
The Conservative Mind From Burke To Eliot:
Exploring the Evolution of Conservative
Thought
The conservative ideology has a long and intricate history that has shaped
societies and political systems throughout the centuries. From Edmund Burke,
the father of conservatism, to T.S. Eliot, a renowned poet and critic, this article
aims to delve into the world of conservative thought and understand the evolution
of this influential mindset.

The Roots of Conservative Thought

Edmund Burke, an Irish statesman and philosopher, is widely regarded as the
founder of modern conservatism. In his seminal work, "Reflections on the
Revolution in France," published in 1790, Burke vehemently criticized the French
Revolution and its radical ideals. He argued that society should embrace
incremental change rather than radical upheaval to preserve stability, traditional
values, and a respect for authority.

Burke believed that society is an organic entity passed down through generations
and shaped by shared experiences. He emphasized the importance of tradition,
inherited institutions, and a cautious approach to change, laying the foundations
of conservative thought.
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The Development of Conservative Thought

While Burke provided the theoretical basis for conservatism, subsequent thinkers
expanded upon his ideas, adapting them to new contexts and challenges.

One significant figure in the development of conservative thought was Alexis de
Tocqueville, a French political thinker. In his renowned work, "Democracy in
America," published in the 1830s, Tocqueville explored the dangers of excessive
democracy and its potential to lead to mediocrity and tyranny of the majority. He
argued that a balance between democracy and aristocracy is necessary to
ensure good governance.

Another key contributor to conservative thought was Friedrich Hayek, an
Austrian-British economist and philosopher. Hayek's book, "The Road to
Serfdom," published in 1944, warned against the dangers of centralized planning
and advocated for individual freedom and limited government intervention. His
emphasis on the importance of free markets and the spontaneous order of
society greatly influenced conservative economic policies.

As the 20th century progressed, conservative thought continued to evolve and
adapt to various challenges, such as the rise of socialism, the erosion of
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traditional values, and the expansion of the welfare state.

T.S. Eliot: Conservative Voice in Literature

Beyond the realm of politics and philosophy, T.S. Eliot, an acclaimed poet and
critic, made substantial contributions to conservative thought through his literary
works. Eliot believed that art and culture play a pivotal role in fostering a sense of
tradition and community.

In his most famous poem, "The Waste Land," published in 1922, Eliot lamented
the spiritual crisis and moral decay in modern society. He emphasized the need
to reconnect with the cultural and religious traditions that had been abandoned,
highlighting the conservative yearning for stability and order.

Eliot's conservatism can also be seen in his critical essays, such as "Tradition
and the Individual Talent" and "The Function of Criticism." He argued for a
conservative approach to literary criticism, emphasizing the importance of
tradition, historical depth, and the continuity of culture.

Modern Conservatism: Challenges and Adaptations

Modern conservatism faces numerous challenges in the ever-changing
landscape of politics and society. The rise of globalization, the increasing role of
technology, and the erosion of traditional social norms present new dilemmas for
conservative thought.

Some modern conservative thinkers, such as Roger Scruton and Yuval Levin,
have sought to adapt conservative principles to these challenges. Scruton, a
British philosopher, emphasizes the importance of local communities, aesthetics,
and environmental stewardship within a conservative framework. Levin, an



American political analyst, argues for a renewed focus on institutions and
mediating structures to counter the effects of an overreaching state.

By examining the evolution of conservative thought from Edmund Burke to T.S.
Eliot and beyond, we gain valuable insights into the complex nature of
conservatism and its enduring relevance in contemporary society.

The conservative mind, from its roots in Edmund Burke's critique of the French
Revolution to T.S. Eliot's exploration of tradition and culture, has had a profound
impact on political, social, and artistic spheres. As the challenges facing societies
continue to evolve, conservatism must adapt and find new ways to preserve
stability, tradition, and individual freedom.

By understanding the historical development of conservatism and its various
adaptations over time, we can engage in meaningful discussions about its merits,
limitations, and potential contributions to shaping the world we live in.
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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 
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"A profound critique of contemporary mass society, and a vivid and poetic image -
not a program, an image - of how that society might better itself. [ The
Conservative Mind ] is, in important respects, the twentieth century's own version
of the Reflections on the Revolution in France... [Kirk] was an artist, a vsionary,
almost a prophet."  - DAVID FRUM, author of Dead Right

"I have been one of your fans since the time many years ago when I read The
Conservative Mind." - RICHARD NIXON

"Dr. Russell Kirk's impact on conservative thought and policy in America has been
decisive. It was his writings, and in particular his seminal work, The Conservative
Mind, that laid the foundation for many of the ideas that continue to shape public
discourse and debate to this day." - JOHN ENGLER, former Governer of
Michigan 

"Kirk is assured a place of prominence in the intellectual histories for helping to
define the ethical basis of conservatism. He has tried to pull conservatism away
from the utilitarian premises of libertarianism, toward which conservatism often
veers, toward a philosophy rooted in ethics and culture." - THE WALL STREET
JOURNAL 

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.

The seventh revised edition features the complete text and an by publisher Henry
Regnery.
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