
The Conservative Mind From Burke To
Santayana: Unraveling the Intellectual
Journey of Conservatism
Conservatism, often regarded as a political ideology rooted in tradition and
cautious change, has exerted a profound influence on the political and intellectual
landscape for centuries. The roots of conservatism can be traced back to
influential thinkers and philosophers who shaped the ideology's foundational
principles. One such work is Russell Kirk's "The Conservative Mind: From Burke
To Santayana," which serves as a timeless guide to understanding the bedrock
ideologies and intellectual formations that founded conservatism.

In this article, we embark on an illuminating journey through the evolution of
conservative thought, exploring the ideas of Edmund Burke, George Santayana,
and various other intellectuals who have contributed to shaping conservative
ideology. We delve into the key principles, concepts, and values that underlie
conservatism, examining how they have been shaped and refined over time.
From traditionalism to the importance of morality, individualism to skepticism of
radical change, each tenet intertwines to create a multifaceted and nuanced
approach to politics and society.

Edmund Burke: The Father of Modern Conservatism

At the heart of conservative thought lies Edmund Burke, often hailed as the
"father of modern conservatism." Burke's philosophical ideas, as outlined in his
seminal work "Reflections on the Revolution in France," laid the groundwork for
conservative thinking. His ideas emphasized the importance of tradition, the
preservation of social institutions, and the value of gradual change.



The Conservative Mind: From Burke to Santayana
by Russell Kirk(Kindle Edition)

4.7 out of 5
Language : English
File size : 1153 KB
Text-to-Speech : Enabled
Screen Reader : Supported
Enhanced typesetting : Enabled
Word Wise : Enabled
Print length : 739 pages

One of Burke's central arguments was that society is an organic entity that
evolves gradually over time. Radical changes, he believed, would disrupt the
delicate balance between tradition and progress, leading to the breakdown of
societal order. Burke's thoughts on the French Revolution, for instance, shed light
on his belief that sudden and radical changes can often lead to disastrous
consequences, as seen in the ensuing chaos and bloodshed.

George Santayana: Rationalism and Spiritual Solace

A notable figure in the conservative intellectual landscape, George Santayana,
diverged from Burke's traditionalism, weaving his unique ideas into the tapestry of
conservatism. Santayana, known for his work "Scepticism and Animal Faith,"
believed in the importance of reason and intellect in human affairs.

Santayana's interpretation of conservatism incorporated a rationalist approach,
seeking to balance tradition with enlightened thinking. He argued that reason
allows individuals to distill valuable past experiences while adapting to the ever-
changing demands of contemporary society. Moreover, Santayana espoused a
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spiritual dimension to conservatism, emphasizing the significance of finding
solace through religion and philosophy.

Conservatism's Intellectual Nexus

The journey of conservatism showcases a vast array of thinkers and philosophers
who have shaped the ideology across different eras. From the early conservatism
of Thomas Hobbes and John Locke to the modern interpretations of Friedrich
Hayek and Michael Oakeshott, each contribute to the rich tapestry of
conservative thought.

Thomas Hobbes, often associated with classical liberalism, introduced the notion
that the preservation of societal order necessitates the establishment of a central
authority. His work "Leviathan" formed the foundation for the relationship between
the state and its citizens, aligning with conservative ideals of law and order.

John Locke's ideas, outlined in his work "Two Treatises of Government," stress
the sanctity of private property, limited government, and natural rights. These
principles, integral to conservative thought, argue for a society grounded in
individual freedom and restrained government intervention.

As we move closer to modern conservatism, Friedrich Hayek and Michael
Oakeshott offer profound insights. Hayek's "The Road to Serfdom" criticizes
socialism and central planning, advocating for the importance of competitive
markets and economic freedom. Oakeshott, on the other hand, emphasizes
skepticism toward abstract ideologies and champions the preservation of
traditional institutions.

Conservative Values and Their Applications Today



Understanding the intellectual journey of conservatism allows us to decipher its
core values and their application in contemporary society. Conservatism's
endorsement of tradition, individualism, personal responsibility, and limited
government are continually debated on various cultural and political platforms.

In today's world, conservatism finds itself navigating complex issues such as
globalization, climate change, and technological advancements. The conservative
mind grapples with finding a balance between preserving tradition and embracing
necessary change. These challenges force conservatives to think critically and
adapt their principles to a rapidly evolving world while staying true to their
foundational ideas.

From Edmund Burke to George Santayana and beyond, the intellectual journey of
conservatism has shaped political systems, societal norms, and individual lives.
Russell Kirk's "The Conservative Mind: From Burke To Santayana" serves as a
compelling guide to understanding the foundational principles of conservatism.

While conservatism is always evolving, it remains grounded in its commitment to
tradition, skepticism of radical change, and the preservation of individual freedom.
By exploring the intellectual nexus of conservative thought, we gain insight into
the enduring relevance of this ideological framework and its continued
contributions to shaping our modern world.
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"It is inconceivable even to imagine, let alone hope for, a dominant conservative
movement in America without Kirk's labor." — William F. Buckley, Jr.

Russell Kirk's The Conservative Mind is one of the greatest contributions to
twentieth-century American conservatism. Brilliant in every respect, from its
conception to its choice of significant figures representing the history of
intellectual conservatism, The Conservative Mind launched the modern American
Conservative Movement when it was first published in 1953 and has become an
enduring classic of political thought.—Print ed.
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