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Russell Kirk’s Tragic Sense of Life

MILES SMITH IV

Far from unthinkingly celebrating an illusory
“golden age,” conservatism at its best always
recognizes the tragic sense of life.

N THE PAST DECADE, THE POLITICAL (AND TO A LESSER

extent the intellectual) right in the United States has been possessed

by ideas of greatness and golden ages. MAGA pithily encapsulates
the idea that there was an era of American greatness in the misty past that
is somehow remembered by still-living Americans. Kevin Roberts, the
current head of the Heritage Foundation, believes that Americans in 2025
are “witnessing the dawn of a golden age. Not because of one man—
though he has been a battering ram through the fortress of the ruling
class. But because of what this moment now makes possible: a return not
just to strength or prosperity or sovereignty—but to the permanent
things.” Roberts appeals to Russell Kirk to back up his sense of an
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emerging golden era for the American republic. “As Russell Kirk once
wrote, ‘The conservative is concerned, first of all, for the regeneration of
the spirit and the character—for the perennial truths.” And if anything
defines this political moment—it is the hunger for those truths.”

Kirk certainly sanctified hunger for truth in his own writings, but he did
not share Roberts’ triumphalism. Conservatives, Kirk knew, had to live
with tragedy more than golden ages, and it was that knowledge of tragedy
that made someone truly conservative. MAGA seems too blinded by
acquisitiveness and economic neo-mercantilism to be aware that this
moment, too, will come to an end, most likely with tragedy rather than a
golden age. In the foreword to the seventh edition of his opus The
Conservative Mind, Kirk warned that modern humanity, “enslaved by our
readily gratified lusts, reduced to fatuity by our own ingenious toys,”
ignored to its peril “the mene, mene, tekel, upharsin upon our wall.” Kirk
understood that, paradoxically, only a conservatism aware that it too will
inevitably fail might stand a chance of lasting through the ages.

Since the American Revolution, conservatives in the United States have
embraced the inevitability, or at least probability, of tragedy both in their
literature and politics. The nineteenth century golden age of American
literature, interestingly enough, was predicated on tragedy. Melville in
Moby Dick posited that “all men tragically great are made so through a
certain morbidness. Be sure of this, O young ambition, all mortal
greatness is but disease.” The very idea of greatness, in Melville’s literary
economy, was a disease.
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Kirk’s conservative luminaries were men defined by the
sense that there were about to tragically lose, or were in
the midst of tragically losing, the battle against political
decay and vice in their own times.

Tragedy and tragic figures, in fact, marked American literature more than
golden ages or heroes did. Hester Prynn and Dimsdale, Captain Ahab, Billy
Budd, Poe’s Roderick Usher, Kate Chopin’s Edna Pontellier, Edith
Wharton’s Lily Bart, Ethan Frome, Jay Gatbsy, Faulkner’s Quintin
Compson, Llewelyn Moss of No Country for Old Men, and others inform the
American literary psyche and have historically affected how Americans
understood their place in the world. Seventeenth century Puritan New
Englanders, no strangers to the effect of letters both sacred and secular on
their political order, spurred themselves to action by hanging over their
heads the fear that they would serve as a tragic lesson in civil and moral
disobedience. John Winthrop’s “City on a Hill” did not portray the
Massachusetts Bay Colony as a golden city on a hill, prosperous and well,
and a beacon to the world’s hopeless, but a Christian commonwealth
whose failures would be placed on a pillar for all the world to see. That
politics and society might be tragic did not mean that life was not without
levity. Mid-twentieth-century science fiction luminary Philip K. Dick
quipped that “It really seems to me that in the midst of great tragedy,
there is always the horrible possibility that something terribly funny will
happen.” American composer Steve Allen smilingly suggested that
“humor is tragedy plus time.”

The lack of a pronounced literary influence in American politics in the
early twenty-first century probably accounts on some level for the lack of
a sense of tragedy among the right-leaning populace, but the lack of a
tragic sense also comes from a misreading of American political history.
Few, if any, American statesmen believed they lived in golden ages. More
often than not, they feared the failure of the American experiment and
the potential tragedy of the American republic.

The Founding Era, so often presented as a glorious near-utopia created
from the mud and muck of the War for American Independence, left the
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creators of the American republic profoundly disheartened. In the
aftermath of the Federalist Era, the Founders who survived—Adams,
Jefferson, and Madison among them—feared that the American republic
was falling into democratic anarchy or, in the case of the Jackson
presidency, Caesarism. Dennis C. Rasmussen’s Fears of a Setting Sun
focuses on the profound sense of tragedy and loss that disillusioned the
men of the eighteenth century who lived well into the nineteenth. “A
pervasive pessimism, a fear that their revolutionary experiment in
republicanism was not working out as expected, runs through the later
writings of the founding fathers.” The Founders knew tragedy far better
than we give them credit for.

So too did Abraham Lincoln. In his famous letter to Mrs. Bixby, thought to
have lost five sons in the Union army, Lincoln admitted, “how weak and
fruitless must be any word of mine which should attempt to beguile you
from the grief of a loss so overwhelming.” He prayed “that our Heavenly
Father may assuage the anguish of your bereavement, and leave you only
the cherished memory of the loved and lost, and the solemn pride that
must be yours to have laid so costly a sacrifice upon the altar of freedom.”

In 2026, tragedy and loss seem far from the right’s public psyche. To be
sure, there is an ephemeral sense of a vaporous but still powerful idea of
loss that grips right-wing constituencies, especially young men. But few
have lost loved ones, or homes, or political rights. And fewer seem willing
to love a country that is at times tragically flawed. A patriotism of mere
acquisitiveness and power takes the place of tragic conservatism, making
loyalty to the real United States—in all its failures—something passé.
Power, possession, and success, it seems, are what merit allegiance. Daniel
McCarthy has argued that Russell Kirk’'s own sense of conservatism
rejected this conservatism of possession, because it failed “to grapple with
tragedy, and so in the end it is not conservative at all. A limb cannot
remain healthy if the tree is dying, and our civilization will die if we do
not think and act with the utmost attention to our roots, not just our own
branches.”

Kirk’s conservative luminaries were men defined by the sense that they
were about to tragically lose, or were in the midst of tragically losing, the
battle against political decay and vice in their own times. John Adams,
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John Randolph of Roanoke, John Calhoun, and T. S. Eliot are all
essentially tragic figures, bound by love to a social order that must
inevitably die. Kirk saw himself as likewise fated to watch a much-loved
social order pass away. In his 1954 Prospects for Conservatives, he wistfully
related how 1950s urban planners—the very same midcentury planners
that the new right sees as golden age traditionalists—tore down stately
nineteenth-century homes in his exurban Michigan hometown to make
way for modern subdivisions. Kirk was so affected by the sense of loss that
he could not even stand “to look upon the spot” anymore. “The old genius
is departed out of the town and the country about it.”

Kirk put his money where his mouth was. In 1963, he rejected the idea
that greatness and success were the mark of conservatism. “I am a
conservative. Quite possibly I am on the losing side; often I think so,” he
wrote. “Yet, out of a curious perversity I had rather lose with Socrates, let
us say, than win with Lenin.”

Miles Smith IV is an assistant professor of history at Hillsdale College.
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