Clyde N. Wilson

Russell Kirk’s “Southern Valor”

Mk Bradford, who departed this vale of
tears one year before his friend Russell
Kirk, published an appreciation of Kirk in
the pages of The Intercollegiate Review
eighteen years ago. Helikened Kirk, aptly,
to his “neglected predecessor in American
thought,” Orestes Brownson. Brownson
was a widely learned and deeply earnest
conservative democrat of the nineteenth
century, who (like Kirk) “settled in Michi-
gan, and ended up a Roman Catholic and a
traditionalist.”

Brownson was also a disciple of John C.
Calhoun, an advocate of federalism, and a
defender in the North of the Southern
people both before and after the War be-
tween the States. Brownson’s twenty vol-
umes of collected works reflect a lifelong
engagement in defense in the public order
of Christianity, tradition, and genuine so-
cial justice. His likeness to Kirk is indeed
compelling in every respect, not the least in
that these two men of letters from the Deep
North appreciated the necessity of encom-
passing the South in any persuasive and
viable traditionalist vision of American so-
ciety.

Privately, Bradford liked to tell the story
ofhow his Vanderbilt mentor, the poetand
unreconstructed Southern Agrarian
Donaid Davidson, had met the young man
Kirk some time in the early fifties before
Kirk had burst on the scene with the first
edition of The Conservative Mind. “Dr.
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Don” instructed Bradford that Kirk was a
man whose friendship and collaboration
were to be cherished—and so they were for
three decades,

Davidson’s admiration for Kirk was re-
ciprocated. In a late piece Kirk wrote:

Browsing in 1939 in the library at Michigan
State College, an earnest sophomore, I hap-
pened upon a new book...entitled The Artack
on Leviathar, and subtitled Regionalism and
Nationalism in the United States.It was written
eloquently, and for me it made coherent the
misgivings I had felt concerning the political
notions popular in the 1930s. The book was so
good that I assumed all intelligent Americans
were reading it.?

Only later did Kirk learn that Davidson’s
book had been ignored by the intelligentsia
and pulped by its publisher not long after it
appeared. Many years after, Kirk put The
Attack on Leviathan on his list of the ten
most important conservative books, along
with Burke, Adams, Brownson, Tocqueville,
Roepke, Eliot, and others. And he saw to its
republication in his Library of Conserva-
tive Thought. “Both before and after the
Civil War,” Kirk wrote in drawing up hislist
of ten, “half the important conservative
books of America have been written in the
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South.” He might have added that many if
not all of the Northern conservatives he
celebrated in The Conservative Mind, like
Cooper, Melville, and Brownson, had a
Southern tinge and Southern sympathies.

In his characteristically charming style,
which eschewed the journalistic, polemical,
and pedantic, and hearkened back more
than any other writer of our time to the
graceful, gentlemanly communication of
eighteenth century Britain, Kirk observed,
in another late piece:

More than sixty years ago, when I was a
fourth-grader in the very northern town of
Plymouth, Michigan, twelve Southerners pub-
lished a book entitled I’ll Take My Stand: The
South and the Agrarian Tradition. That same
volume, a heartfelt defense of the permanent
things in the South’s culture, has been dis-
cussed ever since....Young men and women
who come to study with me in my northern
fastness discover this literature—even with-
out my having commented on any of it—and
read the books, night upon night, even to the
witching hour of three.!

On many other occasions Kirk praised
the Southern Agrarians, who he likened to
the “Celts of the Twilight,” going often to
battle but seldom to victory. “The authors
of I'll Take My Stand did not propound a
rigorous ideology or display a model of
Utopia; the principle purpose it was to open
eyes to the illusions of Modernism.” Their
position was “not the only mode of conser-
vative thought, but it is an impertant
mode.”

The aims that Kirk correctly ascribed to
the Southern writers were, of course, his
own; and the same is true of their disciple
Richard Weaver and of every other twenti-
eth-century thinker worthy to wear the col-
ors of traditionalist. They were engaged in a
common struggle—a fight, as Bradford put
it,against “discontinuity, rupture,and dras-
tic innovation.”® That is to say, they stood
against that strong current of Americanism
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that regards our country as a notion, an
unfinished infinitely malleable proposition
for progress and democracy.

America was, rather, though a new land
in the wilderness, a fabric of culture stretch-
ing back to Jerusalem, Rome, Athens, and
London. Which is, of course, self-evidently
true and yet ignored in most of our public
discourse, including the words of many
who fancy themselves “conservatives.” As
Bradford described it in his essay on Kirk’s
achievements: “Kirk’s amiable but unre-
mitting determination is to require of our
generation a grudging admission that
America has a religious, a moral, and there-
fore a political genealogy; a patrimony that
could be called unrevolutionary and not at
all modern....””

Russell Kirk was invariably “amiable,” as
Bradford put it, as well as eclectic and gen-
erous. His conservatism was never an ideol-
ogy but a wide net that captured all who
gave allegiance to “the permanent things.”
(“The permanent things” and the “moral
imagination” were two of Kirk's favorite
phrases.) Only very rarely was he provoked
into a mild irritation with those he felt were
not true defenders of the permanent things,
such as libertarians and neo-conservatives.

Thus, while Kirk did not like to empha-
size differences, being a student of history
he understood perfectly well tensions and
incompatibilities between different ways of
being conservative. The incompatibility, for
instance, between the tradition represented
by Randolph, and Calhoun, and Brownson,
on the one hand, and that of Alexander
Hamilton, on the other hand, that dubious
conservative who “fascinates those numer-
ous Americans among whom the acquisi-
tive instinct is confounded with the conser-
vative tendency.”® This Kirk, in The Conser-
vative Mind, put very gently, but it is clear
which side he was on in the division that
runs all through American history and
makes even today a guif dividing those who
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call themselves “conservatives.”

I rving L. Horowitz, Kirk’s publisher in
recent times, in a moving and very insight-
ful memorial tribute, commented that “for
Russell, what ought to be is at least as im-
portant as what is in the conduct of human
affairs.” And, “he understood that our world
was comprised, if not shrouded, in mystery
and paradox; and hence in need of disposi-
tions and not dogmas.” This is quite far
from that often prevailing progressive and
pragmaticside ofthe American spirit, which
prefers results to mysteries,

Horowitz describes in his reference to
“disposition” what was one of Kirk's main
themes always: the moral imagination, that
Western man at his best reflected and was
guided by spiritual apprehensions and his-
torical wisdom, not by the abstractions of
social improvers and their little pamphlets
and party platforms. This is the chief lesson
Kirk drew from Burke and Kirk’s chief
legacy to us. “Moral” because only in such
afull mythopoeic role can man, made in the
image of God and not merely a culture-
bearing animal, fulfill his real ethical na-
ture. “Imagination” because the employ-
ment of that faculty leads to understand-
ings liberated from the material and animal
and because most of the really important
wisdom of the race is preserved in imagina-
tive and not rationalistic form.

Patrick Buchanan, in his tribute to Kirk,
put the same lesson in slightly different
words. He summarized Kirk’s primary mes-
sage as the truth that ideology, the curse of
our sad century, is merely a sham religion
that takes possession of a soul that is empty.
Whetherit is fascism, Marxism, democratic
capitalism, “theend ofhistory,” orany other
secular utopia.'?

This rejection of ideology is a mode of
thinking, and living, that Kirk shared with
the Southern Agrarians and with the sub-
ject of his first book, Randolph of Roanoke:
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A Study in Conservative Thought (1951).
For many years I have asked persons at
various conservative gatherings what books
have most influenced their thinking. A sur-
prisingly large number, over three decades
or more, have pointed to Kirk’s Randolph,
more than have mentioned The Conserva-
tive Mind.

That aconservative of Kirk’s stamp should
value the South should not shock anyone. It
was, afterall, Randolph, the quintessentially
Southern statesman, who said: “I love lib-
erty and hate equality,” thus summing up
the American traditionalist’s creed as well

Randolph of Roanoke was the subject
of Russell Kirk’s first book.

as it has ever been done. Where else in
America than the South could Kirk find
substantial and continuing traditions to
oppose egalitarianism and utilitarianism,
to affirm the American link with British
cultureand a propertied order, a preference
for local liberties and prescriptive rights,
and a distaste for abstract schemes and
rationalistic progress?

For in fact, as Kirk recognized in the
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section of The Conservative Mind which he
entitled “Southern Valor,” the South, for
reasons historians have long contended
about, has retained more firmly than else-
where a kind of primal, telluric connection
with the tradition of Old Western Man,
both self-consciously in political revolt and
unconsciously in its folk fabric. All of which
isevidenced clearly by the statistics on Chris-
tian orthodoxy, personal and local loyalty,
and willingness to fight. (Since thisis provi-
dential it can be a source of satisfaction but
not of self-satisfaction for Southerners.)
What Kirk called “Southern Valor” and
what Richard Weaver described as the “older
religiousness of the South” issimply Burke’s
“the cheap defense of nations,” “the nurse
of manly sentiment and heroic enterprise,”
and “unbought grace of life.” (This is also
the reason, to quote a title by Davidson,
“Why the Modern South Has a Great Lit-
erature.”)

Kirk’s Southern alliance is not surprising
then, any more than was Brownson’s. Nev-
ertheless, at the time he published Randolph
of Roanoke it was daring to choose as his
exemplary American conservative and
Burkean the most intransigently Southern
of all American statesmen. This Kirk well
realized, because he addressed that very
matter in the book’s opening passage. What
relevance could the ideas of the eccentric
Randolph have for postwar America?

America, which presently finds herself the chief
protector of the traditions of Western society
and therefore a conservative nation, has suf-
fered from a paucity of men of conservative
intellect, She needs to re-examine her first
principles, if she is to withstand the social
atomization which most of the world is expe-
riencing."

Here Kirk was notonly explaining his atten-
tion to Randolph of Roanoke, but describ-
ing his own life’s work, which was then at its
beginning. And the words are perhaps truer
now, getting nigh on half a century after
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they were written, than ever before.

In response to this felt need of the early
1950s, Kirk pointed out that Calhoun was
at last receiving the attention he deserved,
which indeed he was, from conservative
and moderate scholars like Peter Drucker,
Margaret Coit, Clinton Rossiter, Felix
Morley, and others. The study of Randolph
was even more justified then; his thought
“was an appeal to tradition, and against the
god Whirl, and it has its disciples yet.”"

At this date, when we take for granted the
learning that Kirk, Weaver, Bradford, and
others have made conventional in regard to
the Southern aspect of American conserva-
tism, it is easy to forget how bold was Kirk’s
strategy. The received wisdom of American
conservatism, such as it was at that time of
its intellectual nadir, followed Henry
Adams’s nasty writings in which Randolph
was presented as a crazed genius, “the sable
arm of the South.” The South was regarded,
and nowhere more so than among the ac-
quisitive Hamiltonian conservatives, as the
most radical and, indeed, evil part of
America, least of ali a repository of essential
values. When it was not ignored entirely.

In a chapter called “Change Is Not Re-
form,” Kirk felt compelled to argue down
the prejudice that Randolph was not astates-
man at all. For too many Americans, a
statesman was not he who preserved the
ancient constitution, shaping when neces-
sary, but he who hacked it down to clear the
ground for ever newer and grander con-
structions. Wrote Kirk:

Truly conservative statesmen—Ileaders whose
chief desire is the preservation of the ancient
values of society—have been rare here; often
men called conservatives have been eager for
alteration of a nature calculated to encourage
a very different kind of society—Hamilton
most conspicuous among them. Professed
devotion to the cause of undefined progress
and innovation has been virtually a prerequi-
site for political advancement...."
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In this Kirk was strictly in the tradition of
Southern politics.

Like the Founding Fathersand the South-
ern writers he admired, Russell Kirk was a
genuine man of letters, effortlessly combin-
ing the wisdom of history and literature
with the needs of the daily world—a rare
thing in our time of journalism and “social
science.” The man oftetters, though broadly
learned and capable of a scholarly exposi-
tion or a philosophical argument, is not a
pedant. Able to turn out a craftsman-like
story or poem, yet he is not a self-conscious
artist. Willing, if the times are so disjointed
as to demand it, to pen a scathing political
polemic, he definitely is not an ideologue.

American culture and public life arein a
perilously low state, but how much worse
off we would beif it had not been for Russell
Kirk and his valorous life in behalf of the
moral imagination that is the essence of our
civilization. We have no better example of
resourceful defense of unchanging prin-
ciple, through bad times and worse."
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