Notebook

Sustaining the nation

by Christopher DeMuth
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Editors’ note: The following is an edited version of
remarks delivered in acceptance of the Beaconsfield
Prize at the National Conservatism Conference in
Washington, D.C., on September 3, 2025.

The best revenge, according to the sitting
president of the United States, is success.
National conservatism has been an astonish-
ingly successtul movement and has reconfig-
ured Western politics in ways that are likely to
endure. It is a good juncture to consider the
sources of our success and the new responsi-
bilities that success has brought us.

Our U.S. political debut came six years ago, at
the first National Conservatism Conference in
July 2019. It was a largely spontaneous gathering
of academics, intellectuals, activists, politicians,
businessmen, media figures, civic leaders, priests,
pastors, and rabbis. We were drawn together
by alarm over the dissipation of American cul-
ture and the corruption of its institutions. We
thought these developments could no longer be
taken as the tolerable messiness of a rich, fractious
democracy but had become a clear and present
danger to American nationhood itself.

In these circumstances, we believed that the
reigning conservative and libertarian political
ideals had become flaccid and even counter-
productive. Limited government, free markets,
individual choice, cultural pluralism, a nation
of immigrants, a rising economic tide that lifts
all boats—all of them excellent ideas as far as
they go, with deep roots in our national experi-

ence. But they had become shibboleths, con-
servative virtue-signals, incanted endlessly even
as America was abandoning every one of them
as traditionally understood and practiced, with
little effective conservative resistance, and often
with the complicity of the Republican Party.
Here is Edmund Burke on the question:

I love a manly, moral, regulated liberty as well
as any . . . . But I cannot stand forward, and
give praise or blame to anything which relates
to human actions . . . on a simple view of the
object, as it stands stripped of every relation, in
all the nakedness and solitude of metaphysical
abstraction. . . . Circumstances . . . give in reality
to every political principle its distinguishing color
and discriminating effect. The circumstances are
what render every civil and political scheme ben-
eficial or noxious to mankind.

Attendees of the National Conservatism
Conferences have disagreed on some impor-
tant matters of prognosis and prescription.
Those arguments have been a strength, not
a weakness, of our program because they
have been directed at and disciplined by an
overarching goal. We aim to restore a req-
uisite degree of national unity and purpose
against the forces of class and tribal division
and cultural decay. We aim to reestablish po-
litical sovereignty against the forces of liberal
universalism, bureaucratic subjugation, and
foreign aggression.

Sustaining the nation is the necessary predi-
cate of every object a principled conservative
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could embrace. Ordered liberty is a product
of the nation-state—it has never existed any-
where else. Our Anglo-American version is
the issue of centuries of political struggle and
legal evolution that built the most success-
ful of modern nations. It is because we have
neglected the multifarious responsibilities of
nationhood, from the family to the little pla-
toons to the halls of Congress, that we are

losing both liberty and stability.

Events have vindicated national conservatism’s
tounding propositions. They have given distin-
guishing color to our arguments, settled some
of them, and attracted many new adherents.

In 2022, Governor Ron DeSantis of Florida
revoked Disney’s special tax and legal privileges
in response to the company’s campaign against
alaw prohibiting the teaching of sexual fluid-
ity to K—3 schoolchildren. That was a turning
point against the idea that government should
not use its economic authority to interfere in
debates over culture.

In October 2023, following the mass
slaughter of Israelis by Hamas terrorists,
universities erupted in ecstatic anti-Semitism,
which their administrators treated as nuanced
questions of academic freedom. That was a
turning point against the idea that university
politics is a fringe issue, a distraction from
serious policy matters such as reducing taxes
and promoting global democracy.

The Biden administration brought open
borders; government-funded illegal immigra-
tion; the concerted suppression of religious
practice, policy dissent, and political opposi-
tion; the weaponization of law, banking, and
social media; and a regulatory blitzkrieg on
behalf of DE1, transgender, and anti-energy
ideologies. The 2024 elections were a turning
point against enforced social ruination.

The success of national conservatism in the
United States is provisional, of course. But
it already illustrates one of our key precepts:
that nationhood, including American nation-
hood, consists not of naked ideas but of fully
clothed traditions and institutions. Consider
that the United Kingdom and the nations of
Europe are similarly besieged by unchecked
immigration, cultural decline, renuncia-
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tions of national sovereignty, and the hubris
of progressive elites. Over there, insurgent
conservative parties include many outstand-
ing leaders and have garnered strong electoral
support, proportionately similar to ours in the
United States. Yet they have achieved national
leadership in only a few countries. Elsewhere
they remain subject to surveillance, censorship,
prosecution, debanking, and electoral banish-
ment, just as we would be if the 2024 elec-
tions had gone the other way. Last February,
the legacy media treated Vice President J. D.
Vance’s Munich address as an anti-European
tirade—yet it was the same lecture he had di-
rected at his own countrymen in seeking their
votes the previous fall.

Stipulate that Americans are best in class
when it comes to pragmatic coalition build-
ing; to us, the New Right parties of Europe
can look like an assortment of personal Sub-
stacks. But the primary difference is institu-
tional. America’s federalist structure, Electoral
College, and first-past-the-post elections have
bequeathed a national politics that is uniquely
competitive and porous. In Britain and Eu-
rope, the head of government is a denizen of
the national legislature or bureaucracy. In the
United States, he has rarely been either, has
frequently been a governor from a parallel po-
litical universe, and at key moments has been
a hinterlander bent on upending an ossified
Washington establishment— think of Andrew
Jackson, Abraham Lincoln, Jimmy Carter,
Ronald Reagan, or Donald Trump. Today,
many among the establishment Right have
refused to break bread with the conservative
arrivistes, choosing to ally themselves with the
Left in an effort to retain power. This approach
is viable in Europe for the time being, with
the formation of what may be called legacy
governments; in America, the best it could do
was a few hopeless campaign stunts.

On both sides of the Atlantic, the incum-
bent elites equate democracy with perpetual
progressivist government. Consistent with
this view, they say the rising popular insur-
gencies are antidemocratic, even as they ap-
proach or exceed popular majorities. Here
is a better definition, from Irving Kristol:
democracy is “the right of organized oppo-



sition and subversion—government by due
process rather than by the unchecked rule of
self-titled delegates of History.” By this stan-
dard, America is exceptionally democratic.

And we got here through circumstances,
not metaphysical abstractions. Our federalism
is the philosophy-free product of 150 years
of colonial experience, which fostered dis-
tinct local cultures, religions, and loyalties.
James Madison arrived at the Constitutional
Convention armed with strong arguments
tor abolishing state sovereignty in favor of a
unitary national government, supported by
George Washington and Alexander Ham-
ilton. They quickly discovered that strong
states were already a fait accompli and had
to be accommodated. One of the states’ lead-
ing advocates urged that “Experience must
be our only guide. Reason may mislead us.”
The Constitution’s resulting adventitious
tederalism included the Electoral College—a
state-centered, outside-the-Beltway procedure
tor choosing presidents—which in turn led
to first-past-the-post as a technique of inter-
state electoral competition. In The Federalist
Papers, Madison took the full measure of that
structure, which he had despaired of when it
emerged at the convention, and turned it into
a central argument for ratification.

My point is this: the advanced democracies
are facing common challenges— civilizational
challenges— to nationhood, but our responses
must be grounded in unique national tradi-
tions. It is the calling of conservatives to adju-
dicate tradition and change. Traditions may be
worth fighting for in the face of adamant calls
tor reform; or they may need reforming to pre-
serve their purposes in changed circumstances;
or they may be recent, mistaken reforms falsely
claiming the status of tradition. Conservatives
always favor incremental change, but the de-
gree of increment depends on the nature of
the problem at hand. These tasks become pro-
found when, as now, we move from critics
making speeches to officials making decisions
in the halls of power. May Burke and Madison
be our guides.

The first seven months of Donald J.
Trump’s second term have been anything
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but incremental. Some of the results have
already been stupendous. I believe that open
borders, racial preferences, fossil-fuel aboli-
tion, and transgender promotion are now
gone for good as national policies. All but
racial preferences were recent innovations. All
were radical departures from robust Ameri-
can traditions, departures that had run smack
into social, economic, and biological realities.
Trump saw that they were Potemkin villages
and is razing them. It is like his reversal of
China policy in his first term, which at first
looked partisan but quickly became a new
consensus. There will be revanchist efforts
at the margins and some continuing stabs at
the state and local levels. But the situations
are fundamentally changed from a year ago.

Other efforts are more contingent. Presi-
dent Trump is on a reverse-Gramscian march
through the institutions, our first president
to invade directly the bastions of cultural
power in the arts, sciences, universities, and
professions. Here the problems cannot be
administered away. Ignorance and loathing
of American history, contempt for religion
and middle-class morality, and hatred of Jews
are the opposite of American character and
tradition—but they have penetrated long-
established, widely respected institutions all
the way down. There are a few harbingers of
restoration. Hollywood, the most market-
oriented of cultural purveyors, is starting to
turn. The covip lockdowns brought an end
to the reign of government expertise. But this
is a long-run project that will require private
reconstruction. National conservatives and our
allies will have to develop new elites that are
creative; devoted to truth, beauty, and genuine
progress; and patriotic.

In law, economics, and foreign policy, many
of the issues we have been earnestly discussing
for years at National Conservatism Confer-
ences are now working themselves out in hard
decisions, sometimes by our own colleagues
on the inside. It is a world of long hours,
conflicting priorities, disagreements over
substance and tactics, intrigue, windows of
opportunity, and onrushing surprises. Am-
biguities abound, and events, dear boy, often
take on lives of their own. President Trump is
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using executive powers to the hilt while urging
Congress to defund and dismantle many of
those same powers. He is an industrial-policy
man who is also a thoroughgoing deregula-
tor. He is a businessman president in a world
where Congress has become dysfunctional and
courts are left to resolve momentous policy
questions by parsing a few obscure words of
statutory text. He is said to be strictly trans-
actional but is actually a conviction politician,
one who routinely takes enormous political
risks in the service of what seem to everyone
else to be impossible dreams.

Let us imagine that the Trump adminis-
tration and like-minded successors are able
to realize their dreams with reasonable suc-
cess—good enough for government work.
To reindustrialize America and redomesticate
essential production; to establish an order of
responsible nation-states that avoids major
war; to restore economic opportunity to the
working class and safety and decency to the cit-
ies; to fashion a new accord among the federal
branches that combines executive energy with
representative lawmaking, without constant
judicial refereeing—if all or any of this is to
come to pass, it will involve a great deal of
bluff and bluster, thrust and parry, and trial and
error along the way, as well as sufficiency of
statesmanship. With luck, we will be in a posi-
tion to survey the results and allocate credit
and blame at the 2035 National Conservatism
Conference.

If national conservatives are indeed here
for the long run, we will be also contending
with two looming problems that, like a major
war, could overwhelm everything else we are
trying to do.

The first is the collapse of the debt-financed
welfare state. Over the past fifty years, the gov-
ernment has mastered the political sorcery of
paying out more to voters in personal benefits
than it collects from them in taxes, and bor-
rowing the difference. This is not a durable
tradition. Like other recent policy innovations,
it is running into reality—even European of-
ficialdom is now breaking silence on the prob-
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lem. Fixing it is a task for national conservatives
because the debt is stultifying government and
the spending is stultifying citizens. America is
now spending more on debt service than on
national defense. Seven million American men
in the prime of life are neither working nor
looking for work—three times the “officially”
unemployed, i.e., who say they are looking—
and most of them are on welfare. Argentina’s
Javier Milei is our first reverse sorcerer: he has
made deep reductions in welfare spending and
has stuck to his guns in the face of street protests
and legislative wobbling, and his parties are set
to dominate this fall’s midterm elections.

The second comprises the rapidly unfold-
ing consequences of social media, artificial
intelligence, and biogenetics for social rela-
tions, learning and teaching, and humanity
itself. Improvements in human mastery, from
the caveman’s axe and club onwards, have
empowered both sides of that line between
good and evil running through every heart.
The traditional response is to encourage
good applications and restrain bad ones.
But today’s improvements are summoning
a separate aspect of human nature, our almost
limitless ability to adapt to changes in our
environment. Adaptation has brought us a
long way, but it can normalize behaviors that
are socially destructive, blurring the differ-
ence between right and wrong. Even techno-
enthusiasts such as myself must be unsettled
by mass surveillance, the abolition of privacy
and intimacy, the zombification of children,
the spread of nihilistic cults, the popular cel-
ebration of cold-blooded murders, and the
rise of smiley-face eugenics. We will need to
tashion new policies and habits that not only
deter specific harms but also avert everyday
adaptations that could destroy our collective
humanity. Knee-jerk progressivists will not
be helpful here. The National Conservative
Conference’s coalition of technologists and
traditionalists is ideally suited to the task.

So we have a full plate of epic, difficult chal-
lenges. A dinner speaker is supposed to call
them opportunities. Either way, the flags we
raised six years ago have brought them upon us.



