
Russell Kirk’s American Conservatism

W hat  better  way  to  observe  the
semiquincentennial of the American founding than in
the company of Russell Kirk?  A true gentleman, Kirk

spent his career insisting that the founding was neither a revolution in
the modern sense nor an experiment in abstraction but, rather, a carefully
cultivated inheritance, rooted in centuries of English common law,
Christian moral order, and classical wisdom. A new collection of his
essays offers a corrective to the sentimentality and ideological
appropriation that too often attend our national anniversaries.

The volume arrives at a propitious moment. Its fifteen essays, adapted
from earlier works and supplemented by two previously unpublished
pieces (a 1970 speech on Abraham Lincoln and an essay on Mark Twain),
are organized into three thematic sections: American Roots, which
explores the intellectual and moral foundations of American identity;
American Statesmanship, which examines figures including John Adams,
John Randolph, Abraham Lincoln, and Ronald Reagan; and American
Letters, which turns to literature as the deepest register of a civilization’s
spiritual condition. A foreword by Bradley J. Birzer of Hillsdale College
and an introduction by the editor, Michael Lucchese, frame the collection
with evident affection for their subject.

Even for a reader who has studied Kirk for more than two decades, as I
have, the essays still yield surprises—and still provoke. One of the more
arresting chapters, in an age when Kirk’s name is sometimes invoked by
conservatives to lend authority to expansive uses of state power, is just
how insistently Kirk counseled against that very thing. On the matter of
foreign affairs, Kirk’s anti-interventionism was not the America-First
variety born of narrow self-interest, but something more principled: a
Burkean conviction that moral order cannot be imposed from without.

As Kirk writes,

The observance of moral principles in international affairs, as in private
life, must depend principally on voluntary obedience to the moral order,
persuasion, and the force of public opinion.

He elaborates with directness:

A Christian does not believe that he can stamp out evil forever by using
force. And thus a Christian nation which understands its own religion
cannot set itself up as a regulator of the ways of other states.

On this understanding, the extension of American power beyond its
proper sphere is a kind of hubris dressed in the garb of righteousness. It
isn’t conservative. Those who cite Kirk’s defense of order against chaos as
a warrant for aggressive state action would do well to read these passages.

The same restraint that governs his view of foreign policy operates in the
domestic sphere: “For a state which should try to regulate every detail of
private conduct soon would become a thoroughly un-Christian state.
Such a state would have to use a multitude of spies, informers, and
inspectors; and it would need an army and a police force greater than even
those of Soviet Russia.” The expansion of State power, in other words,
corrodes the very moral fabric it claims to protect. The distinction
between a social order animated by voluntary observance of a shared
moral code and one held together by coercion and bureaucratic
supervision is, for Kirk, a civilizational question, not a technicality.

It has become something of a commonplace among conservative thinkers
to note that the American Revolution was, in the deepest sense, no
revolution at all—that it was, instead, a conservative reaction, a
reassertion of rights already possessed, an act of preservation rather than
innovation. Burke saw this clearly; so did Kirk. And yet the insight still
seems to startle even educated people who have been so thoroughly
marinated in the phrase “Revolutionary War” that they have ceased to
examine what the word might mean: “Not until the French radicals
utterly overturned the old political and social order in their country did
the word ‘revolution’ acquire its present general meaning of a truly radical
change in social and governmental institutions, a tremendous convulsion
in society, producing huge alterations that might never be undone.”

The American Patriots, Kirk explains, were engaged in a Whig project—not
creation ex nihilo but recovery of constitutional inheritance:

The American Revolution did not result promptly in the creation of a
new social order, nor did the leaders in that series of movements intend
that the new nation should break with the conventions, the moral
convictions, and the major institutions (except monarchy) out of which
America had arisen.

This is what the Whig tradition, stretching back to 1688 and forward
through 1776, understood itself to be doing: “American Patriots had
prevented George III from working a revolution (a revolution, that is, in
the twentieth-century sense of the word).”

Such an understanding carries real weight for contemporary debates
about the nature of the American founding. When Vice President J. D.
Vance, in a recent address at the Claremont Institute, questioned whether
the Declaration of Independence was truly creedal and
universal—suggesting instead that it belonged to a particular people in
specific circumstances, grounded in sovereignty, nationhood, and
citizenship—he touched on a tension that Kirk himself navigated with
characteristic prudence. Lucchese’s introduction engages this question
directly, arguing that the Declaration is both particular, born of specific
historical grievances and addressed to a specific political community, and
universal, speaking a moral language that transcends the occasion of its
composition. Lucchese aptly describes this balanced recognition as the
exercise of “statesmanlike prudence,” a phrase that might serve as Kirk’s
motto throughout this volume.

Kirk is consistent: he admires in Lincoln
not a centralizer but a statesman of dignity,
and dignity, for Kirk, is not a merely
aesthetic category.

Kirk’s treatment of the Federalists offers one of the volume’s more
piquant observations. He acknowledges Hamilton’s genius and the
Federalists’ achievement while criticizing the former’s preference for
centralization that, in Kirk’s view, planted seeds that germinated badly in
later American history. His admiration is reserved for Adams, whom he
holds up as a model of the statesman who understands the limits of
politics and the irreducible inequality of human nature. He returns to
French abstraction as a foil to Adams: the French, he notes, operate on the
premise that “men, naturally being equal, society will be perfect when
this state of equality enters into legislation.” Against this error, Adams
maintained that “all nature round us cries out that men are unequal from
the very constitution of things.”

There is an irony worth savoring here. Kirk, who detested Benthamite
utilitarianism with a passion, is, in this passage, rehearsing precisely the
criticism that Jeremy Bentham leveled at the Declaration’s famous
assertion of human equality. In his Anarchical Fallacies, Bentham
dismissed the claim that all men are born free and equal as “absurd and
miserable nonsense,” positing that natural rights conceived
independently of law and government were, in his pungent formulation,
“nonsense upon stilts.” Bentham’s objection, like Adams’s, was that
equality is not found in nature but must be constructed—or, better, is
simply not there at all. This strange convergence of Burkean conservatism
and Benthamite utilitarianism—two traditions otherwise deeply
opposed—is one of the philosophical curiosities that careful reading of
Kirk brings to light.

The essay on Lincoln repays particular attention, not least because it was
previously unpublished and composed as a speech delivered in 1970 to
the Lincoln Club of Los Angeles. This provenance matters. A speech is, by
its nature, an utterance shaped for the ear rather than the eye, addressed
to a living assembly rather than a solitary reader. Its cadences are tuned to
breath and pause; its arguments unfold in real time, without the luxury of
the reader’s ability to reexamine a passage. The text that survives is, in a
meaningful sense, a transcript of an event, and reading it asks us to
recover something of the performative dimension that gave it life. For the
Lincoln Club audience, already disposed to admire their subject, Kirk’s
praise would have landed with the force of confirmation; for the modern
reader, encountering the essay in this collection, the task is partly
imaginative reconstruction.

Kirk’s praise for Lincoln may indeed surprise readers familiar with his
skepticism of centralized power and his celebration of John Taylor of
Caroline—the Virginia agrarian whose biography Kirk wrote and whose
states-rights constitutionalism he shared. But Kirk is consistent: he
admires in Lincoln not a centralizer but a statesman of dignity, and
dignity, for Kirk, is not a merely aesthetic category: “The word ‘dignity’
means nobleness or elevation of mind; degree of excellence. By the time of
his second inauguration, Lincoln had achieved a dignity that has not
diminished with the passing of more than a century.”

The portrait Kirk draws is of a man whose greatness was not given but
earned, hammered out on the forge of catastrophe: “The war made
Lincoln great—not by chance, but by summoning forth the noble fortitude
and gravity that had no more than peeked out from him in his Illinois
years.” Here is a portrait that insists on the improbability of the
achievement:

From a Southern poor-white background there had emerged, slowly, the
form of a man who—until very late—seemed thoroughly unlikely ever to
become a molder of opinion or of party, let alone a statesman of
dignity—a man who entered politics simply with the modest hope of
making a tolerable living from office, clumsy always, often feckless.

What made Lincoln great was, according to Kirk, the depth of his
knowledge of human weakness: “The vanity of human wishes: Lincoln’s
awareness of this ineluctable reality, combining his knowledge of the
weaknesses of poor sinning mortality, made the man strong in his
sadness, and gave him the power to endure with humility and generosity
the awful burdens of his office.” And Kirk is careful, as always, to resist
hagiography. Lincoln “never was a radical Abolitionist,” he notes, and the
Emancipation Proclamation was “a measure of military expediency, not a
moral judgment.” The Lincoln whom Kirk admires is not a transformer of
society but a conservator of the Union: a man who, had peaceful
preservation been possible, “would have done so.”

Kirk’s sentences are not efficient. They
carry within them the weight of the
tradition he spent his life studying.

The most interesting section of this volume—and perhaps the most
important—is the third, on American letters. One of the persistent
pathologies of the contemporary right is the fixation on electoral politics
as the primary instrument of cultural renewal, as though voting for the
right candidates could, by itself, arrest the drift toward decadence and
decline. Kirk knew better. Politics is downstream from culture, and
culture is made, in the first instance, by writers and artists. It’s no
coincidence that the literary culture of the past century has been
dominated by the left, which understood instinctively what conservatives
have been slow to grasp: that the imagination is the territory in which
civilization is really won or lost.

Kirk’s claim is bold: “Conservatism in America, though so often defeated
at the polls, always has held its head high among men of letters.” His first
exhibit is Nathaniel Hawthorne: “It was Hawthorne who restored to the
American mind that doctrine of Sin which Emerson and the other
Transcendentalists so studiously ignored.”

The chapter on Hawthorne and the chapter on Lincoln make an
interesting diptych. Hawthorne, Kirk tells us, understood slavery much as
Lincoln did: he detested it, but believed that it would pass away under the
pressure of economic forces and moral conviction, without the
intervention of fanaticism. “No man was ever more justly hanged than
John Brown,” Hawthorne declared—a judgment that would have
scandalized the Transcendentalists who mourned Brown as a martyr, but
which reflects the conservative temperament’s deep suspicion of
apocalyptic violence as an instrument of moral progress.

Twain receives more ambivalent treatment. Kirk defends Huckleberry
Finn against ideological critics who have tried to enlist it in the service of
progressive doctrine, but he does not idealize Twain. The assessment is
characteristically precise:

Twain, no ideologue, despaired of any decent social order anywhere; he
proposed no alternative. Himself a product and part of the society he
described, Twain shared with his nation and his time a passion for
technology, an appetite for money, and a professed disdain (only half
sincere) for the European past. He has been called an inveterate
Calvinist—but a Calvinist without a God. Of human depravity, he beheld
much; of man regenerate, no glimmer.

The final judgment on Huck Finn is Kirk at his most unexpected,
returning the novel not to the social critics or the moralists but to the
children who first loved it: “This book should be read, instead, for
precisely what its first enthusiasts obtained from it: fun. That joy of life
which Twain never found for himself, he could give to others.”

To read Kirk in this age of algorithmic prose, of content produced at scale
and speed by machines that have learned to approximate the surface of
thought without its depths, is to be reminded of what it costs to write
well—and of what is lost when a civilization ceases to care. Kirk’s
sentences are not efficient. They carry within them the weight of the
tradition he spent his life studying; they address us as moral agents
capable of being persuaded rather than merely informed.

The occasion for this collection—the 250th anniversary of American
independence—might tempt one toward a certain triumphalism, or its
mirror image, despair. Kirk would have counseled neither. He knew, as he
reminds us throughout these pages, that civilizations are not maintained
by celebration or lamentation but by the quiet, demanding work of
transmission: the passing on of inherited wisdom, the cultivation of the
moral imagination, the insistence that what was received from the past is
worth passing on to the future.
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the traditionalist admired
America without
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ideological passion.
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