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Two Approaches to Conservatism: Political and Situational Conservatism in the 
Axis of Main Themes 

Abstract 

Definitions of conservatism are made on two basic approaches. The first of these approaches is called 

religion, family and society, state and authority, property, and moral order are evaluated. The common and 
different aspects of political and situational conservatism have been examined through these themes. The 
approach of political and situational conservatism to these themes mostly similar. However, there are some 
differences between the approaches. For instance, in political conservatism, tradition is instead viewed as a 
concrete reality representing institutions. On the other hand, situational conservatism considers tradition as 
norms and values that shape attitudes. When it was considered in the context of change, situational conservatism 
can be articulated to other ideologies and protect them. Besides, when approaches are compared in the context 
of authority, it is seen that political conservatism is sometimes evaluated as authoritarian or paternalist. As a 
result, situational conservatism has a more individual attitude. However, political conservatism represents a 
more institutionalized system of thought. 
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Extended Abstract 

Definition of conservatism is the subject of a long-standing debate. This issue 
has remained on the agenda for so long because of difficulties and diversity of the 
concept. There are two basic approaches to conservatism, and these approaches also 
shape the definitions. The first one accepts conservatism as an ideology that 
emerged immediately after the French Revolution. According to this approach, 
conservatism emerged as an opposition to the modern principles brought by the 
Revolution. It has been defined as the third primary ideology besides liberalism and 
socialism. Edmund Burke's Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790), in 
which he seriously criticized the Revolution, has been accepted as the main text of 
political conservatism. The second approach, called situational conservatism, 
defines conservatism as a general and behavioural attitude towards life. The most 
defining point of this attitude is the distance to modernity and changes, and 
preference of the existing against the new. In this form, conservatism expresses a 
general attitude that exists in different ways in every society. 

However, both approaches have their dilemmas. Conservatism, as an 
ideology, unlike others, does not offer a utopia to people. Besides, it does not have 
strict lines like other ideologies such as liberalism, socialism and fascism, and every 
country and society could have their different variant of conservatism. Therefore, it 
creates some complexity to conservatism as an ideology. On the other hand, when 
conservatism accepted as an attitude, it is possible to create confusion about actions 
and behaviours.  In this context, firstly, the definition of conservatism and its two 
approaches are examined by using the literature review method. In the second part 
of the article, themes such as tradition, religion, state, authority, family, society and 
morality accepted and discussed as the main themes of conservatism. Political and 
situational conservatism is common and differentiated regarding how these main 
themes evaluated to contribute to the literature. 

Tradition, which is the first of the main themes, is accepted as the essential 
reference for both approaches. Tradition, first of all, expresses the identity of 
society. Hence, tradition has vital importance for both political and situational 
conservatism. However, in political conservatism, tradition is mostly related to 
religious institutions, foundations etc. and considered concrete reality for 
representations. On the other hand, in situational conservatism, tradition stands out 
as norms and values that shape attitudes, actions and behaviours. 

As another issue, the caution towards change is the main character of 
conservatism. However, especially situational conservatism defined by the attitude 
against change. Thus, considering that every ideology has definite principles and 
tried to be protected themselves to other ideologies. It can also be the protector of 
the current doctrines of articulated ideologies. So, unlike political conservatism, it 
reaches a position above ideologies. 
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In conservatism, the concepts of state, authority and hierarchy are dealt with 
concerning each other. In conservative thought, the authority has a vital role in 
determining the relations between individuals, institutions and the state. Both in 
political and situational conservatism, social classes are seen as the natural outcome 
of understanding authority. Conservatism defends that social classes and hierarchal 
structure are the outcomes of society's nature, because of this reason, social equality 
accepted as an unachievable ideal. This approach has led to the evaluation of 
political conservatism as "aristocrat ideology". On the other hand, the emphasis on 
authority has caused political conservatism, sometimes, authoritarian or paternalist. 

In both conservatism approaches, property rights are considered freedom and 
protection of the private property as guaranteeing freedoms. However, political 
conservatism put right to property against expropriation. As other main themes, 
family, society and morality are equally crucial in political and situational 
conservatism. For both approaches, the family accepted as a vital base of society. 
Also, society is evaluated as an organic entity, not as a made up of individuals, and 
the individual exists in society. Finally, both in political and situational 
conservatism, god, the universe, nature and politics are all built on moral order and 
created a necessity of a moral positioning. 
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(Kirk 2005: 141-142). 
1.1.   

 
 Bununla birlikte 

  
Robert Nisbet, Karl Mannheim, John Kekes gibi isimler, belirli bir sosyal 
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