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For my grandchildren








Stand at the crossroads and look; ask for the ancient paths, ask where the good way is, and walk in it, and you will find rest for your souls.

—Jeremiah 6:16



We must pay more careful attention, therefore, to what we have heard, so that we do not drift away.

—Hebrews 2:1








Introduction

The Conscience of a Conservative Today

I HAD MY FIRST and only encounter with Barry Goldwater when I was five. He was traveling through southern Indiana on a train tour as he campaigned for president in 1964. On a morning about a month before he lost the election, he stopped in my hometown of Columbus. My mother gave me and my brothers train conductor hats and loaded us onto a hay wagon so that we could take in the big event. I don’t remember much else. I was just a small boy in what the evening edition of our local newspaper called “a crowd of about 5,000 persons.”

Years passed before I could even begin to comprehend Goldwater’s significance as a founding father of American conservatism. I didn’t think much about him as I finished high school, went to college, discovered my faith, got married, and started a family. Yet I also became interested in politics. I started my journey as a Democrat. Soon, however, I heard the voice, the vision, and the optimism of Ronald Reagan. I knew my future was in the conservative principles of the Republican Party.

Goldwater roared back into my life in an unexpected way. In 1988, I ran for Congress as a Republican and lost to an incumbent. Two years later, I ran again and suffered another defeat. In its aftermath, I thought that my career as a candidate for public office was over.

During that second effort, a would-be constituent gave me a gift: a vintage copy of The Conscience of a Conservative, Goldwater’s slender volume of political thinking. I had known about this influential book, but only by reputation. Following its initial publication from a small press in Kentucky in 1960, it became a surprise bestseller. It inspired millions of readers, giving shape and form to a set of ideas that fueled a rising political movement. It also elevated its author, making a senator from Arizona a national figure. Goldwater lived to the age of eighty-nine, dying in 1998, but the only time I was ever in his presence was during that rally in 1964.

I’ve still got the book. The red, white, and blue jacket is faded, but the pages inside remain in good condition. As I read The Conscience of a Conservative during my second congressional campaign, I began to appreciate its simple power. I learned why it had inspired so many Americans to join the rising conservative movement. It also stirred me. Its style was clear and concise, its substance compelling. Goldwater, for example, offered one of the best definitions of conservatism ever put to page: “The Conservative approach is nothing more or less than an attempt to apply the wisdom and experience and the revealed truths of the past to the problems of today.” In a series of short chapters that followed, Goldwater described how the timeless principles of conservatism could address the challenges of his era: the growth of the welfare state, the entrenchment of bureaucracy and administrative power, the ever-present problem of foreign threats, and more. These passages make the book a classic of enduring importance.

Much of the attraction of The Conscience of a Conservative is that its author was a practitioner rather than a theorist. Goldwater was what Theodore Roosevelt once called a “man in the arena.” His political life began with service on the city council of Phoenix, and it continued in the US Senate. Goldwater knew what it was like to stand for election, to expose himself and his ideas to public debate and the scrutiny of voters. He had tasted victory and risked defeat. He understood from personal experience how politics and the principles behind them affected the lives of ordinary Americans.

Goldwater never had a chance to put his ideas to work in the office of the presidency. That responsibility and opportunity fell to Ronald Reagan, one of his disciples who had campaigned for Goldwater in 1964 and was first elected to the White House in 1980. Goldwater was one of his influences: “His book, The Conscience of a Conservative, contained a lot of the same points I’d been making in my speeches,” wrote Reagan in his memoir, An American Life. The conservative columnist George Will once quipped that Goldwater had won the election in 1964: “It just took 16 years to count the votes.”

From the Oval Office, Reagan helped the United States revive its economy with tax cuts and deregulation. He breathed new life into the old idea of federalism. He appointed conservatives to the courts, which began to push the judiciary away from its longtime liberalism. He rebuilt the military with a determination to confront and defeat Communism. Perhaps most importantly, in the wake of the malaise of the 1970s, he restored the American spirit.

I met Reagan during my first run for Congress. I was beginning my career in politics, and he was in the final year of his presidency. It was just the two of us, in the Blue Room at the White House. I used my brief time to thank him for his leadership and for how he had encouraged me and so many others of my generation to have faith in America again. I will always believe that my enthusiasm almost made him blush. Yet many other people had praised him for his accomplishments as well as for the skills that had earned him a famous nickname: the Great Communicator.

A few months later, Reagan delivered a Farewell Address to the nation. He expressed his gratitude to the country, offered reflections on his eight years in office, and attributed his success to his conservative beliefs. “I never thought it was my style or the words I used that made a difference: It was the content. I wasn’t a great communicator, but I communicated great things, and they didn’t spring full bloom from my brow. They came from the heart of a great nation—from our experience, our wisdom, and our belief in the principles that have guided us for two centuries,” he said. “For me it always seemed more like the great rediscovery, a rediscovery of our values and our common sense.”

Reagan retired to private life in 1989. I did the same the next year, after my second election loss. For a while, I ran a state-based think tank that promoted free-market policies in Indiana. I also became a radio talk show host. I improved my skills as a speaker and deepened my knowledge of conservative thought. I watched with interest and excitement in 1994 as Republicans under the leadership of Newt Gingrich captured the House of Representatives for the first time in forty years. By the end of the decade, as the twenty-first century loomed, a few friends urged me to seek a seat in Congress again, and I wanted to join the Republican resurgence. So I launched a new campaign from my old district. In 2000, the voters sent me to Washington, DC. I had gone from two-time loser to first-time winner. Yet politics can change a lot in a decade, and I saw this firsthand when I arrived in the capital.

I was sitting in the chamber of the House of Representatives in early 2001 when President George W. Bush gave his first major speech to Congress. He called for expanding the size and power of the Department of Education, created in 1979 by President Jimmy Carter, a Democrat. Reagan had wanted to dismantle the department during his presidency and said so from the same rostrum, but congressional Democrats had blocked him. Bush, by contrast, collaborated with Democrats, most notably Sen. Ted Kennedy of Massachusetts, on the No Child Left Behind Act. By the time Bush left office, he had more than doubled the budget of the Department of Education and imposed huge new regulatory burdens on state and local governments.

Listening to Bush that evening brought to mind the story of Rip Van Winkle. In the original tale by Washington Irving, Rip falls asleep before the American Revolution and wakes up twenty years later. His beard is a foot long, but he thinks only a day has passed. He walks to his village and sees that it is much bigger. New buildings have risen. People dress differently. His own house is empty. His wife and children are gone. Everything has changed.

I felt like a modern-day Rip Van Winkle who had gone to sleep before the Republican revolution of 1994 and woke up after it was over. During my time away from electoral politics, the leadership of the Republican Party had embraced what was hailed as “compassionate conservatism,” which to me was just another name for “big-government Republicanism.” Many of my fellow Republicans were abandoning the ideas that had animated Goldwater and Reagan.

I resolved to hold fast to tried-and-true conservatism. I joined a cadre of conservatives in the House who voted against the No Child Left Behind Act in 2001 because we thought that education should be the responsibility of states and local communities, not bureaucrats in a faraway capital. I went on to support some aspects of Bush’s policy agenda, but I also continued to lead the charge against his massive expansions of the federal government, including his enlargement of the Medicare entitlement in 2003 and the Wall Street bailout in 2008. This experience showed me how much the political values of a party can shift in just a few years—and the need for conservatives not only to defend their principles but to know what their principles are in the first place. In fact, opposition to the Wall Street bailout and resentment toward government gave rise to the Tea Party movement that would help propel another Republican to the White House eight years later.

After Bush left office, I went back to Indiana, ran for governor, and won. I sought to lead as a traditional conservative who cut taxes, rolled back harmful regulations, and brought principled reform to education and health care. In Washington, meanwhile, politics kept evolving in a worrisome direction and at a faster pace.

Barack Obama aspired to be the progressive version of Reagan. As president, he certainly tried, to the detriment of the country. Obama increased the government’s role in health care, discouraged work with new entitlements, and used climate change as an excuse to impose new regulations, green subsidies, and other industrial policies. In the global arena, he tried to appease America’s rivals, dismissing the advent of ISIS in the Middle East and seeking a nuclear deal with Iran’s mullahs. He looked the other way as Russia seized regions of Ukraine and ignored China as it became more aggressive in the South China Sea. One of his aides even boasted that Obama was “leading from behind,” as if that was desirable or even remotely American. Moreover, he left the country bitter and divided. Voters were ready for something completely different.

The failures of the Obama presidency set the stage for the most surprising and important development in the last generation of American politics: the rise of Donald Trump. The businessman-turned-candidate shocked the world by beating a collection of career politicians and winning the Republican presidential nomination in 2016. He invited me to join his ticket as his vice-presidential running mate, and I was honored to take up his cause to “Make America Great Again.”

Just as Reagan had spurred a political realignment that brought Reagan Democrats into the Republican Party, Trump attracted legions of working-class voters. Some observers credited his success to populism, which is not a school of thought as much as an attitude of anti-elitism. It has a long history in US politics, and Trump ran against the progressive elites who dominated Obama’s administration and still control the news media, schools and universities, the entertainment industry, philanthropies and nonprofits, and even corporate boardrooms. Democratic rival Hillary Clinton exemplified progressive arrogance when she berated Trump voters as “racist, sexist, homophobic, xenophobic, [and] Islamophobic” haters who occupy a “basket of deplorables.” Like Goldwater, Trump offered himself as a champion of forgotten men and women who felt ignored and scolded.

Then came the biggest shock of all: Despite what almost every poll and pundit predicted, the Trump-Pence ticket prevailed.

During our first term, President Trump demonstrated what Republicans can accomplish when leaders stand firm on conservative principles and don’t back down. Tax cuts invigorated the economy. Deregulation spurred growth, created jobs, and boosted energy production. His nominees to the Supreme Court achieved a major goal of the pro-life movement when, in 2022, they formed a majority that overturned the abomination of Roe v. Wade. He rebuilt the Armed Forces. On the international front, Trump unleashed our military to defeat ISIS, prevented Iran from developing nuclear weapons, and exuded the strength that blocked the aggressive ambitions of Russia and China. I was by his side for all of it, and I give him full credit for what he did. Although things did not end well between us, I will always be proud of the record of the Trump-Pence administration and believe Goldwater and Reagan would be too.

Trump’s first-term achievement fueled his incredible comeback in 2024. This time, I watched from the sidelines, amazed at Trump’s resilience and eager to see what he might accomplish with another four years.

In his second term, however, Trump has not always governed as a conservative. To make matters worse, many Republicans have rushed to align themselves with every aspect of Trump’s agenda, even when it has clashed with the traditional beliefs of conservatives. Instead of merely extending the tax cuts from his first term, he chose to complicate rather than simplify the tax code. He proposed broad-based tariffs on friend and foe alike, amounting to the largest peacetime tax hike in American history and threatening the worst trade war since the Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act of 1930 deepened the Great Depression. His isolationism went beyond economics and reshaped his diplomacy, and his wavering support of Ukraine emboldened Russia to continue its brutal invasion of a Western ally, including attacks on civilians. And he marginalized the pro-life cause, relegating the issue to the states and even installing a pro-abortion secretary as head of the Department of Health and Human Services.

The result is that many Americans are confused about what it means to be a conservative. The time is right to rediscover and restate the old principles and to show how they still must guide us. This is especially important for young people. They have almost no living memory of a Republican president other than Trump. They don’t know much about the Republican Party before he reshaped it, and they may be more familiar with the forces of right-wing populism and big-government Republicanism than with the principles of conservatism. For them, Goldwater and Reagan are at best statesmen recalled by their parents and grandparents. At worst, they’re unknown figures whose stories and ideas aren’t even taught in schools. Sadly, even some of our venerable former conservative institutions often ridicule anyone who heralds the achievements of Goldwater and Reagan with a mocking accusation: “You don’t know what time it is.”

Conservatives know that wisdom often begins by consulting the people who came before us. We must heed the words from Isaiah 51:1 and “look to the rock from which you were cut and to the quarry from which you were hewn.”

As Goldwater wrote in the foreword to The Conscience of a Conservative, conservative principles persist because they are rooted in the truth: “To suggest that the Conservative philosophy is out of date is akin to saying that the Golden Rule, or the Ten Commandments, or Aristotle’s Politics are out of date.”

Going back to Goldwater and his principles may be necessary, but it’s not sufficient. Much of The Conscience of a Conservative was grounded in its time. The longest chapter, for instance, was called “The Soviet Menace.” Goldwater described the threat of the Soviet Union, which no longer exists. His discussion of civil rights neither anticipated nor accounted for the results of the civil rights movement. In a chapter on spending, Goldwater grumbled about a federal budget that approached $100 billion. Today, that’s less than what Washington spends in a week.

Although the times have changed since the days of Goldwater, conservative principles have not. Today’s conservatives know that we must return to our roots. We must apply our proven ideas to the unique problems of the twenty-first century. And that starts by rediscovering what conservatives believe.

As you will read in this book, from all my years in the conservative movement and in public life, I am convinced that to this day:


	Conservatives believe our rights come from God.

	Conservatives believe in the right to life.

	Conservatives believe in limited government and the freedoms enshrined in the Constitution of the United States.

	Conservatives believe in law and order and a secure border.

	Conservatives believe in economic freedom and free markets.

	Conservatives believe taxes must be low, simple, and fair.

	Conservatives believe the national debt is a crisis that threatens our economy and national security.

	Conservatives believe in federalism and the indispensable role of the states.

	Conservatives believe parents must be the primary educators of their children and support school choice and patriotic education.

	Conservatives believe all men are created equal.

	Conservatives believe the traditional family is the fundamental building block of society.

	Conservatives believe in peace through strength.

	Conservatives believe in standing with our allies and standing up to our enemies.

	Conservatives believe Israel is our most cherished ally.

	Conservatives believe in character, civility, and statesmanship.

	Conservatives believe with faith in God and the American people, we can forge a boundless future of freedom.



Reagan once warned that freedom is never more than one generation away from extinction—and we are now more than a generation removed from his presidency. The gap between Goldwater’s book and today, of course, is even longer. It’s the length of a lifetime.

We need a new articulation of what conservatives believe. We need a fresh argument for how a rising generation can apply these principles to the challenges of today. We need a twenty-first-century version of The Conscience of a Conservative.

That’s why I’m writing this book.







1. A REPUBLICAN TIME FOR CHOOSING

I HAD ALWAYS WANTED TO see New Hampshire’s Old Man of the Mountain, a natural rock formation in the shape of a sharply angled face. I had seen this beloved symbol of the Granite State in photos as well as on the backs of quarters and on postage stamps. Yet I had not observed it in person, with my own eyes. The nineteenth-century statesman Daniel Webster is credited with making it famous through the power of his pen: “Men hang out their signs indicative of their respective trades: shoemakers hang out a gigantic shoe; jewelers a monster watch; and the dentist hangs out a gold tooth; but up in the mountains of New Hampshire, God Almighty has hung out a sign to show that there He makes men,” he wrote.

I never did see the Old Man of the Mountain, and I never will. It collapsed in 2003, after centuries of erosion. This unique geographical feature is gone forever. Yet when I found myself near its former location, I wanted to have a look anyway. I drove to an old viewing site, which has a platform and a memorial. Maybe it was a biblical impulse to contemplate “the evidence of things unseen.” At the time, though, I think I just wanted to gaze upon the side of the mountain and imagine the way things used to be—and remember that what we take for granted can suddenly vanish.

I was in New Hampshire, home to the first-in-the-nation primary. I was running for president and seeking the nomination of the Republican Party. As I campaigned through the state several times in 2023, I shook hands in diners, attended town hall meetings, and debated other candidates. My effort lasted only a few months. Even though it failed, I have no regrets. With long experience at the state and federal levels, I felt called to try. As John Quincy Adams said, “Duty is ours, results are God’s.”

Before the campaign ended, I visited Saint Anselm College, a small liberal arts school with a tradition of hosting forums for would-be presidents. I wanted to explain my motives and talk about the perilous state of the country. I also wanted to speak about a momentous crossroads for conservatism and the future of my party.

“We have come to a Republican time for choosing,” I said, knowing that many of my listeners would understand this allusion. During the final days of Barry Goldwater’s losing presidential race in 1964, Ronald Reagan gave a televised address. It went down in political lore simply as “The Speech,” but its formal title was “A Time for Choosing.” This superficially referred to the choice between Goldwater and his Democratic opponent, President Lyndon Baines Johnson, who had taken office less than a year earlier, after the assassination of John F. Kennedy. Yet the choice Reagan framed was about much more than these two men. “This is the issue of this election: Whether we believe in our capacity for self-government or whether we abandon the American Revolution and confess that a little intellectual elite in a far-distant capital can plan our lives better than we can plan them ourselves,” he said. Reagan spoke about the deepest tensions in American politics, forces that operate at the tectonic level of first principles rather than at the surface level of ballot boxes. I humbly sought to do the same at Saint Anselm College.

“I believe this country is in a lot of trouble,” I said. I recounted the failed record of President Biden and his administration. The disastrous withdrawal of US troops from Afghanistan emboldened America’s enemies, starting with Russia. Vladimir Putin learned from this display of weakness and irresolution that he could invade Ukraine, igniting the largest and deadliest conflict in Europe since the end of World War II. On the other side of the Eurasian continent, China continued its military provocations. At home, runaway government spending triggered the worst inflation in four decades. Mortgage rates hit a twenty-two-year high. Energy production dropped, causing Americans to pay more to heat their homes and fuel their cars, all due to an ideology of green extremism. Meanwhile, open-border policies invited a flood of illegal immigrants to cross the southern border from Mexico. Many of them suffered as victims of human trafficking. Others carried deadly drugs, such as fentanyl, which was killing thousands of Americans. Cities had fallen into lawlessness. Schools taught children to hate their own history, but also to love transgenderism and the lie that boys can become girls and girls can become boys if only they wish it so, rather than to embrace God’s design.

The good news was that American voters could use the election to change course. They could vote against the Democrats, who at the time of my remarks controlled the White House and both chambers of Congress. The people could restore the policies that had worked well during the Trump-Pence administration.

Yet there was a new and unexpected challenge as well. It imperiled the Republican Party as I gave my speech in 2023, and it poses a larger and more imminent threat today. We face a momentous choice: Will we remain a party of conservative beliefs, or will we follow the siren song of populism unmoored to conservative principles? The future of our party, our movement, and even our country belongs to one or the other. It cannot belong to both. The divide between these two factions is too vast. Republicans must pick a side.

For more than a century, the ideological rival of conservatism has been a version of liberalism born during the Progressive Era and finding favor in the Democratic Party. It began in the days of Woodrow Wilson and evolved during the administrations of Franklin Delano Roosevelt and Lyndon Baines Johnson as they increased the size and power of the federal government. Whenever they spotted a problem, they turned to government. As they pushed government to do more, government grew ever bigger, with new programs and entitlements that all too often eroded personal liberties and failed to solve the problems they were designed to address.

Where conservatives have historically viewed politics as a means of prudential improvement, a way of pursuing the art of the possible, progressives see politics as a path to alter society beyond recognition. They want to use the power of a strong and centralized government in a quest for material equity, environmental nirvana, or other alleged perfections. And progressives invariably try to destroy whatever stands in their way.

Standing in the way of radicalism since 1789 is the Constitution of the United States, with its principles of limited government and individual rights, secured by a brilliant system of checks and balances, the separation of powers among coequal branches of government, and sovereign state governments under an arrangement of federalism. For generations, conservatives have believed that advancing an agenda on behalf of the American people requires working within this political structure. We strive to keep faith with the Constitution and the rule of law. Progressives, by contrast, see the Constitution as an obstacle that blocks their goals. Because of this, they have sought to diminish its role and degrade its authority.

While conservatism has battled for freedom and limited government against the ambitions of the progressive left, populism has emerged as another strand of progressive ideology. It may go by a different name, but it is progressivism in disguise. It strikes at us not from the Democratic Party but from within our own ranks, sparking a battle for the soul of the Republican Party. Conservatives must understand that progressivism and populism are fellow travelers on the road to ruin.

Populism has a long history in politics. In the United States, the conventional story of populism begins in the nineteenth century, when farmers called for ending the gold standard and printing more money to create inflation, weaken the dollar, and make it easier to pay off debts. This was bad economics, but the problem with populism goes beyond an occasional policy blunder. It would replace our faith in limited government and traditional values with an agenda stitched together by opinion polls, personal grievances, and performative outrage. Populists follow urges, not principles. They would erode our commitments to the Constitution and abandon US leadership in the world.

Populism has risen anew in the twenty-first century due to the failures of big government, including public officials who have broken our trust and evaded accountability. Globalization, a rising knowledge economy, and increasing automation have boosted the incomes of many Americans but have also left behind some regions of the country. An epidemic of lethal addiction has infected almost every community. Meanwhile, Americans who hold traditional views of faith and family find themselves mocked in the media and by the entertainment industry. They are weary of lectures and reprimands from self-appointed superiors who prattle about “social justice.”

Donald Trump seized upon these frustrations in 2016—and in his first term as president, he responded as a conservative who sought to minimize the power of centralized government, unleash the economy, and restore judicial restraint to the courts. Many of these initiatives were popular, but that did not make them populist. Conservatism is rooted in principle. Populism is all about popularity, which can change like a gust of wind. We never know which way it will blow next. It’s the opposite of rootedness.

Campaigning for a second term, Trump became fully uprooted. In 2024, he revealed something about the way he thinks: “You know, people say, ‘You’re conservative.’ I’m not conservative. You know what I am? I’m a man of common sense.” These remarks in an interview with CNBC generated headlines because some journalists were surprised by Trump’s disavowal of conservatism. I was not. I had heard him say much the same many times during our regular meetings in the White House. He would state his view on a subject, such as the need for low taxes or opposition to gun control. Then I would point out that he had just described “the conservative position.” He would wave his hand and correct me with two words: “common sense.”

Conservatism is of course full of common sense. It applies inherited wisdom and innate judgment to politics. Trump said as much in his CNBC interview: “A lot of conservative policies are common sense.” Yet he has almost always made a distinction between conservatism and common sense. In doing so, he reveals that his political commitments are not grounded in conservative principles, even though sometimes it can look like they are. Instead, they come from his instincts, which have often been conservative but increasingly are not.

Where Trump once defended the right to life, he washed his hands of the pro-life cause, claiming that abortion policy is no longer the business of the federal government. Where he once pushed the courts in a conservative direction through smart nominations, he attacked many of the people and groups involved in building one of his most important legacies. Where he once wanted businesses to flourish in a free-market system, he worked to give the federal government partial ownership of several corporations. Where he once wanted to engage with the world and lead, he has increasingly withdrawn from it and sought to isolate the United States from its longtime allies. Where he once defended free markets and expanded international trade, he embraced broad-based tariffs, protectionism, and price controls on prescription drugs and credit cards. The truth is, between the conclusion of his first term and his pursuit of his second, Trump heard populism’s siren song. He and those around him ran to it.

As Trump launched a new presidential campaign, he continued to insist that I had the power to overturn the 2020 election while fulfilling my constitutional role as vice president on January 6. He even advocated setting aside the Constitution: “A Massive Fraud of this type and magnitude allows for the termination of all rules, regulations, and articles, even those found in the Constitution,” he wrote on social media in 2022. We have all learned to treat Trump’s social media posts with skepticism, but a conservative would never say such a thing. Here was a clear case of Trump’s newfound populism merging with progressivism and its hostility to constitutional order. Since his victory, my concern over his departure from conservatism has only grown.

Much of the post-election analysis following Trump’s victory in 2024 correctly framed it not as a triumph of conservative ideals but as a mere repudiation of a decadent and debauched Democratic Party. For many right-wing populists, grievance dictates policy. Rather than advance the American-led internationalism of our country from a position of strength, populism complains that our allies and trading partners are taking advantage of us and that we need tariffs to settle the score, even at the expense of our national security and economic growth. Rather than uphold the long memory of the American colonists, who were suspicious of monarchical government’s abuse of power, populism clamors for more centralization in Washington to advance its version of the common good. Rather than Edmund Burke’s belief that men have “a right to the fruits of their industry and to the means of making their industry fruitful,” populists insist that we direct the administrative state to settle contract disputes between businesses and unions. Sen. Josh Hawley, a Republican of Missouri, wants to empower bureaucrats in Washington to seize control of stalled negotiations. His proposed legislation has the strong support of labor unions and virtually no support among business leaders.

As the right-wing populists rise, conservatism risks exchanging its coherent governing philosophy for a new identity as a solely oppositional force. This would be a mistake. Defining a movement by its adversaries rather than its principles is a recipe for intellectual decay and political aimlessness. Such a mindset breeds short-term thinking and risks creating a culture of resentment rather than one of renewal. It may feel good in the moment, but it cannot inspire the enduring loyalty and purpose that conservatives have historically brought to national life.

We are at our best as conservatives when we offer a positive vision to the American people, giving them alternatives to the prevailing left-leaning orthodoxies of the day. In the final decades of the twentieth century, conservatives not only opposed the quixotic pursuit of equal outcomes through racial preferences that liberals euphemistically described as “affirmative action” but also called for equality of opportunity. Conservatives were not simply opposed to letting Communism run wild. We contained it by boldly leading the free world. Conservatives were not just critical of big government. We supported free markets and unleashed one of the greatest economic expansions in history. At the heart of true conservatism is the ambition to help America flourish, coupled with the desire to preserve the families, churches, and local communities that serve as the building blocks of an ordered society.

But now, as progressives have captured major institutions and twisted traditional morality, conservatism is often reduced to mere opposition. While this can attract temporary allies and even win elections when Republicans are out of power, it cannot serve as the moral foundation of the conservative movement.

Conservatism can’t be defined by what it isn’t. We must describe what it is. We must say what conservatives believe. American conservatives are champions of freedom—and what we seek to conserve is the freedom inspired by the Declaration of Independence and guaranteed by the Constitution. The political home of those who believe in limited government and individual liberty and who seek to keep faith with our founding documents is the Republican Party. For all its flaws, the Grand Old Party is the last line of defense for the freedom enshrined in our Declaration of Independence and Constitution and so it must remain.

Calvin Coolidge described the importance of keeping America’s founding principles in a speech in Philadelphia to honor the 150th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence:


If all men are created equal, that is final. If they are endowed with inalienable rights, that is final. If governments derive their just power from the consent of the governed, that is final. No advance, no progress can be made beyond these propositions. If anyone wishes to deny their truth and their soundness, the only direction in which he can proceed historically is not forward, but backward toward the time when there was no equality, no rights of the individual, no rule of the people. Those who wish to proceed in that direction cannot lay claim to progress. They are reactionary.



Popular opinion is fickle. Principles are final. When principles guide us, they can lead us to our greatest political successes. The challenge for conservatives today is to hold fast to our principles. This means believing in personal and economic liberty. It means standing up to evil regimes and standing with the friends of freedom on the world stage. It means conducting ourselves with dignity and civility. Above all, it means respecting the Constitution. Leaders fade into history. The politics of convenience driven by the passing moment never prevail, but principles endure.

Ronald Reagan understood this when he spoke about 1964 as a time for choosing. Today, we must choose between constitutional conservatism and populist progressivism. If we fail to choose wisely, we’ll lose our freedom. It will be as gone as the Old Man in the Mountain.







 2. ONE NATION UNDER GOD

MY FIRST VISIT TO THE US CAPITOL since leaving the vice presidency took me into the building’s Rotunda, where I saw a visual reminder of what conservatives have always believed: The foundation of America is freedom, and the foundation of freedom is faith.

Standing beneath the glorious dome, modeled on Rome’s Pantheon, I thought back to my days as a member of the House of Representatives, when I often gave tours of the Capitol to families and school groups from Indiana. On this occasion in 2024, a few tourists recognized me. I reverted to form and played the part of a tour guide. A couple members of my staff groaned. But I couldn’t help myself. In this amazing chamber, I love talking about American history and the origins of our country.

I pointed to the eight large paintings that surround the circular room. “Do you know what you’re looking at?” I asked. Then I launched into my brief lecture. Four of the paintings are by the artist John Trumbull. They depict scenes of the American Revolution and tell a tale of aspiration, struggle, and self-government.

The subjects of the other four paintings often surprise visitors. They are also from early American history, but each possesses evidence of our rich religious heritage. The first shows Christopher Columbus looking up to the heavens in prayerful gratitude as he makes landfall in the New World. A friar lifts a metal cross over his shoulder. The second portrays Hernando de Soto
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