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Roger scruton’s eloquent defense 
of patriotism informs his conservatism, 
and his conservatism, in turn, informs 

his patriotism, giving it a remarkable breadth 
and depth. Scruton became a conservative in 
the 1970s, after witnessing the 1968 student 
revolts in France. His first effort to articulate 
his new outlook was The Meaning of Conser-
vatism (1980), a book influenced by G.W.F. 
Hegel. It is full of gems, even if it lacks the 
accessibility of his later writing, and is more 
adamantly anti-liberal, rejecting the whole 
edifice of modern liberal political thought. 

His newest book, Conservatism: An Invita-
tion to the Great Tradition, is more dialectical, 
prone to emphasize certain affinities between 
conservatism and the liberalism it aims to 
moderate and correct. In wonderfully lucid 
pages, Scruton reveals the way the liberal or-
der depends on certain enduring conservative 

insights. Liberalism’s desire to free the indi-
vidual from undue restraints will culminate in 
nihilism and moral disorder unless it retains 
the venerable customs and institutions that 
allow a regime of liberty to flourish in the first 
place. Conservatism, as Scruton now under-
stands it, provides a “yes, but…” to classical 
liberalism’s claims. 

Like classical liberalism, this conserva-
tism opposes the petty dictates of a manage-
rial state and the monstrous totalitarianisms 
of the 20th century. But it goes further, con-
tinuing to find a place for religion and high 
culture. Without sensible limits or condi-
tions, liberalism is prone to follow the logic 
of liberation and emancipation to its bitter, 
self-defeating conclusion. Scruton is left am-
bivalent about the Enlightenment—neither 
adamantly opposing nor endorsing all its 
premises and conclusions. 

He is also sensitive to modern conserva-
tism’s “classical roots.” More than a defense of 
tradition, conservatism is an approach to life 
and politics that appreciates enduring truths 
about human nature. Its defense of moderation, 
constitutionalism, and the cardinal virtues 
(courage, prudence, justice and temperance) 
owes much to Aristotle, for example. As Scru-
ton puts it, conservatism “calls upon aspects of 
the human condition that can be witnessed in 
every civilization and at every period of histo-
ry.” His conservatism is Aristotelian, too, in its 
recognition that human beings are social and 
political animals “who live naturally in commu-
nities, bound together by mutual trust.” 

As a modern conservative, scruton 
defends a form of democracy unknown 
to Aristotle. Following David Hume 

and Edmund Burke, however, he opposes the 
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idea that the “political order is founded on a 
contract.” For Scruton, the state of nature is 
a chimera—an invention of modern political 
philosophers who had forgotten the debt and 
gratitude owed to our predecessors. The ficti-
tious state of nature—so central to philosophi-
cal liberalism—obscures the fact that member-
ship in a community, with its requisite duties 
and obligations, is a precondition for mean-
ingful freedom. “Absolute freedom”—doing 
whatever one wants—is always an invitation 
to anarchy or tyranny. In the modern world, 
the nation is the political form that guarantees 
membership and self-government. 

In all of his political writings, Scruton 
takes on the Left for scorning existing norms 
and customs, and for promoting a “culture 
of repudiation.” The Left is “negative.” It dis-
misses “every aspect of our cultural capital” 
with the language of brutal invective: ac-
cusing every defender of human nature and 
sound tradition of “racism,” “xenophobia,” 

“homophobia,” and “sexism.” Like 1984’s “two 
minutes of hate,” this language tears down, 
intimidates, and can never build anything 
humane or constructive—it is nihilistic to 
the core. At the same time, Scruton wants to 
reach out to reasonable liberals who eschew 
ideology and who still believe in civility and 
the promise of national belonging. His con-
servatism can discern the truth in liberalism 
(another Aristotelian trait) while the parti-
sans of repudiation see half the human race 
as enemies. 

The book’s best and most sustained 
portrait is of Edmund Burke. Scruton 
is not exactly a Burkean (his philo-

sophical premises owe more to Aristotle and 
Immanuel Kant) although he profoundly ad-
mires the great Anglo-Irish statesman and 
political thinker. His Burke operates at the 
intersection of liberalism and conservatism, 
and is by no means reactionary. He is a par-
tisan of moderation and prudence, and the 
greatest modern critic of ideological thinking. 
He supported the American Revolution but 
saw through the “literary cabal” that imposed 
fanaticism on the French people—the desire 
to begin everything anew at some ideological 

“year zero.” 
Burke thought of society as entailing a 

“trusteeship” that connected the living, the 
dead, and the yet to be born, and although 
adamantly opposed to Jacobinism, he didn’t 
see the Enlightenment in toto as an expres-
sion of satanic hubris. A defender of the “little 
platoons” that shape the affections of citizens, 
Burke was also a partisan of a proud and in-
dependent Britain. He defended “a traditional 
community” that had nothing to do with ei-
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ther revolutionary despotism or the modern 
bureaucratic state. 

I mentioned Scruton’s debt to Hegel. Scru-
ton admires the Hegel who attacked the 
French Revolution’s abstractions and Reign 
of Terror, and who, in the Phenomenology of 
Spirit, sought the philosophical grounds for 
moral and political accountability, a preemi-
nent theme in Scruton’s writing. But he has 
nothing but disdain for Hegel’s “philosophy 
of history,” which influenced both Marx-
ist historical determinism and ongoing illu-
sions about a coming “end of History.” This 
quasi-religious belief in historical progress 
is for Scruton “one of the most damaging of 
all philosophically inspired illusions” and has 
nothing in common with true liberalism or 
true conservatism. Scruton retains what is 
worth saving in Hegel’s complex political and 
philosophical reflection while repudiating his 
most pernicious legacy. 

Scruton, too, ably discusses alexis 
de Tocqueville’s mixture of liberal-
ism and conservatism, as well as a full 

range of cultural conservatism from T.S. Eliot 
to Simone Weil and José Ortega y Gasset. At 
the same time, he emphasizes cultural con-
servatism’s limits as a strictly political guide or 
philosophy, even if such quasi-nostalgic cul-
tural ruminations speak to the human spirit 
and helps keep a tradition of high culture alive.

Likewise, Scruton appreciates the conser-
vative case against both the managerial, or ad-
ministrative, state and Soviet Communism, “a 
tyranny yet more murderous than that of the 
Jacobins in revolutionary France.” He writes re-
spectfully about Friedrich Hayek and Michael 
Oakeshott while discerning the limits of clas-
sical liberalism (and especially libertarianism), 
as well as the limits of Oakeshott’s rather 
aesthetic and apolitical defense of poetry, con-
versation, and the arts. Although his account 
of Leo Strauss is also respectful, emphasiz-
ing Strauss’s defense of natural right against 
thorough-going historicism, Scruton remains 
a conservative political philosopher of the 
first rank who is in no real sense influenced 
by Straussian thought on statesmanship and 
political philosophy. 

There is something capacious and even 
cosmopolitan about his defense of home and 
a sense of political and social membership. 
Scruton is at home in France, loves the Czech 
people (whom he helped during their Com-
munist captivity), and is a friend of the Unit-
ed States. This British patriot knows America 
well, and has astute things to say about Thom-
as Jefferson’s conservative side (his defense of 
agrarian virtue and classical architecture) even 
if he prefers to remain silent about Jefferson’s 
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embarrassing indulgence of the French Revo-
lution. Scruton is less sure-footed when writ-
ing about The Federalist. Like many today, he 
understates its defense of a vigorous national 
government and reads it more as a defense of 
federalism than is probably warranted.

But these are minor complaints. 
He is marvelous on Whittaker Cham-
bers’s penetrating account of Com-

munism’s assault on the human soul and on 
William F. Buckley’s defense of the humane 
virtues against Ayn Rand’s radical individual-
ism, vulgarized Nietzscheism, and implacable 
dogmatism. Rand, Scruton astutely observes, 
was completely alien to what Buckley saw as 

“the essential kindness of the American inher-
itance.” Such lucid formulations and insights 
make this book a particularly delightful guide 
to things conservative. 

“Modern conservatism began as a defense 
of tradition against the calls for popular sov-
ereignty; it became an appeal on behalf of re-
ligion and high culture against the material-
ist doctrine of progress, before joining forces 
with the classical liberals in the fight against 
socialism.” He maintains that conservatism 
today is best seen as the defender of Western 
civilization against its cultured despisers—
those avatars of “political correctness” who 
see the West as uniquely culpable among all 
peoples and civilizations—and against “re-
ligious extremism,” especially in the form of 
militant Islam. 

Still, there is an ambiguity in Scruton’s 
book. Sometimes he presents himself as a 
defender of the Christian inheritance, some-
times as a defender of the secular state. The 
two are of course not necessarily incompat-
ible. Occasionally, and only occasionally, he 
seems to suggest that Islam reveals some-
thing essential about the nature of religion 
simply. One is tempted to say that Scruton’s 
legitimate revulsion against Islamist fanati-

cism has led him to accentuate his empha-
sis on secularism as the crucial ingredient in 
modern liberty. But can a liberal order wor-
thy of the name persist if it relies exclusively 
on secular resources and treats the Christian 
sense of fellowship and charity as at best a 

“residue” (as Scruton puts it elsewhere) of an 
older Western civilization? Happily, he re-
pudiates dogmatic secularism in his closing 
discussion of contemporary French political 
philosopher Pierre Manent. 

Scruton readily appreciates his 
many affinities with Manent (al-
though one is eminently French and 

the other is inescapably British). That is how 
it ought to be among conservatives who value 
tradition and a sense of home and belonging. 
Scruton writes with intelligence and sensi-
tivity about Manent’s book on the contem-
porary situation of France, translated into 
English as Beyond Radical Secularism (2016). 
He agrees with Manent that the principal 
object of shared loyalty in the contempo-
rary world is the self-governing nation. The 
transnational alternatives to it—the Euro-
pean Union in its post-political form; the 
United Nations; a dogmatic conception of 
universal human rights; and the Islamic um-
mah itself—“are either unappealing or run 
counter to the immediate and urgent need” 
to integrate the Muslim minority into West-
ern societies. Like Manent, Scruton opposes 
the “deliberate enfeeblement of the nation” 
by political and cultural elites in the name of 
globalization and a transnational conception 
of Europe (this, among other reasons, is why 
he was one of the most articulate and persis-
tent advocates for Brexit). Nor does he think 
that Frenchmen, or any Europeans, can live 
primarily as “radical individuals” affirming 
ever more indiscriminate rights in a secular 
state that has lost any sense of its Christian 
inheritance. 

In his reading of Manent, Scruton reaf-
firms the indispensability of Christianity’s 
spiritual inheritance to liberty rightly un-
derstood. Christianity taught the West the 
importance of love of neighbor, not a watery, 
globalized humanitarianism. Neighborhood 
and territory have a special place in Chris-
tianity (Manent has expressed similar ideas 
about the relationship between the Chris-
tian religion and the sovereign European 
nation). In light of all this, my question for 
Scruton is whether the nation, or a conserva-
tism worthy of the name, can survive without 
some kind of self-conscious renewal of the 
Christian proposition.

This may seem far-fetched in an aggres-
sively secular Britain, but as Manent has re-
peatedly emphasized, it is not too late to take 
a chance on “the old religion” and “the old na-
tions.” Sometimes Scruton’s conservatism is 
excessively elegiac, emphasizing (rightly) “that 
good things are more easily destroyed than 
created.” But if we have the requisite faith in 
the powers of the human soul and the endur-
ance of human nature, then a renewal of prac-
tical reason and the cardinal virtues ought to 
be possible even in our late modern dispen-
sation. The Gospel story will speak with ever 
greater conviction to those confronted by the 
abyss of meaninglessness.

Roger Scruton clearly has not given up 
completely on the possibility of such a civili-
zational renewal or he would not write such 
a worthy and evocative book. Torn between 
lament and hope for a revitalized nation, rec-
ognizing the limits of both religious extrem-
ism and radical secularism, he points the way 
beyond the culture of repudiation. 

Daniel J. Mahoney holds the Augustine Chair in 
Distinguished Scholarship at Assumption College, 
and is the author of the forthcoming The Idol 
of Our Age: How the Religion of Humanity 
Subverts Christianity (Encounter Books). 
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