
Robert Nisbet’s Neglected Insights

He had a keen understanding of how power grows.

luke c. sheahan

R

This is the first essay in a symposium that reconsiders neglected conservative

thinkers. The essays were originally presented at the 2026 meeting of the

Academy of Philosophy and Letters. The next entry, on Wilhelm Roepke, will be

published tomorrow, August 25.

obert  alexander  nisbet  first  made  a  splash  in

academia—and the conservative intellectual movement such as

it was—in 1953 with the publication of his first and most

famous book, The Quest for Community. Much of what he has to say there

and in the rest of his oeuvre proved to be prescient in various ways. Nisbet

predicted the rise of loneliness and the decline of the family, the growth of

the bureaucracy at the expense of civil society, and the use of the language

of democracy and equality to aggrandize the intrusions of political power.
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Right after the publication of Quest, conservative thinkers including

Russell Kirk, William F. Buckley, and Folkes Leander immediately wrote to

the young sociologist to inquire as to his larger influences and

philosophical leanings. Kirk recognized a kindred spirit in one who

understood the essential role of tradition and traditional institutions in a

stable society. They would remain friends until the end of their lives.

Buckley saw the conservative potential of someone firmly ensconced in

academia, even then, an institution demonstrating a tendency toward

liberalism and even radicalism. Leander wondered that Nisbet did not

reference Irving Babbitt in his work, seeing that what he had to say was so

clearly aligned with Babbitt’s own outlook.

Nisbet’s contemporaries appreciated his work, but the movement today

neglects his lessons to the detriment of conservatism and the country

more broadly. From today’s self-described traditionalists to classical

liberals to postliberals to MAGA, each has something to learn from him.

What follows are five lessons from Nisbet’s work that I hope become

essential to the broad conservative movement in the second quarter of the

twenty-first century.

The Anti-Conservative Nature of War

Nisbet provided an early and thorough account of the danger that war

poses to the health of a traditional society. War always undermines social

institutions. It does so because it plausibly claims the necessity of military

power intruding into that of the kinship bond and every other non-

military relationship. In the earliest societies organized by kinship, the

first challenge to the authority of the paterfamilias and the materfamilias

was that of the war chief. This pattern of intrusion is prominent in the

twentieth century. President Woodrow Wilson’s “four-minute men” were

authorized to interrupt any meeting in the country to make the case for

war, and various legislative efforts to suppress private schools from

teaching German were two of Nisbet’s favorite twentieth-century

examples of the intrusion of the wartime community into the authority

and relationships of the social realm.
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Nisbet understood that the political order was
often responsible for setting the conditions
that exacerbate whatever damage the
economic order might do to the social realm.

In addition to the claim of necessity, war is imaginatively compelling. It

provides a captivating vision of oneness that trumps the general

mundaneness of other relationships and authority structures. In another

of his works, The Social Philosophers, Nisbet wrote, “From the integrating

effects of conflict … can and very often has come especially in the mass-

based societies of the twentieth century, the sense—or illusion, as the case

may be—of community.” The overwhelming sense of unity in community

comes out of the solidarity of the military community itself. This

exhilaration in community provided by the war community trumps any

sense of community in family, town, occupation, or religion.

The Danger of Political Power

The sense for absolute community that arises in war relies upon the

absolute authority of the chieftain requiring total discipline and total

subservience. In this way, the war power gives rise to the power of the

political community. The authority of the chieftain has the same

structure as the “all-important concept of sovereignty[,] … the central

element of the political community.” The intensity of communal feelings

under the authority of the chieftain passes to the political state which

alone in times of peace produces the exhilaration of unity and absolute

community. Nisbet wrote,

Historically and sociologically there is the closest relation between war

and the state. There is no known historical instance of a political state not

founded in circumstances of war, not rooted in the distinctive disciplines

of war. The state is indeed hardly more than the institutionalization of the

war-making apparatus; its earliest function everywhere is exclusively

military; its earliest rulers, generals and war lords. Only much later begins

the work of transferring to the political arm functions previously resident

in other institutions; family, religion, and voluntary association of one
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kind or another. Only later too, when philosophy becomes one of the

creations of the human mind, begins the work of seeking other than

military justifications for the institution of the state.

Following Otto von Gierke, Nisbet called the action of political power “a

process of permanent revolution” upon social organization. In the modern

world, it undermined social groups that arose around a variety of

functions to meet the varied needs of community. This revolutionary

process continued in the twentieth century. Under the pressures of two

world wars and numerous and continuous smaller ones, traditional social

groups in Western democracies gave way to the triumph of the state.

The process of growing welfare programs is only the flipside of the warfare

state, as the state cannot imaginatively claim unity only in one aspect, but

must require unity in all things. Thus the social welfare efforts previously

conducted by a variety of non-state institutions must be co-opted by the

state. In doing so, the state further undermines the function and authority

of social groups. In Twilight of Authority, Nisbet wrote, “I know of no

principle in history more often validated than that which tells us that

social health and political power are inversely related. … Social anemia is

the necessary consequence of political hypertrophy.” Political power

operating under the paradigm of the military community is inherently

and not incidentally corrosive on social relationships and the authority of

social groups.

War and the exercise of political power are necessary, of course. Nisbet’s

insight is that their presence will always come at a social cost no matter

how important or salutary in the moment. Conservatives be warned.

Social Alienation Expands Political Power

Nisbet believed that the core conservative insight, reaching back to

Edmund Burke, was its opposition to the social revolution of the

centralized democratic state and its defense, its attempt to conserve

traditional social institutions from the intrusion of political power. Nisbet

even sees the opposition to centralized power arising from liberalism and

radicalism of the nineteenth century as really arising under the influence

of the conservative opposition to political centralization. Essential to
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conservatives’ concern was the alienation of individuals separated from

their social bonds.

Nisbet’s key insight in Quest was that the problem of alienation arises in

the contexts of the intrusion of political power into the relationships of

social groups under the pressure of wars and their moral equivalents. It is

not merely that the expansion of state power is detrimental to social

groups; it is also destructive of the social and psychological health of their

individual members. Nisbet wrote in Quest,

Historically, [the] problem [of alienation] must be seen in terms of the

decline in functional and psychological significance of such groups as the

family, the small local community, and the various other traditional

relationships that have immemorially mediated between the individual

and his society. These are the groups that have been morally decisive in the

concrete lives of individuals. Other and more powerful forms of

association have existed, but the major moral and psychological influences

on the individual’s life have emanated from the family and local

community and the church.

The decline of communities under the pressure of the political state

means a decline in the context where persons are integrated into

meaningful communities. What is left, he argued in The Sociological

Tradition, are persons “uprooted, alone without secure status, cut off from

community or any system of clear moral purpose.”

For Nisbet, persons are inherently, fundamentally communal. Persons are

found, he wrote in another work titled The Social Bond, “from the

moment, quite literally, of their conception,” in the presence of other

persons. To become psychologically healthy, a person must be integrated

into meaningful communities, local, face-to-face affairs, where they have

a sense of status and belonging because the communities of which they

are a part interact with them in substantive ways.

The Necessity of Social Groups

People do not join together to be together; they join together to do

something together. As various social groups receded and their functions
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were increasingly co-opted by the state, they failed to operate effectively in

the lives of individuals as they once had because they lost the thing that

their members did together. The loss of meaningful economic and

political function meant the loss of communal import. While the state

grew in functional significance and power, it did not and could not

provide the psychological security that it had made impossible for other

groups to perform, increasingly alienating individuals from the social

order. By undermining the authority and status of social groups, the state

set the stage for the problem of community that featured so prominently

in the twentieth century and further exacerbated in the twenty-first.

The conservatives Nisbet described primarily focused on defending the

substantive authority of traditional institutions in political, economic,

and social terms. Nisbet wrote, “There is a profound difference between

the casual, informal relationships … and the kind of social groups which

create a sense of belonging, which supply incentive, and which confer

upon the individual a sense of status.” These groups provided

psychological integration through social integration in economic and

political worlds. When that integration declined, so did the sense of status

these groups provided. The result is a huge number of people “suffering

from, rather than rejoicing in, the liberation that history has given

[them], the individual is unable to establish the resistances necessary to

living with the world and with himself.” Nisbet predicted our current

predicament of rising loneliness, suicide, deaths of despair, and the like.

Conservatives should develop a healthier
Nisbetian skepticism toward the ostensibly
salutary nature of political power and shift
their attention to social authority.

One example where conservatives failed to incorporate this insight is, in

all places, the role of the family. Conservatives are fond of the term

“natural family.” I know what they mean, and I agree with it. Nisbet rather

notoriously posited that the family was better thought of in sociological

terms, a salutary social form that arose because it was socially

advantageous to those who adopted it. One need not adopt that view to

recognize that the term natural means little if the economic, political, and
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social milieu in which the family is to exist has made its existence of no

economic, political, and social consequence. It is not enough to say that

the parents are essential partners in the state’s efforts to educate and

socialize children. Parents are the cause of and reason for the education

and socialization of children, of which the state has too often been a

hindrance.

Social groups, from families, to neighborhoods, to guilds, to corporations,

in whatever manifestation we find them, are psychologically substantive,

influential in the development of personality, exactly to the extent that

they provide functional value to their members. The problem of the

intrusion of state power is precisely that it undermines those functions by

co-opting them. The family’s psychological importance has declined along

with its functional role in educating, socializing, and providing economic

incentive and opportunities to its members.

Nisbet believed the state could not deliver the functional value of the

social groups it undermined because it was an abstraction. While the state

claims the mantle of community, it cannot provide the status-endowing

functions of smaller groups. He wrote,

There must be in any stable culture, in any civilization that prizes its

integrity, functionally significant and psychologically meaningful groups

and associations lying intermediate to the individual and the larger values

and purposes of his society. For these are the small areas of association

within which alone such values and purposes can take on clear meaning in

personal life and become the vital roots of the large culture.

Religion, family, and local community were always the most significant

influence upon individual life. Each is inherently particular. Whatever the

tendency to speak of religion, family, and local community in general

terms, they cannot be understood outside of their manifestations as a

specific parish, family, and neighborhood where one lives. These are

everyday institutions whose value is substantial because it is concrete and

practical.

The Second-Order Importance of the Free Market
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Conservatives at large can make two mistakes regarding the free market.

First is to make it the basis of conservatism, as if conservatism were little

more than free-marketeerism. Second is to make conservatism anti-

market, as if one’s conservative bona fides were established in direct

proportion to the foolishness of one’s economic positions.

Nisbet warned of the dangers of political intrusion, but he also warned of

the dangers of broad social changes, which could be market-driven, that

undermine in their own way the stability of traditional social institutions.

This is not the same as arguing for state intrusion in the market. The

warnings on the intrusion of political power in the social realm apply as

readily to the economic.

More importantly, Nisbet understood that the political order was often

responsible for setting the conditions that exacerbate whatever damage

the economic order might do to the social realm. That is, devastating

social changes blamed on broad economic changes might more accurately

be blamed on political intrusion that directed those economic changes

toward specific socially destructive ends. Or at least, the political

intrusions undermined the social institutions that would have sheltered

individuals as they weathered the economic changes. We will never know

the variety of social inventions among non-state institutions that may

have arisen and aided the transitions from agricultural economy to

industrial economy to information economy absent the intrusions of the

centralized state.

Conservatives at large did not miss all of these insights, but it would

behoove each faction of the conservative intellectual coalition to dwell

upon the point or two in Nisbet’s oeuvre of critical relevance to their

ingroup’s own proclivities. Some might consider more attention spent on

social groups, not for their voluntarism, but for their wholesome

authority in the lives of their members. Others might develop a healthier

Nisbetian skepticism toward the ostensibly salutary nature of political

power and shift their attention to social authority. Republican party

leaders and conservative think tankers might consider the danger of war

to the social conservatism of the home front. If such a thing comes to be

and Nisbet’s views gain ascendancy, we will find a healthier American
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polity at the 300th anniversary of the Declaration than we found at the

250th.
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