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Conservatism

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Political Science, Sociology, Psychology

1. Core Definition

Conservatism, as a multifaceted concept, primarily denotes an adherence to traditional values,
institutions, and practices, alongside a general resistance to radical or abrupt societal change. It
manifests across various domains, notably in socio-political philosophy and psychology, though
with distinct nuances in each field. At its philosophical core, conservatism champions the
preservation of established orders, often viewing them as the culmination of historical wisdom and
organic societal development. This perspective typically advocates for prudence and gradualism in
governance, emphasizing the importance of stability, order, and continuity over rapid innovation or
revolutionary transformation. The essence of this stance is often captured by the aspiration to
maintain the "status quo", or at least to ensure that any departure from it is slow, measured, and
respectful of inherited structures.

In the realm of socio-political thought, conservatism stands in direct philosophical contrast to
liberalism, which generally prioritizes progress, reform, and individual autonomy, often advocating
for significant societal restructuring in pursuit of these ideals. Whereas liberalism seeks to improve
society through change and the expansion of rights or opportunities, conservatism tends to view
such endeavors with skepticism, fearing that unintended consequences may destabilize the social
fabric. This philosophical dichotomy highlights conservatism's emphasis on the collective
experience embedded in tradition, as opposed to the liberal focus on individual reason and
potential for new societal arrangements. The conservative impulse, therefore, often entails a
cautious approach to innovation, preferring to test new ideas against the backdrop of historical
precedent and proven methods rather than embracing them uncritically. For a comprehensive
overview of its political dimensions, see the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy on Conservatism.

Within psychology, the term "conservatism" takes on a more specific, though related, meaning,
referring to an individual's or group's inability or refusal to significantly reform their existing views or
beliefs even when confronted with compelling contemporary evidence that contradicts them. This
psychological manifestation suggests a cognitive bias towards maintaining mental frameworks,
perhaps due to comfort with familiarity, a preference for consistency, or an aversion to the
cognitive effort required for belief revision. This resistance to updating one's perspective, even in
the face of robust empirical data or persuasive arguments, underscores a deep-seated preference
for stability in one's internal world, paralleling the socio-political preference for stability in the
external world. Thus, whether in the collective political sphere or the individual cognitive domain,
conservatism embodies a fundamental inclination towards continuity and a measured skepticism
regarding the merits of untested change.
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2. Etymology and Historical Development

The term "conservatism" derives from the Latin conservare, meaning "to preserve." While the
impulse to conserve has existed throughout human history, the modern political ideology of
conservatism largely crystallized in response to the profound societal upheaval of the late 18th and
early 19th centuries, particularly the French Revolution. This period witnessed radical challenges to
established monarchical, aristocratic, and ecclesiastical orders, prompting a robust intellectual
counter-movement aimed at defending traditional institutions and values. Thinkers like Edmund
Burke, often considered the philosophical father of modern conservatism, articulated a powerful
critique of the revolutionary fervor in his work Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790).

Burke argued for the importance of inherited rights and traditions, emphasizing the wisdom of
accumulated experience over abstract rationalism and revolutionary zeal. He contended that
society is an organic entity, slowly evolving over generations, and that attempts to dismantle its
foundations based on theoretical blueprints would inevitably lead to chaos and tyranny.

Throughout the 19th century, conservative thought continued to evolve, adapting to the rise of
industrialization, nationalism, and burgeoning democratic movements. In different national
contexts, conservatism took on distinct characteristics, reflecting local traditions and political
structures. For instance, European conservatism often sought to defend monarchical and
aristocratic privilege, while in the United States, it became associated with the defense of property
rights, limited government, and religious freedom, reflecting the nation's foundational principles.
Despite these variations, a common thread persisted: a skepticism towards rapid, fundamental
change and a reverence for established institutions, property rights, and social hierarchies. This
era also saw conservative movements grappling with the social dislocations caused by industrial
capitalism, with some conservatives advocating for social welfare measures to mitigate class
conflict and preserve social order.

In the 20th century, conservatism faced new challenges from totalitarian ideologies, economic
depressions, and the expansion of the welfare state. Post-World War II, new intellectual currents
emerged within conservatism, such as traditionalist conservatism, advocating for a return to pre-
modern moral and religious values, and libertarian conservatism, which emphasized free markets
and minimal government intervention. The latter half of the 20th century, particularly in Anglo-
American politics, saw the rise of a "New Right" that synthesized elements of economic liberalism
with social conservatism, advocating for reduced government spending, lower taxes, strong
national defense, and the preservation of traditional moral norms. This dynamic evolution
demonstrates that while the core impulse to preserve remains constant, the specific traditions and
institutions conservatives seek to uphold are subject to historical context and ongoing
reinterpretation, making it a complex and internally diverse political philosophy. Additional historical
context can be found in the Britannica entry on Conservatism.
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3. Key Characteristics

Adherence to Tradition and Established Institutions: A fundamental characteristic of
conservatism is its deep respect for and commitment to tradition, viewing accumulated wisdom
and practices as invaluable guides for present and future conduct. This reverence extends to
established institutions such as family, religion, national identity, and existing governmental
structures. Conservatives often believe that these institutions have proven their utility and
resilience over time, representing the collective experience and moral insights of past generations.
Consequently, they are often wary of efforts to dismantle or radically alter these foundational
elements of society, preferring to uphold and strengthen them as bulwarks against chaos and
social decay. This commitment stems from a belief that traditions provide stability, a sense of
belonging, and a moral compass, which are essential for a well-ordered saociety.

Skepticism Towards Radical Change and Abstract Rationalism: Conservatives typically
approach proposals for sweeping societal transformation with profound skepticism. They are wary
of grand theoretical schemes that promise utopian outcomes but often disregard the complexities
of human nature and the organic development of society. This characteristic reflects a distrust of
abstract rationalism, where intellectuals or reformers attempt to impose idealized blueprints on
society without sufficient consideration for practical realities or historical context. Instead,
conservatives advocate for a pragmatic approach, emphasizing incremental adjustments and
careful consideration of unintended consequences. They tend to believe that attempting to
engineer society from scratch often leads to unforeseen problems, disruption, and even tyranny,
preferring instead the wisdom of cautious evolution over revolutionary upheaval.

Emphasis on Stability, Order, and Authority: The maintenance of social order and stability is a
paramount concern for conservatives. They often perceive a fragile balance in society that can be
easily disrupted by unrestrained individualism, moral relativism, or radical political movements. To
preserve this order, conservatives typically emphasize the importance of strong institutions, law
and order, and respect for legitimate authority. This often translates into support for robust national
defense, effective policing, and a clear moral framework that guides individual and collective
behavior. The belief is that a stable and orderly society provides the necessary conditions for
individual flourishing, economic prosperity, and the continuity of cultural heritage, without which
progress itself becomes impossible.

Pragmatism and a Sense of Imperfection: While often associated with strong principles,
conservatism also frequently embodies a deep strain of pragmatism. Conservatives tend to
acknowledge the inherent imperfections of human nature and society, and thus are skeptical of
utopian visions or claims of perfectibility. This perspective leads to a cautious, realistic, and often
incremental approach to problem-solving. Rather than striving for an ideal, they often seek the best
possible solution within existing constraints, or to mitigate problems rather than eliminate them
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entirely. This pragmatic outlook is often coupled with a Burkean appreciation for circumstance,
suggesting that policies should be adapted to the specific conditions of a time and place, rather
than rigidly applied based on universal abstract principles.

4. Significance and Impact

Conservatism holds immense significance as one of the enduring and influential political ideologies
shaping governance, culture, and social discourse across the globe. Its persistent emphasis on
tradition, order, and gradual change has provided a consistent counterweight to revolutionary and
progressive movements, thus playing a crucial role in maintaining societal equilibrium and often
tempering radical shifts. By articulating a profound respect for established norms and institutions,
conservatism has helped preserve historical continuity, safeguarding cultural heritage, religious
practices, and established legal frameworks from being swept away by transient political
enthusiasms. This function is vital for societies seeking to maintain a connection to their past while
navigating the challenges of the present, ensuring that societal evolution is often a process of
adaptation rather than wholesale reconstruction.

In the realm of public policy, conservative principles have profoundly influenced economic
frameworks, social welfare systems, and foreign policy. Economically, conservatives often
advocate for free markets, fiscal prudence, lower taxes, and limited government intervention,
believing these policies foster individual liberty, economic growth, and national prosperity. Socially,
conservative thought frequently underpins policies related to family values, education, and
morality, often emphasizing community responsibility and religious institutions. In foreign policy,
conservatism often translates into a strong national defense, a realistic assessment of international
relations, and a cautious approach to international interventions. The enduring presence of
conservative political parties and movements in democratic nations demonstrates its continued
relevance and ability to mobilize significant portions of the electorate, shaping government
agendas and legislative outcomes in profound ways.

Beyond direct political influence, conservatism also significantly impacts cultural and intellectual
discourse. It provides a distinct lens through which societal issues are debated, challenging
assumptions of inevitable progress and highlighting the value of stability and proven practices.
Through its intellectual tradition, which includes figures from Edmund Burke to Roger Scruton,
conservatism has contributed a rich body of thought on political philosophy, ethics, and aesthetics,
offering alternative perspectives to dominant liberal or socialist narratives. This constant interplay
between conservative and other ideologies enriches democratic debate, forcing critical self-
reflection and ensuring a broader spectrum of ideas are considered in the ongoing process of
societal development. The enduring relevance of conservatism ensures that the conversation
about how societies should be structured and governed remains robust and grounded in a
historical understanding of human endeavor.
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5. Debates and Criticisms

Despite its profound influence and the stability it often seeks to maintain, conservatism is subject to
numerous debates and criticisms, both from external ideologies and within its own ranks. A primary
criticism leveled against conservatism is its perceived resistance to necessary social and political
reform, particularly when such reforms aim to address existing inequalities or injustices. Critics
argue that an overly rigid adherence to tradition can perpetuate outdated customs, discriminatory
practices, and inefficient systems, thereby hindering progress and exacerbating social problems.
For instance, conservative opposition to civil rights movements, gender equality, or environmental
regulations has often been framed as an impediment to societal advancement and the realization
of a more just and equitable world. This critique suggests that while stability is valuable, it should
not come at the cost of essential moral or ethical development.

Another significant area of debate concerns the internal coherence and consistency of
conservative thought itself. As a broad ideology, conservatism encompasses a wide spectrum of
views, from fiscal conservatives who prioritize economic liberty to social conservatives who
emphasize traditional moral values, and national conservatives who champion national sovereignty
and cultural homogeneity. These different strands can sometimes come into conflict, leading to
internal tensions and strategic disagreements. For example, the desire for limited government (a
fiscal conservative tenet) can clash with the impulse to regulate morality (a social conservative
concern). Furthermore, critics often point to a perceived hypocrisy when conservatives advocate
for tradition but simultaneously support radical economic changes, such as unfettered capitalism,
which can themselves be deeply disruptive to established communities and traditional ways of life,
highlighting the selective application of conservative principles.

Moreover, critics often contend that conservatism can be inherently resistant to scientific
consensus and evidence-based policymaking, particularly in areas like climate change or public
health, aligning with the psychological definition of conservatism as a refusal to reform views in
response to convincing evidence. This critique suggests that a preference for existing beliefs or
economic models can lead to a dismissal of empirical data, potentially resulting in detrimental long-
term consequences for society. The inherent caution of conservatism, while often a strength, can
thus be portrayed as a weakness when it manifests as an unwillingness to adapt to new
information or to address urgent challenges that require innovative solutions. These ongoing
debates underscore the dynamic nature of conservatism, constantly challenging its boundaries and
re-evaluating its core tenets in the face of evolving societal demands and scientific understanding.

Further Reading

Britannica - Conservatism

Burke, Edmund. Reflections on the Revolution in France. Project Gutenberg.
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Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy - Conservatism
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