforced by the shop-and-till victims of twentieth-century ideological fanaticism.


So it is that some conservatives are learned, and some ignorant; some rich, and some poor. It is not easy to show a close correspondence between political conservatism and personal prosperity. At several general elections, the Conservative party in Britain has won the votes of millions of trade-union members; while in the United States hard-pressed small farmers generally are a bulwark of the conservative interest on many issues, and so increasingly is a large proportion of the “blue-collar” vote.


Between religious convictions and conservative political views, there is a nearer alliance, despite the radicalism of many modern clergy (very like the English clergy of Burke’s day). Because ideology is by essence antireligious, Christians tend to be attracted to ideology’s negation, conservatism.


Do most of the men and women who vote for conservative candidates and conservative policies thoroughly apprehend the six conservative principles sketched earlier in this introductory essay? No, of course not—no more than the typical liberal or the typical radical voter can set up as a political philosopher.


Most conservatives, like their liberal and radical adversaries, are not metaphysicians; they hold their convictions somewhat vaguely, as prejudices rather than reasoned conclusions. Even more than liberals and radicals, typical conservatives (sensing that politics is not the whole of life) remain indifferent to political action so long as possible; there are more interesting things to do. It was for this reason that John Stuart Mill called conservatives “the stupid party.” The conservative scholar F. J. C. Hearnshaw wrote in this century that “It is commonly sufficient for practical purposes if conservatives, without saying anything, just sit and think, or even if they merely sit.” The conservative has on his side the mighty power of inertia; the radical has on his side the grim power of love of change. In the modern world, the love of change has been gaining at the expense of the love of things established, with a consequent weakening of the conservative interest—at least until very late in the day.


Conservatives, it should be understood, are neither angels nor devils. Conservatism has its vice, and that vice is selfishness. Self-centered conservatives mutter, with Fafnir, “Let me rest: I lie in possession.” Radicalism, too, has its vice, and that vice is envy. Such radicals growl, as in Dr. Faustus, “Why shouldst thou sit, and I stand?” (As for the liberals, nowadays they seem in the sere and yellow leaf, so that it would be cruel to tax them with vices.) Most conservatives hold by their particular social convictions because of early prejudices and experiences; their minds are not susceptible to temperate argument, nor can they express with much lucidity the postulates from which they draw their professed opinions. That, however, is true of the majority of political partisans of whatever persuasion; indeed, probably it is less true of conservatives than of their adversaries, conservatism being no ideology—and therefore not so overwhelmed by the passions of political religion. And it must be kept in mind that in any country, in any age, there exists more than one sort of conservative.


Walter Bagehot, in his brief essay “Intellectual Conservatism,” distinguishes three types of conservatives: the conservatives of enjoyment, loyal to old ways, like the Cavaliers; the conservatives of fear, like the French middle classes in the nineteenth century; and the conservatives of reflection. These last always are relatively few in number, and yet they leaven the whole of the conservative interest….







3. The Course of Conservative Politics in America


Although American conservatism did not become self-aware, so to speak, until the close of the Revolution, nevertheless strongly conservative influences and factions may be discerned in the colonial era. The planter societies of Virginia, Maryland, and South Carolina, especially, were governed for the most part by constitutions (written or unwritten) which we should call conservative. New York, with its great landed estates and its established mercantile interests, was socially conservative; so was New Jersey. Even the colonies founded upon dissent, the New England settlements and Pennsylvania, became relatively conservative shortly after they acquired wealth and population: only a few years after the landing at Plymouth, for instance, Governor Bradford was writing of the mischievous illusion that property should be held in common, and laying emphasis on the necessity for order, authority, and true community.


Yet a Tory party in the old English sense scarcely existed in America. Political debates in the colonies usually occurred between two factions of Whigs, both attached to the Whig idea of liberty, but differing as to means and the relationship with the Crown. Neither of these Whig factions was radical essentially, although some leveling elements were to be found among the Patriots. The triumph of the Patriots in the Revolution expelled from the Thirteen Colonies what little Toryism had existed there, and along with it many of the moderate Whigs. For all that, recent scholarship inclines toward the view that the American Revolution was no revolution truly, but simply a War of Independence—a revolution (in Burke’s phrase concerning the Glorious Revolution of 1688) “not made, but prevented.”


The intellectual leaders of the Americans during the troubled period of Confederation were men, most of them, of conservative tendency—John Adams, Gouverneur Morris, John Jay, Hamilton, Madison. Even Jefferson, despite certain French influences upon his mind, was no frantic innovator. Most other Southern leaders, such as Pinckney or Mason, differed more about means than about the ends of society: their view of the state was conservative—viewed, that is, from a twentieth-century vantage point. Even some eminent radicals of the time, notably Patrick Henry, grew steadily more conservative as responsibility settled upon them.


Out of the discussions and compromises of these masterful politicians grew the Federal Constitution, which Sir Henry Maine called the most successful conservative device in the history of government. And the Federalist Papers, written to obtain acceptance of the Constitution, reflect the conservative concepts of moderation, balance, order, and prudence—together with those conservative guarantees of prescriptive usage, arrangement of political checks, restrictions upon power, protection for private property, and restraints upon popular impulses.


During the early years of the United States, the chief political contests may be regarded as a long acrimonious debate between two powerful conservative interests—the mercantile interest of the North, the agricultural interest of the South—confused by lesser issues and personalities. At first, the two types of conservatism were represented respectively by John Adams and James Madison. As the slavery question began to divide the country, John Randolph and John C. Calhoun came to speak for the conservative impulse of the South, and Daniel Webster for that of the North. On the eve of the Civil War, the two most interesting conservative thinkers were men of letters, rather than politicians: Nathaniel Hawthorne and Orestes Brownson; but they could not prevail against Abolitionists and Fire-Eaters.


The catastrophe of the Civil War dealt a grim blow to reflective conservatism, North or South. In the Gilded Age, little political principle of any kind could be distinguished. In the writings of Henry Adams lingered something of the old New England conservatism; in the books of John W. Burgess was expressed a new sort of conservative liberalism, heavily influenced by German thought. Yet amidst the material aggrandizement of America during the concluding third of the nineteenth century, the better public men in both parties retained conservative attitudes: Grover Cleveland and Theodore Roosevelt, for examples.


As the United States grew into the greatest power in the world, with corresponding duties and hard choices, conservative concepts were discussed again, notably by such writers as Paul Elmer More, Irving Babbitt, and George Santayana. The Great Depression and the ascendancy of Franklin Roosevelt seemed to quash this renewal of conservative thought. Until the first administration of Franklin Roosevelt, the term “liberal” had not been popular among American politicians; but Rooseveltian liberalism swept everything before it during the 1930s and 1940s. Not until the early 1950s did there appear, or reappear, a strong body of conservative thought, expressed in books and periodical literature, to challenge the dominant liberalism….


America has known many conservative politicians and men of ideas, but no national Conservative party—or, for that matter, a national Liberal party, let alone a powerful Radical party. The United States ordinarily has been spared ideological passions in its great parties. In the past, the absence of a distinct aristocracy and the numerous opportunities for personal advancement tended to discourage the formation of class parties or ideological parties.


The triumph of merciless ideologies in half of the world, nevertheless, and the national interest of the United States in restraining the ambitions of Hitlerian Germany, the Soviet Union, and Communist China, have been important causes of the revival of political thought in America. Ideology of any sort being radical, a consequence of America’s opposition to the totalist powers has been the stimulating of conservative ideas….


In America, as in other countries, the particular forms assumed by the conservative impulse tend to be shaped by the nation’s established social and political modes. Thus an American political conservative, at least as the term is employed popularly, is a person who believes strongly that the old pattern of American society ought not to be much altered. Typically, such a person holds by the Constitution, maintaining that it should be strictly interpreted; he endeavors to oppose the drift toward political centralization; he dislikes organizations on the grand scale, in government, in business and industry, in organized labor; he is a defender of private property; he resents the heavy increase of taxation and many of the “transfer payments” of the welfare state; he is unalterably opposed to the Communist ideology and the aspirations of the Soviet Union; he sighs, or perhaps shouts, 0 tempora! 0 mores! at the decay of private and public morality. In former years this typical conservative was a Protestant; but from the early 1940s, for a number of reasons, more and more American Catholics have moved toward conservative political attitudes, and often have taken the lead in conservative causes.


We never step in the same river twice. This representative conservative American of the 1980s is not identical with a Federalist of the 1780s. Yet some continuity of belief and institution connects those two figures; and it seems probable that the literature of American conservative thought and character may endure as long as the Republic.







4. English Conservatism


Under various names, political parties founded on conservative concepts appeared throughout Europe early in the nineteenth century. Of these, only Britain’s Conservative party—now the oldest political party of any sort, anywhere in the world—has remained powerful right down to the present day.


The history of conservative parties and movements in Germany and France is an important and lively subject which cannot be examined here. Until the Bolshevik Revolution and Soviet imperialism extirpated the old social order in Eastern Europe, every European country had some political party or faction which deserved to be classified as conservative—the aims and complexion of the party varying from one state to another. In Northern Europe, these parties were sustained particularly by the landed gentry; they also enjoyed a good deal of support from peasants and from a part of the middle classes. In the Austrian system and in Southern Europe, links between the conservative parties and the Catholic Church existed. But throughout the Continent, in the face of vigorous liberal parties and of armed risings against the established order, the conservatives gradually lost ground; and after the revolutions of 1848, with the flight of Metternich from Austria and of Louis Philippe from France, conservative regimes surrendered power to liberals and nationalists or else clung to influence only in coalition with other political groups.


The coming of modern industrialism, too, hastened the decline of old-style conservatism, transferring wealth and power to new hands and breaking what Bagehot called “the cake of custom.” Industrialism undermined the habitual acceptance of things long established that is bound up with the conservative understanding of community. Between 1830 and 1880, roughly speaking, liberalism beat down the conservative ascendancy in much of Europe. Even in Russia and Prussia, liberal assumptions and measures were adopted by the reigning monarchs.


Only in Britain did a party—and a climate of opinion—unabashedly conservative maintain ascendancy much of time throughout the whole of the nineteenth century, obtaining the support of at least half the electorate. Originally taking form as a coalition of Tories and Portland Whigs in William Pitt’s ministry during the war with revolutionary France, the English conservatives began to use the word “conservative” as early as 1824, implying by that word their discipleship to Burke; and gradually “Conservative” became the name of their party.


The English people’s marked aversion to change made the Conservative party palatable to a great part of the public. (Had most of Britain’s electors belonged to the “Celtic fringe” of Scotland, Wales, and Ireland, the Conservative party would have found itself in a permanent minority.) When the French socialist speculator Saint-Simon visited Britain during the formative years of the Conservative party, he predicted that British society, already industrialized, soon would be overwhelmed by a rising of the proletariat. Nothing of the sort occurred, in that time or later in the century. After the passing of a century and a half, indeed, the British Conservative party still can win general elections.


Although shaken by the Whig Reform Bill of 1832 and by the passage of other Whig and Liberal measures that undermined the agricultural interest, the Conservatives were rescued by the fertile imagination and astute management of Benjamin Disraeli. From the time of the French Revolution to the Reform Bill of 1867, the backbone of the Conservative party was formed by the landed proprietors—the squirearchy. Disraeli’s reform of 1867 attached to the Conservatives a considerable part of the artisan classes. As the Liberals turned their attention toward egalitarian measures and humanitarian projects, successive segments of the middle classes and of the surviving Whig interest went over to the Conservatives—most notably, the Liberal Unionists, in 1886. At the end of the nineteenth century, under the leadership of Lord Salisbury, the conservatives stood seemingly at the summit of their popularity.


An overwhelming Liberal victory in the general election of 1906 terminated this ascendancy—but only temporarily, for the rise of socialism was pressing the Liberals hard, and the Labour victory of 1924 meant the end of the Liberal party as an effective force. During the following four decades, conservatives formed the government most of the time. Since the Second World War, Labour and Conservative governments have alternated in power.


In absorbing much of the former Liberal interest, the British Conservative party has adopted also some elements of Liberal policy, so that the Conservative party has become a union of old Tory and Liberal factions, combined against Labour. Although the Conservatives yielded much ground to their opponents as the decades passed, what they have succeeded in retaining is more remarkable. The monarchy remains so popular as to be quite unchallenged; an aristocratic element survives both de jure and de facto; parliamentary government is not menaced; most property remains in private possession; the welfare state is being modified by the Conservatives; there is still a church by law established; intellectually, the conservative interest has recovered from the shaken state in which it lay after the Second World War….







5. Prospects for Conservative Thought and Policy


Despite the persistence, or perhaps recrudescence, of the conservative impulse in America and Britain, can conservative views and interests long endure in an age of ideology, when two of the three great powers in the world are ruled by Marxist doctrinaires, and while technological and economic and cultural change continue to tear apart the cake of custom everywhere? The English-speaking peoples aside, in what it has become fashionable to call “the Post-Modern Age” or “the Post-Christian Era” indeed it seems as if (fulfilling Burke’s vaticinations) “generation will not link with generation, and men will be as the flies of a summer.” Brooks Adams wrote that “With conservative populations, slaughter is nature’s remedy.” The conservative populations of Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos have been butchered very recently. Will people after people be devoted to the Savage God of ideology?


Consider the European continent. After suffering suppression under the dictatorial regimes of the 1930s and during the Second World War, European conservative groups began to regain vigor about 1946. Soviet power had extirpated effectual conservatism in Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Rumania, Bulgaria, and lesser states; but to the chagrin of the Communists, and indeed of the socialist parties of Western Europe, conservative parties—or, more commonly, Christian Democratic parties in which various conservative and liberal elements were leagued—won national elections in several countries; elsewhere, except under Marxist governments, they exercised a moderating influence.


Yet this revived conservatism was shorn of many of its old associations and had come to terms, in most countries, with old-fashioned economic liberalism. Paradoxically, the conservatives’ partial success was brought about by the menace of Marxism: after the failure of the Nazi and Fascist regimes, and the ineffectuality of postwar “democratic” socialism, many Europeans turned once more to quasi-conservative policies as the only alternatives to a totalist order. “Conservative” governments in France, Germany, Italy, Austria, and some other European states today may be conservative in the broader and comparative sense of the term, but they differ markedly from the conservative parties and their views before 1914. It may be argued that in truth these recent “conservative” governments have been substantially liberal governments in the nineteenth-century sense, with some admixture of conservative elements and conservative rhetoric. How long such regimes might stand, were they shorn of American protection, nobody knows.


Turn to Latin America. Ever since their wars of independence, the Latin American states have striven to establish stable political orders. They have not succeeded. Their formal constitutions, usually imitating European or North American models, rarely have reflected the real social circumstances of their peoples; and so have not exerted a conservative influence like that of the Constitution of the United States. Except for relatively long periods in the history of Chile and Colombia, and shorter periods in the history of Venezuela, Argentina, Costa Rica, and El Salvador, dictatorship or oligarchy ordinarily has triumphed over the representative institutions that characterize Anglo-American and most European states. Social and racial conflicts have swept away many of the bulwarks of conservatism. Struggles with the Catholic Church in several countries have weakened the religious foundations of the conservative interest. The triumph of a Marxist regime in Cuba illustrated the feebleness of conservative elements in much of Latin America. Joseph Conrad’s novel Nostromo remains as accurate a picture of Latin American social instability as it was at its publication in 1904. One cannot look to Latin America for signs of conservative imagination and hope.


In Asia, Western ideology and Western technology, both blending with a new ferocious nationalism in some countries, have so thoroughly broken up the old order of things that it scarcely is possible to speak of conservative politics anywhere except in Japan and some of the Muslim states. Japanese conservatism, now recovering from the injuries inflicted by war and military occupation, is an interesting development, arising out of old Japanese concepts of piety, duty, and honor. This subtle conservatism gradually may reassert itself: as Lafcadio Hearn wrote, Japan wears successively, and perhaps sincerely, a series of Western masks; but these are discarded in turn, for beneath the masks the old Japanese character lives. The present mask of Western materialism and technocracy will not endure forever; but it does not follow that it must be succeeded by the mask of proletarian dictatorship.


In India, Western socialist and liberal ideas are dominant, though yielding perhaps to Marxist influences. Western conservatism on the English pattern, never deep-rooted in India, has become negligible. A powerfully conservative body of Hindu culture does provide some check upon Western ideology. A somewhat similar struggle between Western progressivism and conservative Muslim tradition continues in Pakistan, Indonesia, and elsewhere.


In short, it is not to be expected that there can be brought to pass any concert of conservative political regimes, throughout the world, with the intention of withstanding Marxist ideology. Conservatism on the American or the British model would be an impossible exotic in central Africa or in other regions where nothing comparable to the British or the American historical experience ever has occurred. As Daniel Boorstin puts it, “The American Constitution is not for export.” If sovereign states cooperate to resist Soviet imperialism, that will be on the ground of the national interest of each state, not because of a general political consensus. Conservatism not being an ideology with pretensions to universality and infallibility, there can be no Capitalist Manifesto to set against the Communist Manifesto. For that matter, not many conservatives would be happy to enlist under the banner of one abstraction, Capitalism, against another abstraction, Communism—or to die, absurdly, for “a higher standard of living.”


And yet, transcending the differences of culture and history and race and national frontiers, something that we may call the conservative impulse or the conservative yearning does exist among all peoples. Without this instinct, any society would fall to pieces. Coleridge wrote that in any state there must be its Permanence, or elements of stability and continuity; and its Progression, or elements of growth and experiment. If the restraining conservative influence were destroyed, any society would fly apart from the vertiginous speed of change.


In that sense, a kind of universal conservatism may be glimpsed. It has not been stamped out even in Soviet Russia. Under tribulation, it is nurtured by an instinct for veneration almost inextinguishable in some people; by an insight best expressed by Richard Hooker: “The reason first why we do admire those things which are greatest, and second those things which are ancientest, is because the one are the least distant from the infinite substance, the other from the infinite continuance, of God.”


At bottom, then, conservatism is not a matter of economic interests and economic theories; not a matter of political advantages and political systems; not a matter of power or preferment. If we penetrate to the root, we discover that “conservatism” is a way of looking at the human condition. As a conservative Polish proverb puts it, “Old truths, old laws, old boots, old books, and old friends are the best.” The conservative impulse is a man’s desire to walk in the paths that his father followed; it is a woman’s desire for the sureties of hearth and home.


In every culture, what does the imaginative conservative aspire to conserve? Why, to conserve order: both order in the soul and order in the state. With Luke, the man of conservative impulses says to himself, “No man having drunk old wine straightway desireth new; for he saith, The old is better.” Out of the deep well of the past comes order, and as Simone Weil reminds us, “Order is the first need of all.”


From relevation, from right reason, from poetic vision, from much study, from the experience of the species—so the conservative argues—we humans have learned certain ways and principles of order. Were we lacking these, we would lie at the mercy of will and appetite—in private life, in public concerns. It is this order, this old safeguard against private and public anarchy, which the conservative refuses to surrender to the evangels of Progress….


Were there no ordering of the soul and the state, no human society could survive; indeed, no civilized individual could endure. That being so, conservative beliefs will not cease to be unless the civil social order ceases to be. Many voices nowadays tell us that the Liberal Era is far gone in senescence; the Marxist Era, already repudiated by men of letters and false to its own promises, may not endure long; so there may come round again a time for the restoration of old standards….







6. The Literature of Conservatism


In practical affairs, during the past two centuries, the rearguard actions of conservatives very often have fallen into routs. In the realm of letters, nevertheless, often conservative writers have won the day, from the triumph of Burke’s rhetoric to the ascendancy of Eliot’s poetry and criticism. Liberals have become painfully aware of this seeming paradox.


“[I]magination governs the human race.” Who said that? No poet: instead, Napoleon, master of the big battalions. He knew that in the long run, the power of the moral imagination exceeds the power of a whiff of grapeshot. If the world is entering upon the Post-Modern Age (John Lukacs setting AD 1945 as the Year Zero of this Post-Modern Age), new-seeming ideas and new-seeming sentiments and new-seeming modes of statecraft may grow popular during the next few decades. The Post-Modern imagination stands ready to be captured. And the seemingly novel ideas and sentiments and modes may turn out, after all, to be revived truths and institutions, well known to surviving conservatives. Lionel Trilling, more than thirty years ago, found the liberal imagination nearly bankrupt; that kind of imagination has not prospered since then. It may be the conservative imagination which is to guide the Post-Modern Age, particularly in America. The aim of Burke, says Paul Elmer More, was “to use the imagination as a force for order and self-restraint and political health.” It is just conceivable that such conservative imagination may attain its fullness in the twenty-first century.


[“What Is Conservatism?” The Portable Conservative Reader (New York: Viking Penguin, 1982), xi–x1.]
















THE DISSOLUTION OF LIBERALISM





“The Dissolution of Liberalism,” which first appeared in Commonweal, January 7, 1955, inspects the system of thought called liberalism that came into existence in the nineteenth century and that, Kirk reckons, is dying. He links liberalism to the myth of individual free will and self-sufficiency, severed from tradition and religion. The marks of this severance are evident when one looks at the twentieth-century liberals who have surrendered the values of variety, individuality, and moral improvement to equalitarian stability, uniformity, and what Kirk calls “uninspired collectivism.” The task of filling the vacuum created by liberal reformers belongs to the conservator. As Kirk declares: “The liberal imagination has run out; the liberal myth, feeble in its beginnings, is now exhausted; and what is best in our society will have to be saved… by the advocates of some older and more stalwart system of thought.”





All great systems, ethical or political, attain their ascendancy over the minds of men by virtue of their appeal to the imagination; and when they cease to touch the chords of wonder and mystery and hope, their power is lost, and men look elsewhere for some set of principles by which they may be guided.


We live by myth. “Myth” is not falsehood; on the contrary, the great and ancient myths are profoundly true. The myth of Prometheus will always be a high poetic representation of an ineluctable truth, and so will the myth of Pandora. A myth may grow out of an actual event almost lost in the remote past, but it comes to transcend the particular circumstances of its origin, assuming a significance universal and abiding.


Nor is a myth simply a work of fancy: true myth is only represented, never created, by a poet. Prometheus and Pandora were not invented by the solitary imagination of Hesiod. Real myths are the product of the moral experience of a people, groping toward divine love and wisdom—implanted in a people’s consciousness, before the dawn of history, by a power and a means we never have been able to describe in terms of mundane knowledge.


A recent writer in Partisan Review, expatiating upon a concept of Thomas Mann’s, endeavored to argue that all myths are deceptive and dangerous, because a hypothetical “myth” created out of whole cloth by a Mann character was deceptive and dangerous. The trouble with this notion is that true myth cannot be invented by Thomas Mann’s character, or by Thomas Mann, or by anyone else. All that the poet or projector can create is romance, fiction, a work of fancy.


A “myth” got up by a single ingenious romancer to suit his ends is no real myth at all. One might as well argue that all the books of the Bible are so many hoaxes because Joseph Smith turned up the Book of Mormon under rather curious circumstances. The fallacy in this contention is that the Book of Mormon is not part of the Bible.


Just so the “myths” of Nietzsche, or of Mann, are not really myths at all; they are not the collective expression of a people’s moral experience, but only the fancies of ingenious individuals. Myth, properly understood, is not a delusion or a hoax: it is an expression of wisdom transcending the private reason.


I repeat that no great ethical or political movement comes to master the minds of men without some sanction of myth. The quality and power of that myth may vary, and the particular system may represent myth badly or deliberately distort it, but the rudiment of myth must be there. So it has been even with the system of thought called liberalism, which came into being early in the nineteenth century, and is now fading out of the world. As great ethical and political systems go, liberalism has been short-lived. And I believe that the ephemeral character of the liberal movement is in consequence of the fact that liberalism’s mythical roots always were feeble, and now are nearly dead. Liberalism is expiring under our very eyes for lack of the higher imagination.





Mr. Christopher Dawson recently described the origins and historical weaknesses of liberalism better than I can; yet I venture to suggest that the power of liberalism, so far as it came to influence the masses of men, came from a kind of residual store of myth, however much doctrinaire liberals might dis-avow myth in general. The arch-liberal, Jeremy Bentham, was contemptuously hostile to all myth, and yet the liberal parties of the past century and a half attained political power through an implicit appeal to a myth of strong popular appeal, however misunderstood or distorted. That myth is what Lord Percy of Newcastle calls “the heresy of democracy”—literally a heresy, the belief that political power and political wisdom emanate from an abstract People, rather than from divine Providence.


Orestes Brownson, more than a century ago, penetratingly exposed this fallacy in liberalism, and went on to describe socialism as a “Christian heresy”—and that in the very year of the Communist Manifesto. (He is echoed nowadays by Professor Toynbee and a great many others.) Liberalism, in short, found its popular support in myth, but in myth distorted: the myth of individual free will, but a free will stripped of divine guidance and of grace; the myth of popular sovereignty, but a myth deprived of the saving phrase “under God”; the myth of natural rights, but a myth shorn of the Providential order which gives such rights their sanction.


The liberal system attained popularity because it promised progress without the onerous duties exacted by tradition and religion. It is now in the process of dissolution because, founded on an imperfect and distorted myth, it has been unable to fulfill its promise, and because it no longer appeals in any degree to the higher imagination. It has been undone by social disillusion. Before long, no one will be able to take shelter under the ruinous fabric of liberalism. I see three alternatives to the liberal system: some iron discipline like that of Communism, founded upon a gross heresy from Christian principle; some Machiavellian scheme founded upon self-interest and creature-comforts; or a reinvigorated adherence to religious doctrine and traditional rights, which system we call, in politics, “conservatism.”





The abstract system called liberalism has brought into disrepute the good old word “liberal,” which nowadays retains its original meaning almost solely in conjunction with “education”; and liberal education, we all know, has harder sledding every year that passes. “Liberal,” properly understood, means those qualities possessed by truly free men, cognizant of their rights and their corresponding duties. It often implied, once upon a time, a far-ranging tolerance—but a tolerance based upon firm belief in enduring principles.


It was in this sense that Burke praised “a liberal understanding.” It was in this sense that Newman took up the cause of liberal education against the Utilitarians. But Liberalism as a secular dogmatism, as a presumptuous system with an overweening confidence in Rationality, early became a force hostile to the liberality of mind that was Burke’s and Newman’s.


It is significant that the Utilitarian educational zealots against whom Newman contended were the leaders of English liberalism. Newman first heard the word “liberalism” in connection with the opinions of Byron and his admirers. “Afterwards,” Newman writes, “Liberalism was the badge of a theological school, not very dangerous in itself, though dangerous as opening the door to evils which it did not itself either anticipate or comprehend. At present it is nothing else than that deep, plausible skepticism,… the development of human reason, as practically exercised by the natural man.”


I have written that liberalism is founded upon a distortion of the myth of free will. Free will is mythical; it is also true. All evidence is against it, and all necessity for it. The story of the Fall is the myth of the terrible and yet liberating reality of free will. The historical narrative of the Coming is the completion of that myth. I repeat that myths may be in history, though they transcend history. Well, the great and true myth of free will was distorted by the school of liberalism into the cult of the omnicompetence of private judgment.


The doctrinaire liberal, from the beginning, repudiated authority, tradition, and the wisdom of our ancestors, intending to supplant these checks upon the natural man by Rationality with a capital R. Enlightened self-interest, the English and Continental liberals assumed, joined to an all-sufficing enlightened private rationality, henceforth would emancipate mankind from obedience to tradition, authority, and the past experience of humanity. This assumption led the liberals into a deadly sin, pride of spirit, the arrogant rationality of the man who believes he has the right to judge all things in heaven and earth according to his petty private taste. It led to the enormity of Utilitarian moral calculus, the pleasure-pain equation. Bentham, the enemy of myth, himself carried the myth of free will to absurdity by making the individual the arbiter of all.


As the liberal ideology (for it has been an ideology—that is, a body of secular political dogmas) took form, in England and the Continent and to a lesser extent in America, it became clear that its disciples accepted certain postulates almost on faith. One of these was the idea of Progress—the notion that mankind, through its own efforts, is getting better and better, so that the Present is infinitely superior to any other age in history, and the Future will be better still, so long as private judgment and enlightened self-interest are allowed to prevail over tradition and authority. Another was an affection for Change on principle, and a detestation of Permanence—a craving for novelty. A third was the exaltation of Selfishness into a virtue—that is, a spiritual atomism, a world in which community should be discarded in favor of a thor-oughgoing individualism. A fourth was the enthusiasm for Liberty, political and private opportunity to undo all things established and make the world anew, without much respect for two principles which Christian thinkers always had made coordinate with reasoned liberty, Justice and Order.





In the states of Europe, the struggle between this liberalism and the Christian concept of society was undisguised. There the religious liberal was an anomaly, particularly after 1830. “Liberalism” meant detestation of the Church, usually hostility toward orthodox Christianity, and often a repudiation of religion in any form.


In England and America, because of peculiar circumstances, this inimicality was not so easily distinguished. Since the English Liberals took up the cause of the removal of religious disabilities against the defenders of the Anglican establishment, the bulk of Catholics and Nonconformists voted as Liberals, down to the times of Joseph Chamberlain and Stanley Baldwin, however little they might subscribe to the kernel of the liberal ideology. In the United States, though “liberalism” did not become a term of commendation until well within the present century, what are now looked upon as “liberal” causes were often supported by religious persons because they found it expedient, as in Britain, to make common cause with secularists whose immediate aims happened to coincide with theirs.


Brownson remarked in his day the impulse of American Catholics to side with radicals in politics because of a prejudice, acquired in Ireland or Europe, against established political institutions very unlike the constitutional structure of the United States. Besides, the “conservative” and “liberal” lines never were well defined in this country, and the popular confusion over the definition of either term persists down to the present time.


Now it appears to me that twentieth-century collectivism is in part a reaction against doctrinaire liberalism, and in part the natural consequence of that system of thought. The spiritual isolation and the decay of a sense of community which accompanied the triumph of liberalism cannot be endured long by any people. Love lacking, compulsion is employed to hold society together. And the materialism of the Marxist is only the logical culmination of the materialism of the doctrinaire liberal.


Once the insufficiency of private judgment to govern either society or character was revealed by the terrible events of this century, the body of liberal opinion began to break up, some going on to collectivism, others seeking to return to something like conservative values. The representative twentieth-century liberal, as Santayana observes, has given up the idea of liberation; the only tie which he would loosen is the marriage-bond. Having come full cycle, the liberal now, with ex-Mayor Clark of Philadelphia, is a devotee of the centralized state and the regulated society. He does not talk of Liberty or Justice or Order: he talks of Security. (I was surprised, recently, when Mr. William V. Shannon, writing in the Commonweal, maintained that American conservatives are fascinated by the delusion of stability. Surely stability, security, guaranteed welfare, and the like, are now the idols of the American liberal.)





Until this century, nearly every American statesman desired to be thought a conservative: Calhoun did, and so did Lincoln. Mr. Colin Clark, in a recent number of Encounter, remarks the rather curious recent vogue of the word in this country. The American vaguely discontented with the shape of society, as Mr. Clark suggests, took for his model what he imagined English liberalism to be, although English liberalism already was far gone in decay: he imagined that it was some sort of the-middle-way policy, happily splitting the difference between individualism and collectivism.


Thus amorphous in its beginning, twentieth-century American liberalism has become almost impossible to describe, embracing a curious congeries of people all the way from rigid Manchesterians to the editors of the Nation. The dominant element among them, however, is now constituted by the devotees of the planned society, perceived at their frankest in R. G. Tugwell and Harry Hopkins: persons to whom regulation and uniformity are ends in themselves.


The word “liberal,” in such circumstances, has lost any real meaning. For some “liberals,” as Mr. Clark suggests, the chief value of the word is its employment as a convenient disguise: “liberal” has one meaning for the neophyte or outsider, and another for the initiate, in these circles. I found it amusing to observe the chagrin of some such persons when they read Orwell on Newspeak and Doublethink.


The liberal’s distorted myth of private self-sufficiency in all things has been exploded; his complacent expectation of unchecked progress has been overwhelmed by social disorder and private discontent; his confidence in Rationality has been shattered beyond repair. To what, then, does he cling nowadays? To the feeble hope, ordinarily, of some sort of brummagem utopia of creature-comforts, characterized by equality of condition, uniformity of life and thought, pervasive state regulation, and the obliteration of traditional morality.


In a recent book by Mr. William H. McNeill, Past and Future, we see the best that the philosophers of American liberalism have to offer; and, as the Times Literary Supplement comments, “the alarming thing about his book is that the perfect world which he describes, and still more the means of achieving it, are far more terrifying and horrible” than the writings of our pessimistic realists. Mr. McNeill, as if determined to carry liberal neoterism to its logical absurdity, is in love with vertiginous speed, and exhorts us to run faster still, for running’s sake. And where will this speed take us to? Why, to an omnipotent world state, a masterpiece of intricate regulation, which (like Marx’s triumph of the proletariat) replaces change by changelessness, and imposes an eternal compulsory uniformity upon the whole human race, to which culmination Mr. McNeill looks forward cheerfully. Now I think that this is, indeed, the natural culmination of the Benthamite view of man and society; but I think that most people who call themselves liberals would find this society quite intolerable.





In ordinary usage, the word “conservative” tends to imply a proclivity toward permanence, and “liberal” to imply a proclivity toward progression. But the twentieth-century liberal has come to care less and less about variety, individuality, moral improvement, and the other subjects which, in the eyes of John Stuart Mill, were the ends of liberalism: instead, he is willing to settle for an eternal and equalitarian stability.


The English Socialist has lowered his sights to the mark of middle-class comfort for the masses; the American liberal would be quite content with a universal suburbia. It is the genuine conservative, nowadays, who speaks out against an overweening complacency and a world that would be a life-in-death. It is the conservative who asserts the claims of Justice and Order and Liberty against the demand for a featureless Society.


Whatever the blessings of Security, the thinking conservative believes, it is possible to buy Security at too high a price. And the price we are now in danger of paying is very high indeed. It is the price of manhood.


Once real virtue, manhood, the courage and responsibility of free men, are extinguished in a society, presently security evaporates, too; but that is the lesser loss. The conservative maintains that there is something better than to know what it is to be guaranteed and protected and pensioned. The better state is to know what it is to be a man.


The liberal, old style or new style, always has tended to leave out of his calculations the tragic sense of life, without which men and women remain as children. Poverty is not in itself an evil; nor inequality; nor death. All these may be occasions for virtue. But a society which would deny men the right to struggle against evil for the sake of good, or which simply ceased to distinguish between good and evil, would constitute that domination of the Anti-Christ which now must seem to all reflective men a possibility so strong as to demonstrate the profound truth that takes the form of myth.


The gist of my reasoning is this: I think that whatever remains of nineteenth-century liberalism is rapidly sinking into an uninspired collectivism, which at best could bring to society only a dreary monotony. And I do not think that even this poor best could be realized; our fallen human nature would make short work even of a brummagem utopia. Although we might find it possible to extirpate heroism, with all the devices for suppression and indoctrination now at our command, we could scarcely succeed in extirpating villainy. Nineteenth-century liberal humanitarianism would come down at last to a domination of squalid oligarchs, all in the name of “democracy” and “progress” and “security.”





I am alarmed, therefore, at the dissolution of liberalism. This leaves a vacuum: and I do not want to see that vacuum filled by an intolerant radicalism of any description.


“Liberalism,” though it remains for many people what Mr. Richard Weaver calls a god-term, really has ceased to signify anything, even among its more sincere partisans, than a vague good will. Good will divorced from right reason and free institutions can accomplish very little in this time of troubles. It is my hope that many people genuinely attached to justice and order and liberty, who in the past have called themselves liberals, now may see a new meaning in conservatism.


There are ages when custom and inertia lie insufferably heavy upon mankind; and such an age may come again; but this is not our age. Ours is a time when the moral and social heritage of many centuries of civilization is in imminent peril from the forces of vertiginous and indiscriminate change. The man who, in a different time, ought to be a reformer, now has the duty of being a conservator.


The liberal imagination has run out; the liberal myth, feeble in its beginnings, is now exhausted; and what is best in our society will have to be saved, if it is to be saved at all, by the advocates of some older and more stalwart system of thought.


It is not a new political party that I am recommending, or any neat program of positive legislation. The conservative task, if it is to be accomplished successfully, will be carried on within the minds of men. The bulk of both our national political parties is conservative, and this is all to the good. I do not mean that our parties ought to be unprincipled; quite the contrary; they need a good deal more principle than they manifest now. But the great labor of conserving our legacy of justice and order and liberty, of keeping mankind truly human, leaves much room for two conservative parties, differing about means, but substantially agreed upon the ends of life and society. We shall have fanaticism and radicalism enough to contend against in the rest of the world.


Nor do I think that this work of conservation can be accomplished by any particular class—certainly not by any idealization of “business rule.” The late Robert Taft, with his accustomed forthrightness, said that the businessman is not calculated to be a statesman. The businessman, if he is as busy as his name implies, has little time to learn to be a philosopher or a legislator or a governor of men. Burke said this same thing a great while ago; it is no less true today.


Some men of business are able politicians, but this is in spite of their responsibilities in business, not because of them. We will do well to remember Dr. Johnson’s adage that a man is seldom more innocently occupied than when he is engaged in making money; but innocence is not the same thing as statecraft. One of the principles of conservatism is the protection of private property and honest industry, and there is every reason just now why conservatives ought to emphasize this principle. Yet respect for the rights and duties of business does not mean that industrialists ought to write our laws and direct our state policies.


I hope that we Americans will conserve “free enterprise” and “economic stability” and all the best features of an economy governed by volition rather than compulsion. But we will conserve these things only if we set our sights higher and conserve something larger, a society of variety and tradition and veneration. The liberals cannot do that work for us. I do not know whether the conservatives can; but it is time they began to try.


[“The Dissolution of Liberalism,” Commonweal, January 7, 1955, 374–78. Also found in Beyond the Dreams of Avarice: Essays of a Social Critic (Chicago: Henry Regnery Company, 1956), 32–42.]













TEN EXEMPLARY CONSERVATIVES





This essay appears in Kirk’s The Politics of Prudence (1993), a book which proposes to guide “the rising generation of the 1990s” in examining conservative principles, people, books, problems. In “Ten Exemplary Conservatives” Kirk sketches shapers of ideas who formed his opinions. The one thing that they share is affection for the Permanent Things and devotion to the conservative imagination. Kirk’s list contains a Roman orator (Cicero), a Roman emperor (Marcus Aurelius), an English moralist and critic (Samuel Johnson), a Scottish romancer (Sir Walter Scott), a Virginia politician (John Randolph of Roanoke), a New England novelist and short-story writer (Nathaniel Hawthorne), a fighting, writing president (Theodore Roosevelt), a Polish sea-captain-novelist (Joseph Conrad), a recluse at the University of Chicago (Richard M. Weaver), and an English wanderer in antique lands (Freya Stark). Kirk hopes readers will gain from them teachings that inspired his own life and thought.





In ways mysterious our political preferences are formed. “When did you decide to become a conservative?” people sometimes inquire of me. But I never did decide: I found myself a conservative, once I began to reflect upon such concerns. Others find themselves liberals or radicals, without quite being able to account for that inclination.


Occasionally, nevertheless, we contrive to recall a conversation, a book, a public meeting, a chance encounter, a rebuff, an opportunity, a moment of solitary reflection, or the example of some man or woman, which drew or pushed us in some degree toward a particular view of politics. I think, for example, of a Sunday afternoon in my father’s company, resting on a slope high above the village millpond, I a little boy. We lay in the shade of great trees; and I recall reflecting on the peace and beauty of the scene, and the great age of the trees—and wishing that everything about us that day might never change. That is the fundamental conservative impulse: the longing for order and permanence, in the person and in the republic.


Or I think of walking with my grandfather, a sagacious and courageous man, along a railway cut through a glacial moraine, we talking of British history—for I had been reading Dickens’s A Child’s History of England. That communion with an old gentleman I admired infinitely, and our reflections that day upon the living past, were among the influences that have prevented me from becoming an evangel of Modernity.


Again, it may be the example of some eminent champion of the permanent things that moves us: some living man, perhaps, or some figure of antique grandeur, dust long ago. His actions shape our beliefs; and we find ourselves applying his convictions and emulating his policies, so far as possible, perhaps in a different age or land.


So I present to you brief sketches of ten people of a conservative cast of mind who did much to form my opinions over the years. I do not suggest that these ten are the grandest figures ever cast in the conservative mold, although the names of two or three of them would appear on almost any informed person’s list of great defenders of an old order; I am merely including particular public figures or shapers of ideas who formed my conservative mind. Of course I was influenced by a hundred more; but the ones I am about to name worked upon my imagination fairly early—the first eight of them, at least. I refrain here from including any authors whom I discussed much in my earlier disquisition “Ten Conservative Books”—which deletion removes from consideration both Edmund Burke and T. S. Eliot, the men with whom my book The Conservative Mind begins and ends, respectively. Presumably everybody agrees that Burke is the greatest of conservative thinkers; but I omit him here because I have written and said so much about him already, over the past thirty-five years; and about Eliot, too, I have written a big book.
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