
the conscience of a conservative

the conscience of a conservative is a concept that delves into the moral and ethical compass
guiding conservative ideology and principles. It represents the internal sense of right and wrong
that shapes conservative thought, policy preferences, and political behavior. Understanding the
conscience of a conservative involves exploring the philosophical foundations, key values, and
historical context that inform conservative perspectives. This article examines how this conscience
influences contemporary political discourse and policy decisions. It also highlights the role of
tradition, individual responsibility, and limited government in shaping conservative ethics. The
discussion further considers the challenges and criticisms faced by conservatives in aligning their
conscience with evolving societal norms. Below is a detailed examination of the conscience of a
conservative, organized into key thematic sections.

Philosophical Foundations of Conservative Conscience

Core Values Underpinning Conservative Ethics

The Role of Tradition and Social Order

Individual Responsibility and Moral Accountability

Limited Government and Economic Principles

Contemporary Challenges and Criticisms

Philosophical Foundations of Conservative Conscience

The conscience of a conservative is deeply rooted in a philosophical framework that emphasizes
prudence, moral realism, and respect for established institutions. This foundation often draws on
classical political philosophy, including the works of Edmund Burke, who advocated for cautious
reform and skepticism toward radical change. Conservative conscience relies on a belief in an
objective moral order that transcends transient political trends. It supports the notion that society
functions best when guided by enduring ethical principles rather than purely utilitarian or
relativistic considerations.

Historical Influences on Conservative Thought

Conservative conscience has been shaped by various historical events and intellectual movements.
The Enlightenment, American founding principles, and reaction to revolutionary upheavals
contributed to its emphasis on stability and continuity. These influences underscore a preference for
evolutionary rather than revolutionary political change, grounding the conscience of a conservative
in a respect for history and accumulated wisdom.



Ethical Frameworks and Moral Philosophy

Ethical frameworks such as natural law theory and virtue ethics play significant roles in defining the
conscience of a conservative. These philosophies promote the idea that moral truths are
discoverable through reason and that virtuous behavior sustains social cohesion. Consequently,
conservative conscience often prioritizes duties, character, and the common good over
individualistic or relativistic ethics.

Core Values Underpinning Conservative Ethics

The conscience of a conservative is anchored by a set of core values that guide political and social
attitudes. These values emphasize order, tradition, responsibility, and liberty. They serve as a moral
compass for evaluating policies and societal changes, reflecting a preference for stability and
incremental progress.

Respect for Tradition and Cultural Heritage

Tradition is viewed as a repository of collective wisdom that informs the conscience of a
conservative. It provides continuity and a framework for social norms that have been tested across
generations. This respect for cultural heritage helps conservatives resist abrupt or radical
transformations that might undermine social fabric.

Emphasis on Family and Community

Conservative ethics often prioritize the family as the fundamental unit of society, essential for
nurturing moral values and social responsibility. The conscience of a conservative recognizes the
importance of community institutions that support individuals and reinforce shared norms.

Liberty Balanced with Order

While valuing individual freedom, the conscience of a conservative acknowledges the necessity of
law and order to maintain a just society. Liberty is not absolute but must be exercised within the
bounds of moral responsibility and social stability.

The Role of Tradition and Social Order

Tradition and social order are central to the conscience of a conservative, providing a framework
within which individuals and institutions operate. This role emphasizes the preservation of



established customs and legal structures that promote societal harmony.

Preservation of Institutions

Conservatives view institutions such as the family, religious organizations, and government as pillars
supporting social order. The conscience of a conservative advocates for protecting these institutions
from destabilizing forces and maintaining their integrity.

Resistance to Rapid Social Change

Because social order depends on predictability and shared norms, the conscience of a conservative
often leads to caution or opposition to swift social reforms. This resistance is not necessarily
opposition to progress but a preference for measured, deliberate change.

Individual Responsibility and Moral Accountability

The conscience of a conservative stresses the importance of individual responsibility as a foundation
for ethical behavior and societal well-being. Personal accountability is viewed as crucial to
maintaining order and fostering a culture of self-reliance.

Self-Reliance and Work Ethic

Conservative conscience promotes the belief that individuals should take responsibility for their own
lives through hard work and prudent decision-making. This ethic supports policies that encourage
personal initiative and discourage dependency on government assistance.

Accountability in Civic Life

Beyond personal conduct, the conscience of a conservative calls for accountability in public and civic
responsibilities. Respect for laws, voting, and community involvement are seen as expressions of
moral duty and commitment to the common good.

Limited Government and Economic Principles

The conscience of a conservative advocates for limited government intervention in economic and
personal affairs, grounded in a belief that excessive control undermines freedom and responsibility.
This principle is central to conservative political philosophy and policy preferences.



Free Markets and Economic Freedom

Economic liberty is a key aspect of conservative conscience, with free markets regarded as the most
effective means of allocating resources and fostering prosperity. Conservatives argue that market-
driven economies incentivize innovation and personal achievement.

Government Restraint and Fiscal Responsibility

Conservatives emphasize the need for fiscal discipline and minimal government spending to
preserve economic stability. The conscience of a conservative supports balanced budgets and
skepticism toward expansive welfare programs that may discourage self-sufficiency.

Contemporary Challenges and Criticisms

The conscience of a conservative faces numerous challenges in the context of a rapidly changing
society. These include reconciling traditional values with modern social movements, addressing
economic inequality, and responding to global political dynamics.

Balancing Tradition with Social Progress

One significant challenge is maintaining respect for tradition while accommodating legitimate
demands for social justice and inclusion. The conscience of a conservative must navigate tensions
between preserving established norms and recognizing evolving cultural realities.

Addressing Economic and Social Inequality

Critics argue that conservative conscience sometimes underestimates structural inequalities
affecting marginalized communities. Conservatives respond by emphasizing opportunity and
personal responsibility but face ongoing debates about the role of government in remedying
disparities.

Globalization and National Identity

In an interconnected world, the conscience of a conservative grapples with protecting national
sovereignty and cultural identity amid globalization pressures. This dynamic influences conservative
positions on immigration, trade, and foreign policy.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Conscience of a Conservative' about?
'The Conscience of a Conservative' is a political book written by Barry Goldwater in 1960 that
outlines the principles of American conservatism, emphasizing limited government, individual
freedom, and strong anti-communism.

Who is the author of 'The Conscience of a Conservative'?
Barry Goldwater, a U.S. Senator from Arizona and 1964 Republican presidential nominee, is the
author of 'The Conscience of a Conservative.'

Why is 'The Conscience of a Conservative' considered
influential?
The book is considered influential because it helped shape the modern conservative movement in the
United States by articulating a clear ideological framework that opposed the New Deal and
promoted limited government.

How did 'The Conscience of a Conservative' impact American
politics?
'The Conscience of a Conservative' galvanized conservative activists and politicians, laying the
groundwork for the Reagan Revolution and influencing conservative policies for decades.

What are the main themes discussed in 'The Conscience of a
Conservative'?
The main themes include limited government, individual liberty, free-market economics, anti-
communism, and skepticism of government intervention in the economy.



Is 'The Conscience of a Conservative' still relevant today?
Yes, many conservatives still reference the book as a foundational text that articulates core
conservative principles relevant to contemporary political debates.

How does 'The Conscience of a Conservative' view the role of
government?
The book advocates for a limited role of government, arguing that excessive government
intervention undermines individual freedoms and economic prosperity.

Did Barry Goldwater write 'The Conscience of a Conservative'
entirely by himself?
No, the book is believed to have been ghostwritten by L. Brent Bozell Jr., a close associate of
Goldwater, although Goldwater endorsed its content.

What criticism has 'The Conscience of a Conservative' faced?
Critics argue that the book's strict conservative ideology may oversimplify complex policy issues and
neglect the needs of marginalized groups requiring government support.

Where can I read or purchase 'The Conscience of a
Conservative'?
The book is available in bookstores, online retailers like Amazon, and libraries in both print and
digital formats.

Additional Resources
1. The Conscience of a Conservative by Barry Goldwater
This classic work by Barry Goldwater lays the foundation for modern American conservatism. It
articulates core principles such as limited government, individual freedom, and personal
responsibility. The book critiques the expansion of federal power and advocates for a return to
constitutional values. It remains a seminal text for understanding conservative thought.

2. Liberty and Tyranny: A Conservative Manifesto by Mark R. Levin
Mark Levin’s book is a passionate defense of conservative principles against the growth of
government overreach. He emphasizes the importance of the Constitution, free markets, and
individual liberties. The book calls on conservatives to stand firm against what Levin sees as threats
to American freedom. It serves as both a guide and a rallying cry for conservative activism.

3. The Road to Serfdom by Friedrich Hayek
Hayek’s influential work warns about the dangers of central planning and government control over
the economy. He argues that such policies inevitably lead to loss of freedom and tyranny. The book
is a cornerstone for conservatives who value economic liberty and limited government intervention.
It has shaped debates on the role of the state in society.



4. Witness by Whittaker Chambers
This memoir by Whittaker Chambers recounts his journey from communism to conservative anti-
communism during the Cold War. Chambers explores the moral and spiritual dimensions of his
ideological transformation. The book highlights the importance of conscience and conviction in
political beliefs. It has inspired many conservatives to consider the ethical implications of their
worldview.

5. The Conservative Mind: From Burke to Eliot by Russell Kirk
Russell Kirk’s seminal work traces the intellectual history of conservatism through key thinkers and
writers. He identifies enduring conservative themes such as tradition, order, and moral wisdom. The
book helps readers understand the philosophical underpinnings of conservative ideology. It remains
a foundational text for conservative intellectuals.

6. Ideas Have Consequences by Richard M. Weaver
Weaver examines how shifts in philosophical ideas impact culture and society. He critiques modern
relativism and advocates for a return to objective moral standards. The book connects cultural
decline with the abandonment of traditional values, resonating with conservative concerns about
societal cohesion. It challenges readers to consider the ethical foundations of their beliefs.

7. The Road to Character by David Brooks
David Brooks explores the development of inner virtues such as humility, integrity, and conscience.
While not exclusively conservative, the book aligns with conservative emphasis on character and
moral responsibility. Brooks profiles historical figures who embody these traits, encouraging readers
to cultivate a deeper sense of self. It offers a thoughtful reflection on the role of conscience in
personal and public life.

8. How to Think Like a Conservative by Peter Berkowitz
Berkowitz provides a clear and accessible explanation of conservative principles and reasoning. He
discusses ideas such as prudence, tradition, and skepticism of utopian schemes. The book aims to
equip readers with the intellectual tools to understand and defend conservatism. It is useful for both
newcomers and seasoned conservatives seeking clarity.

9. God and Man at Yale by William F. Buckley Jr.
In this provocative critique, Buckley challenges the secular and liberal direction of higher education
at Yale University. He argues that the university has abandoned its moral and intellectual
responsibilities. The book underscores the importance of conscience in education and the
preservation of traditional values. It marks the emergence of Buckley as a leading voice in American
conservatism.
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