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Conservatism 



Hoffman and 
Graham ask 
whether 
conservatism 
is “an elusive 
ideology” and 
describe some 
of its internal 
contradictions. 
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CONSERVATISM 
Although the word “conservative” 

suggests an ideology opposed to 
progress, in fact the authors note that 
conservatives can actually be 
“progressive” 



What is 
distinctive 
about 
conservatism 
is its attitude 
toward 
progress… 

CONSERVATISM 



…progress must 
be careful, 
tentative, 
respectful of 
past practices, 
pragmatic, and 
go with the 
grain of human 
nature.  
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The text notes 
that cynics 
would define a 
conservative 
as someone 
who only 
accepts 
change after its 
happened. 
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CONSERVATISM 

6 Basic 
Elements of 

Conservatism 



1. Rejection of 
“Rationalism”  
 
Any approach to 
political problems 
derived from the 
application of 
abstract concepts. 
“Over-analyzing.” 
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2. The Importance of “Experience” 
 
Not veneration of the past, but a recognition 
of the limitations of human reason. 
Some change OK,  
but not radical  
change! 



CONSERVATISM 
3. The View of Human Nature 
 
The authors note the marked differences within conservative 
thought, concerning human behavior, capabilities, and 
motivation, but suggest there is broad  
agreement that human  
beings are limited in their 
capacity to comprehend  
the society in which  
they live. 



CONSERVATISM 
4. Rejection of “Visionary Politics’ 
 

Visionaries do not recognize the pluralism of 
everyday life – the fact that individuals have 
conflicting needs, desires and values. 

 
 

“At the end of every vista, you see nothing 
but the gallows” 

Edmund Burke 
Author, Reflections on the Revolution in 

France 

 



5. Respect for 
Institutions 

 
Since institutions are 

rule-governed, a 
belief that 
institutions evolve, 
rather than being 
created at a 
determinate point 
in history.  
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6. Suspicion of 
Authority 

 
Conservatives do 

not reject 
authority, but 
are suspicious 
of it. 
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Classic 
Conservative 

Thinkers 



David Hume 
(1711-1776) 
 
Described by the 

authors as the 
first major 
thinker to offer a 
philosophical 
defense of 
conservatism. 
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Hume’s Philosophical Claims 



1. Human 
understanding 
must be drawn 
from experience. 
All the materials 
of thinking – 
perceptions – 
are derived 
either from 
sensations or 
from reflection. 
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2. Simple impressions must be connected 

together, or “associated.” At any moment there 
is a great deal going on in a person’s mind, but 
you cannot reason if the contents of your mind 
are arbitrary: you need to connect, or associate, 
ideas.  



3. We attribute 
causes to 
events on the 
basis of 
experience, 
and more 
specifically, 
habit. 
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CONSERVATISM 
Hume rejects the idea that “reason” transcends, 

or goes beyond, what can be observed. 



CONSERVATISM 
Unlike liberals such as Hobbes and Locke, 

Hume rejects the idea of a social 
contract, arguing instead against the 
liberal notion of self-interest. 



Political authority, or 
legitimacy, arises 
from the habit of 
obedience to a 
power that initially 
is recognized as 
neither legitimate, 
nor illegitimate, 
but simply as 
“given” (de facto 
as opposed to de 
jure).  
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Edmund Burke 
(1729-1797) 
The authors note 

that if Hume is 
the first great 
conservative 
thinker, Burke is 
the most 
famous. 
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CONSERVATISM 
As with Hume, Burke’s philosophical 

starting point is a rejection of 
abstractions, such as “natural rights” (a 
very liberal concept). 



For Burke (and 
indeed many 
conservatives),  
abstractions 
lead to theories, 
which eventually 
become dogma, 
which devolve 
into terror. 
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Against 
abstraction, 
theory and 
dogma, Burke 
defends habit, 
taste, and 
“prejudice”  

CONSERVATISM 

A note: Burke used the term “prejudice” as 
in pre-judgement, or a judgement made 
without going into theoretical abstractions, 
what we might call “intuition.” 



For Burke, the 
wisdom of 
others, including 
previous 
generations, is a 
resource to be 
respected if we 
are to avoid 
disastrous 
social 
consequences. 
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CONSERVATISM 
Reflections on the Revolution in 

France 
Compares 2 societies:  
France – has abandoned prejudice in favor 

of “theory”  
Britain – has remained close to its 

traditions, to which it is prejudiced.  



Michael Oakeshott 
(1901-1990) 
 
Generally regarded 

as the key 
conservative 
thinker of the 
20th century. 
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CONSERVATISM 
Oakeshott’s main concern (voiced in a very 

important essay titled “Rationalism in Politics”) 
was that “rationalism” – a way of thinking that 
emphasizes independence of mind, freedom of 
thought, the authority of reason, was itself 
destructive toward political order.   

 
Are we rational? 



He also advanced 
a theory of 
knowledge 
which he 
divided into 2 
archetypes:  

1. Technical 
2. Practical  
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CONSERVATISM 
Technical Knowledge 
…is formulated into rules that are 

deliberatively learned, remembered and 
put into practice. 



CONSERVATISM 
Practical Knowledge 
…is acquired only in use. It is not 

reflective, and cannot be formulated as 
rules. 



The political problem for 
Oakeshott was that 
rationalism rejected 
practical knowledge, 
and only recognized 
technical knowledge.  
An ideology, which is 
a form of technical 
knowledge, can be 
expressed in a set of 
propositions, 
whereas a tradition of 
thought – which is a 
kind of practical 
knowledge – cannot 
be. 

CONSERVATISM 



CONSERVATISM 
In a political sense, rationalism was the politics of 

the “inexperienced…” as in the experience of 
problem-solving (technical knowledge), rather 
than the recognition of the importance of 
tradition (practical knowledge). 



Leo Strauss 
(1899-1973) 
Regarded as an 

important 
influence on 
what is called 
neo-
conservatism 
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Strauss sought to 
revive 2 
traditions: 

1. The reading of 
texts in the 
history of 
political 
thought. 

2. The natural 
right tradition. 
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Natural right stands opposed to cultural 

relativism. Modern thought, according to 
Strauss, is characterized by a rejection of 
objective validity in favor of relativism. 



CONSERVATISM 
The logic of natural right is that those possessing the  
greatest wisdom should rule, and their power should be in  
proportion to their possession of the virtue of wisdom.  
This, Hoffman and Graham note, is  
incompatible with the modern  
(liberal) idea of consent  
(i.e. rulers rule by consent of the  
ruled and not by appeal to the rulers’  
superior wisdom). 



Strauss’s 
argument that 
one must “read 
between the 
lines” when 
examining 
political texts, 
was based on 
the notion of 2 
levels of writing: 
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One type of 
writing 
(exoteric), was 
directed at a 
popular 
audience…  
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…the other 
(esoteric), had 
a “hidden” or 
secret teaching 
that is only 
revealed on 
careful reading. 

CONSERVATISM 

The Noble Lie? 



Hoffman and 
Graham note that 
the influence of 
neoconservatives 
is most keenly felt 
in U.S. foreign 
policy.   
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CONSERVATISM 

The 4 Tenets of 
Neoconservative 

Thought  
(Ibrahim Koncak) 



CONSERVATISM 
1. Moral Clarity – An understanding of the forces 
of good and evil in the international arena. This  
gets articulated in terms  
of the internal characteristics  
of state democratic leaders  
and democracies are good;  
tyrants and tyrannical regimes  
are bad. 





CONSERVATISM 
2. Military Preeminence – the USA should have 

strategic and ideological predominance in the 
world. What people fear most in the world is US 
retrenchment and isolationism, rather than US 
activism and hegemony. International relations 
should be based on preponderance of power, 
instead of the traditional balance of power, as 
the route to peace and stability. 



CONSERVATISM 
3. Leverage of Military Power – is the willingness 

to use military force to pursue its foreign policy 
goals and is based on two premises: 

  a) The US ends are noble and good, 
 therefore; 

  b) We are morally derelict if we do not use 
 force in pursuit of those ends (such as 
 democratization) 

 
 Remember: 

Fair minded nations will appreciate the 
benevolent nature of US hegemony, 
those that don’t, will simply have to 
live with, or in fear of, America’s 
overwhelming power 

 



CONSERVATISM 
4. Skepticism – about the ability of international 

law and institutions to bring about peace and 
justice in the world. The I.C.C. and the U.N. are 
seen by neoconservatives as mechanisms used 
by weaker powers to tie down the USA. 
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