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A century has passed since the birth of Russell Kirk (1918-94), one of the
principal founders of the post-World War II conservative revival in the
United States.! This symposium examines Kirk’s legacy with a view to
his understanding of constitutional law and the American Founding. But
before we examine these essays, it is worth a moment to review Kirk’s
life, thought, and place in American conservatism.

Russell Kirk was born and raised in Michigan and obtained his B.A.
in history at Michigan State University and his M.A. at Duke Univer-
sity, where he studied John Randolph of Roanoke and discovered the
writings of Edmund Burke.? His book Randolph of Roanoke: A Study in
Conservative Thought (1951) would endure as one of his most important
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contributions to conservatism.® Kirk completed his master’s degree at
Duke in 1941, worked at the Rouge plant of the Ford Motor Company,
and later entered the U.S. Army where he was stationed with the Chemi-
cal Warfare Service in the Great Salt Lake Desert. After his discharge,
he became an instructor at Michigan State. In 1946, he took a leave of
absence to research English and American conservative thinkers at the
University of St. Andrews in Scotland.

The resulting manuscript, “The Conservatives” Rout,” earned him
his doctorate in 1952. It was published in 1953 as The Conservative Mind.*
The book received national attention and launched Kirk’s career as a
public intellectual. In The Conservative Mind, Kirk uncovered a conser-
vative tradition in Anglo-American civilization that had begun with
Edmund Burke’s defense of liberty and rights and was continued by a
group of varied thinkers such as Samuel Taylor Coleridge, John Adams,
Alexis de Tocqueville, Orestes Brownson, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Irving
Babbitt, and T. S. Eliot. This view of conservatism would later be loosely
referred to as “paleoconservatism,” although that term has often been
made to encompass biologistic and naturalistic elements alien to Kirk,
and combined with libertarianism and anti-communism to become the
conservative movement in post-World War II America.

With the critical and financial success of The Conservative Mind, Kirk
resigned from Michigan State and moved permanently to his ancestral
home in Mecosta, Michigan. Although he would lecture on college
campuses and accept teaching posts for short durations, he became an
independent man of letters, writing twenty-six nonfiction works, three
novels, three books of collected stories, approximately 2,000 articles,
essays, and reviews, 2,687 short articles for his nationally syndicated
newspaper column, “To the Point” (1962-75), and a monthly National
Review column, “From the Academy” (1955-81).° Kirk also founded the
conservative journals Modern Age and The University Bookman, and he
even entered into politics, campaigning for Barry Goldwater in 1964 and
serving as the Michigan state chair of Pat Buchanan’s presidential cam-
paign in 1992. For his contributions to American intellectual, cultural,
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and political life, he was awarded the Presidential Citizens Medal in
1989 by President Reagan.

According to Russell Kirk, conservatism does not offer a universal
pattern of politics for adoption everywhere. It is “not a political system
and certainly not an ideology.” Rather, it is “a way of looking at civil
social order” while applying general principles in a variety of ways de-
pending upon the country and historical period.® These principles are
(1) a transcendent or enduring moral order, (2) social continuity, (3) pre-
scription (i.e., “the wisdom of one’s ancestors”), (4) prudence, (5) variety,
(6) imperfectability, (7) freedom and property closely linked together, (8)
voluntary community, (9) prudent restraints upon power and human
passion, and (10) the recognition that permanence and change must be
reconciled in society.”

What for Kirk holds these principles together to form a conservative
disposition is the “moral imagination,” a faculty of moral knowledge
that enables humans intuitively to perceive “the right order in the soul
and the right order in the commonwealth.”® Imagination, not calculative
reason, is what fundamentally defines human beings and society ac-
cording to Kirk. The battle, therefore, is not among competing programs
of material betterment but between differing imaginations: Rousseau’s
“noble savage” and Bentham'’s utilitarianism versus Burke’s defense
of tradition and Eliot’s Christianity. For Kirk, the conservative moral
imagination is the correct one in its acknowledgement of a transcendent
moral order that is reflected in nature, human nature, and society. The
moral imagination draws from important aspects of tradition and civil
associations (e.g., piety, prudence, the family) and integrates them into a
working moral knowledge that includes reason, sentiment, habit, and in-
tuition.” Although these values were universal for Kirk, they were mani-
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fested in a variety of ways dependent upon the age, place, and culture.'

The two most important influences on Kirk’s conception of the “mor-
al imagination” were Edmund Burke and Irving Babbitt.!" The phrase
itself, the “moral imagination,” was taken from Burke’s Reflections on the
Revolution in France, which describes how the moral imagination gives
dignity to human beings and allows them to see the highest qualities of
human nature.”? Burke influenced Kirk’s view that humans are neces-
sarily embedded within a web of tradition, continuity, and social insti-
tutions and therefore should follow their “moral imagination” instead
of relying solely on individual reason. Kirk also agreed with Burke’s
defense of tradition as providing meaning and stability to people and
with Burke’s dictum that society is a contract between the dead, the liv-
ing, and the yet to be born."

Irving Babbitt also was instrumental in developing Kirk’s thought
about the moral imagination. Babbitt was an American writer, academic,
and literary critic who was a leading figure of the New Humanism, a
movement that emphasized the role of imagination—as represented in
literature, culture, and education—in determining the perspective and
actions of individuals and society." Kirk adopted Babbitt’s understand-
ing of the imagination’s effect in shaping morality and agreed with Bab-
bitt’s condemnation of Rousseau’s “idyllic imagination”: undisciplined,
sentimental dreams about reality that reject restraints provided by tradi-
tion."” Later Kirk would focus on the “diabolic imagination,” that which
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was inspired by perverse and obscene ideals or visions maintained by
the likes of the Marquis de Sade and Karl Marx, in contrast to the “moral
imagination.”

Kirk’s “moral imagination,” consequently, offers an integral explana-
tion of social, political, and moral knowledge based in Christian human-
ist values. It seeks continuity, stability, and gradual reform in society."’
By contrast, ideology, which Kirk defined as “political fanaticism,” aims
to transform society and human nature.'® The ideologue has “in his sys-
tem no room left for Providence, or chance, or free will, or prudence”
and therefore is “dogmatic and often utopian,” promising “the destruc-
tion of all things established and the creation of a terrestrial paradise.”"
The ideologue believes that human nature can be transformed, contrary
to Kirk’s belief that human beings are flawed creatures comprising a
mixture of good and evil, whose possession of original sin accounts for
their proclivity towards selfishness. To restrain human appetites, the
“moral imagination” is required: “this collective and immemorial wis-
dom we call prejudice, tradition, customary morality.”*

Tradition—the “prescriptive social habits, prejudices, customs and
political usages which most people accept with little question, as an in-
tellectual legacy from their ancestors”—was indispensable in the moral
education of individuals.?’ Because previous generations preserved and
transmitted the latter through the family, school, and church, tradition
was perceived as a good among most people. However, tradition does
not equate to nostalgia or a resistance to all societal reform. As Kirk
writes:

Traditions do take on new meanings with the growing experience of a
people. And simply to appeal to the wisdom of the species, to tradition,
will not of itself provide solutions to all problems. The endeavor of the
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intelligent believer in tradition is so to blend ancient usage with necessary
amendment that society never is wholly old and never wholly new.?

Tradition must “be balanced by some strong elements of curiosity
and individual dissent” so that society can preserve its best elements
while reforming its worst ones.” It is in the realm of politics that this
task is accomplished.

For Kirk, politics ought to be led by an aristocracy of merit, states-
men who are qualified by their superior virtue and wisdom to lead
society away from only material impulses to the spiritual and social
aspirations of the “permanent things” reflected in religious dogma,
tradition, culture, habit, custom, and prescriptive institutions.** Society
should be the “harmonious arrangement of classes and functions” with
justice consisting of each person’s receiving his or her due.” To achieve
this good form of society, Burkean statesmen must mediate between the
conflicting needs for order and liberty in society: the common good is
never static but dynamic, always needing statesmen to balance between
imposing order and permitting liberty.? Rather than occurring in a his-
torical vacuum as an abstract reality, the right balance between order
and liberty is found by statesmen in specific contexts and under concrete
circumstances.?”’ Individuals and societies are qualified for liberty in di-
rect proportion to the degree of self-restraint they exhibit.

For Kirk, the principal threats to a well-ordered, free society were
ideologies that rejected tradition and the “permanent things,” along
with industrialization, urbanization, and mass consumer society, which
uprooted people from their local communities and deprived them of
spiritual purpose. Kirk specifically criticized the ideologies of Marxism,
which treat individuals as identical units under a compulsory equality,
and liberalism, a de-spiritualized worldview that promotes government

2 Kirk, Enemies of the Permanent Things, 181. For a different perspective on nostalgia,
Andrew R. Murphy, “Longing, Nostalgia, and Golden Age Politics: The American
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growth and authority at the expense of voluntary community and tradi-
tion. Both of these ideologies he saw as threats to a society of “ordered
liberty.”?® Similarly, industrialization and urbanization endangered a
healthy society by supplanting local communities for a proletariat that
shared mass entertainment and material consumption at the expense of
knowing one’s neighbors and family members.?” Social ennui resulted as
the “permanent things” were lost and devalued by society.’*® The “moral
imagination” of the conservative had been replaced by conformity to the
crowd’s materialist and vulgar tastes.

To help counter, or at least ameliorate, these threats, Kirk looked to
the reform of contemporary education as a way to conserve the “per-
manent things” of western civilization and thereby preserve order in
society. For Kirk, the foundation of society lay in the ethical, moral, and
cultural character of its people. Therefore, political matters could only
be resolved if people were educated according to the conservative prin-
ciples Kirk identified. A key weakness of contemporary education for
Kirk was its positivist nature: the predominance of the natural and social
sciences, coupled with a progressive political perspective that neglected
the arts and humanities along with the values of tradition.* Higher edu-
cation was even worse, suffering from “equalitarianism, technicalism,
progressivism, and egotism”: an education for mediocrity rather than for
leadership, putting practical and materialist knowledge above a theoreti-
cal and spiritual one, promoting learning as free of compulsion instead
of fostering self-discipline, and following educational fads rather than
understanding one’s own tradition.*

Kirk proposed a primary and secondary education of moral “dog-
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mas” to be taught to children to counteract these threats: the traditional
values of “special beneficence; duties to parents, elders, ancestors; duties
to children and posterity; the law of justice; the law of good faith and
veracity; the law of mercy; and the law of magnanimity.”** He also sug-
gested instruction in political dogma within moderation: to affirm the
dignity of humankind, support of representative government, recogni-
tion of the tension between order and freedom, and the assertion of a
humane and free economy. These dogmas were to be taught in the arts
and humanities so students could develop their own “moral imagina-
tion,” such that when they went to college, they would be prepared to
study the Great Books under a tutor-student model, Kirk’s ideal form for
the university.>

Kirk’s enduring reputation as a major thinker of the twentieth centu-
ry is assured by his resurrection of the conservative intellectual tradition
in post-World War II America with the publication of The Conservative
Mind. He also presented a strand of conservatism that was rooted in
culture and community, in contrast to the individualism of libertarian-
ism and the national greatness model of neoconservatism.’® Unlike the
thought of libertarians and neoconservatives, Kirk’s conservatism was
chiefly nonpolitical in nature with its attention to morality, culture, and
community. For conservatism to survive in the future, Kirk believed that
conservatives had to rethink what they wished to conserve and, in do-
ing so, must recognize that healthy politics and sustainable policies are
ultimately rooted in a culture of the “permanent things.”

This understanding of conservatism creates the possibility for it to
reinvent itself in ever-changing circumstances, while retaining its prin-
ciples in each new context. By stressing the “moral imagination,” Kirk’s
conservatism can be adopted in a variety of ways, whether in history,
politics, literature, philosophy, religious studies, or other disciplines of
knowledge.* It can also be open to a diversity of politics and policies,
since it calls for both imagination and prudence in the statesman. The
lack of rigid political doctrine in Kirk’s conservatism, unlike the libertar-

3 Kirk, Decadence, 247-61. These dogmas were from C.S. Lewis’s The Abolition of Man,
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* Ibid., 307; 334-35.
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ian’s fetishization of unbounded individual freedom or the neoconser-
vative’s democratic triumphalism and support of national government,
makes his politics free to address concrete problems as the specific cir-
cumstances require.

Today, the conservative movement is confronting a crisis of con-
fidence, not sure what it stands for after the 2016 election of Donald
Trump to the presidency.’” The election of Trump also highlights the
failures of American political, civic, and social institutions to address the
concerns of Americans who feel left behind.* Instead of the incoherent
populism that Trump represents, conservatives have offered several dif-
ferent answers. For example, Samuel Goldman suggests a new fusion-
ism of constitutionalism, free markets, and traditional education; Greg
Weiner calls for a return to a national constitutional conversation with
Congress asserting its power; Yuval Levin, Patrick J. Deneen, Bradley ]J.
Birzer, and Jack Hunter propose a Kirkian conservatism that addresses
the alienation that Americans experience by strengthening civic and so-
cial associations like the family, church, and schools.* On how to move
forward under present circumstances, the responses of conservatives are
varied and often conflicting.

This symposium continues the conversation among conservatives
concerning the best way forward in the age of Trump with a close ex-
amination of Russell Kirk’s account of conservatism. It explores Kirk's
understanding of constitutional law and the American Founding as well
as his myriad contributions to the conservative movement and how they
can help conservatives understand their present situation and look to
the future. By exploring these issues, this symposium not only deepens
our understanding of Kirk’s thought but also points to ways that conser-
vatism can still be relevant.

Luke C. Sheahan’s “The Chartered Rights of Americans: A Kirkian

¥ For example, Modern Age devoted its 2017 spring issue to “Being Conservative in
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F. H. Buckley, “Conservatism: Trump and Beyond,” Modern Age 60:2 (Spring 2018): 7-15.
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Case for the Incorporation of First Amendment Rights” shows the sa-
lience of Kirk’s constitutional thought by examining the incorporation of
the First Amendment. While Kirk rejected the idea of incorporation and
other aspects of the Supreme Court’s First Amendment jurisprudence,
Sheahan argues that incorporation may be interpreted as defending
conservative development on grounds more amenable to traditional-
ists. Conservatives therefore should not automatically be hostile to the
doctrine of incorporation but see when and under what circumstances it
would be compatible with their principles.

Luigi Bradizza’s “Moderation and Extremism in Russell Kirk’s The
Roots of American Order” looks at Kirk’s comparison between the Ameri-
can and French Revolutions, arguing that the former is a conservative
revolution and the latter an ideological and utopian one. However,
Bradizza examines Kirk’s interpretation of the American Founding in
greater detail with some reservations. Specifically, Bradizza believes that
Kirk misinterpreted Locke and consequently was not able to provide a
robust theory of politics because his interpretation lacked an account of
natural rights.

Kirk’s conservatism differentiated itself from other forms with its em-
phasis on one’s spiritual nature, an acceptance of the mystery of human
existence, and a recognition that innovation must be tied to existing tra-
ditions and customs. He was opposed to the rationalism and free-market
doctrinarism of libertarians and the imperial ambitions of neoconserva-
tives. Kirk believed, instead, that one had to resort to the “moral imagi-
nation,” one’s spiritual and creative powers, to discover ordered liberty
within oneself and for society. Although his type of conservatism is rare
in the corridors of power today; it still resonates in the works of scholars
and the public and may provide a path forward for a genuine conserva-
tism in the future.
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