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CONSERVATISM
Stevenson notes that as a philosophical position, 

conservatism has often been overshadowed 
by liberalism in the U.S. However, in Europe 
this tradition has a long heritage and has 
support among religious groups, the military, 
and land owners.
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I. Varieties of 
Conservatism
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1. Traditional Conservatism

a. Focus on authority and control.
b. Protection and security for those who 

are less fortunate (noblesse oblige).
c. Practices, customs, and traditions.
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2. Laissez-faire Conservatism

a. Individual freedom.

b. Limits on government.

c. In Europe this type of conservatism is 
known as “classical liberalism.”

d. Individual rationality and self-
interest.
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Commonalities?



1. Both are 
opposed to 
extensive 
government 
intervention in 
society. 
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2. Neither support 
government as a 
legitimate tool for 
social reform, or 
a vehicle for 
social planning.
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3. Both support the 
value of private 
property. 
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4. Both are united 
in their 
opposition to 
socialism and 
communism. 
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II. Prominent 
Traditional 

Conservatives



Burke 

Reflections 

on the 

Revolution in

France 

(1790). 
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Burke was not happy with the French Revolution. 

Social experiments by governments were 
dangerous. Reason meant the “wisdom of 
generations” (recall liberalism stressed 
skepticism, doubt). Aristocracy and hierarchy 
were natural developments in society, not 
human equality.



Kirk – The 
Conservative 
Mind (1953). 

The Six Tenets:
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1. A belief that there are 
transcendent values 
governing society and 
individual conscience.
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2. Support for the variety 
and “mystery” of life.
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3. A conviction that orders 
and classes are natural 
developments in any 
society. 
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4. A belief that private 
property is key to 
individual freedom. 
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5. Reliance on convention, 
tradition, and custom as 
checks on human 
emotions and rational 
designs. 
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6. Suspicion of efforts at 
reform and change that 
move too rapidly in the 
face of social traditions.



Lippman – Essays 
in the Public 
Philosophy 
(1955)
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1. “Leveling” aspects of 
democracy not good for 
the nation.
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2. Elites spend too much 
time listening to the 
“whims of the public.”
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3. For democracies to 
survive, executive (elite) 
power must be separated 
from public opinion, which 
is usually defined as 
having narrow, self-
seeking interests.
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III. Prominent 
Laissez-faire 

Conservatives 
(Classical Liberals)



Nozick – Anarchy, 
State and Utopia 
(1974).
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A well known libertarian, he advocated a 
minimal state (but not complete 
abolition as an anarchist would 
suggest)
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1. Individuals are discrete 
entities entitled to 
freedom and property.
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2. Any government power 
begins from this postulate. 



Hayek – The Road 
to Serfdom 
(1944). 

CONSERVATISM

He stressed greater individualism from 
an economic as opposed to 
philosophical position.
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1. Bureaucracies or attempts 
at economic or social 
planning work to limit 
individual freedom. 
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2. Limiting individual 
economic activity for some 
“greater good” leads to 
socialism and 
totalitarianism. 



Friedman –
Capitalism and 
Freedom (1962).
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A leader of the well known “Chicago 
School” of economics.
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1. Continued to argue for 
less government control of 
economic enterprise and 
greater reliance on individual 
choice.
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ISLAM: SUBMISSION TO GOD

As the third great monotheistic world religion, Islam has 
strong historical roots in Judaism and Christianity. The 
tradition was established in the 7th century c.e. when 
the prophet Muhammad had a series of visions, 
which, according to the Qur’an, were direct revelations 
from God.



From the 8th to the 
12th centuries, a 
great flowering of 
Islamic 
civilization 
occurred.
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In fact, many scholars 
have suggested that 
Europe’s emergence 
from the Dark Ages 
was a result of 
exchanges that took 
place among Muslim 
intellectuals and 
their Jewish and 
Christian 
counterparts in 
Spain during the 
12th and 13th

centuries.
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ISLAM: SUBMISSION TO GOD

Therefore, according to Stevenson and Haberman, no 
discussion of “biblical” views of human nature or their 
impact on human cultures is adequate unless it takes 
into consideration the challenge that the Qur’an poses 
to those views.
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As pointed out by the 
text authors, the 
Qur’an and its 
interpretive 
traditions do not 
argue for 
monotheism; the 
simply assume it. 
There is only one 
divine being, Allah.
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Like His counterpart 
in biblical 
literatures, Allah is 
the Creator of the 
universe who 
communicates 
with humankind by 
means of prophets 
and messengers.
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ISLAM: SUBMISSION TO GOD

Although Muslims regard both Adam and Christ as 
prophetic figures who are considered exemplars of 
humanity at its finest and therefore worthy of 
emulation, they see the Christian doctrine of the 
Trinity as an ontological impossibility.



ISLAM: SUBMISSION TO GOD

Muslims insist that God cannot be compared to anyone 
or anything found in creation, and for them this is an 
article of faith. Therefore, one does not find 
catechisms, confessions, and creeds – but instead 
one enters the Islamic community (the umma) by 
means of a public profession that there is “only one 
God and Muhammad is God’s messenger.”
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ISLAM: SUBMISSION TO GOD
In terms of Islam’s understanding of human nature, the 
Qur’an retells the story of Adam and Eve by identifying Satan 
as the couple’s tempter (not the serpent), at which point 
Adam receives a revelation “from his Lord” marking him as a
prophet, who then “turns”
to God (or God to him), 

which in the Qur’an 
indicates forgiveness of 
sin.



In other words, instead 
of sin becoming part 
of the inheritance of 
humankind due to 
Adam’s “fall,” 
forgiveness is 
offered to a 
repentant Adam, for 
Allah is “the One 
who turns, the 
Merciful.”
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ISLAM: SUBMISSION TO GOD

For Muslims, the Holy Book is not understood as a 
source of new information about God or about 
humankind; the Qur’an offers itself as “guidance” for 
humanity, but guidance presented in the form of 
“reminders.”



What this means is 
that the Qur’an’s 
relationship to 
biblical literatures is 
revisionary. This 
would be analogous 
to the relationship 
that the New 
Testament bears to 
Jewish scripture. 
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So it useful to think of 
the Qur’an as 
presenting readers 
with a “third 
testament” rather 
than entirely new 
system of religious 
thought and 
practice.
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ISLAM: SUBMISSION TO GOD

For Muslims, this “third testament” became necessary 
when, in their view, readers of the second, or “new” 
testament began to conflate the messenger (Jesus) 
with the message (his teachings about Mosaic law) in 
such a way that the messenger became the message. 



ISLAM: SUBMISSION TO GOD

Therefore, humanity does not inherit “original sin” from 
Adam. Instead “salvation” is achieved through individual
emulation of 
prophetic example: 
conforming one’s 
behavior to the 
sunnah, or practice 
of the prophets. 
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ISLAM: SUBMISSION TO GOD

Islamic traditions contemplate human nature as a 
complex amalgam of intentions and desires, some of 
which lead one toward the divine, others leading one 
astray.



Like many Christians, 
Muslims believe 
that God loves 
them and has a 
plan for their lives. 
The particulars of 
that plan, however, 
are unknown.
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ISLAM: SUBMISSION TO GOD

Devout Muslims meditate upon the examples set by 
Muhammad and other prophetic figures (including 
Abraham, Joseph, Moses, and Jesus) as those 
examples have been preserved for them in a vast 
body of devotional literature, including the Qur’an. 



One could say that 
devout Muslims 
attempt to fill in the 
blanks of the divine 
plan as it applies to 
them in their 
individual lives by 
attending, as best 
they can, to 
particular lessons 
drawn from these 
complex literary 
sources.
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ISLAM: SUBMISSION TO GOD



As Stevenson and 
Haberman note, the 
Qur’an and its 
interpretive 
traditions present 
readers with a 
broadly biblical yet 
straightforward and 
comprehensive 
theory of human 
nature. 
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This theory is 
characterized by 
competing elements 
that exist in tension: 
individual and 
environment (or 
society), unity and 
diversity within 
human society itself, 
ungodly desires and 
inclination to follow 
the divine will.
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ISLAM: SUBMISSION TO GOD

Within this world of competing tensions, God has sent 
prophets and saints to guide those who would lead a 
life worthy of the high calling for which the human 
being was created: the khalifa ideal. 



ISLAM: SUBMISSION TO GOD

As a result, the story that Muslims tell one another about

the human species is

optimistic: men and 

women are not “fallen” 

by nature, and the are 

not predisposed to 

displease their Creator.
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Still, “fallen” or not, men and women do displease God 
with remarkable consistency and are ultimately 
dependent on His mercy for salvation.


