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To Julie and Annik, paragons of patience and inspiration;
to Matthew and Lucas, who are the point, after all;
and to K-Lo, who, bless her heart, cracked wise at just the right time.





Hope is memory plus desire.

—BALZAC
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Preface to the Paperback Edition

Where is American conservatism going? Crunchy Cons speaks to an increasing number of right-leaning Americans weary of conservative politics-as-usual, but not tempted to apostatize to a liberalism that’s even more spiritually and intellectually exhausted than contemporary conservatism. We seek a third way: the way of traditionalism.

In the 1940s and 1950s, when Russell Kirk, Richard Weaver, and other traditionalist thinkers were paving the philosophical path for the revival of conservatism, it was possible for a liberal giant like Lionel Trilling to write, without fear of contradiction, that “in the United States at this time, liberalism is not only the dominant but even the sole intellectual tradition.”

Half a century later, the opposite is nearly true, yet the kind of conservatism you will read about in these pages has been neglected in recent decades. Conservatism has become associated chiefly with free-market triumphalism, tax-cutting, nationalism, and a moralism that is rarely connected to a more holistic understanding of what life in families and communities should be about. Within conservatism, it is true that pioneering a revival of traditionalist ideals is the pursuit of a small minority. But times are changing, and the collapse of faith among conservatives in Republican Party governance offers the best opportunity in half a century for conservatives to reconsider our first principles in light of tradition.

In recent months, I’ve sensed growing anxiety, especially among conservatives; people know that something new is coming, that the political and cultural forms we’ve been living with for some time now have outlived their usefulness. They no longer speak convincingly to the world we live in, or wish to live in. Though we will always have the necessary fights over the usual stuff of modern politics, there’s a growing awareness among the most creative thinkers on the right that in our eagerness to fight culture-war clashes, we have neglected the slow, patient work of building local institutions and relationships that help people resist the disorders of the age. People hunger for stability, family, companionship, virtue, and a sense of belonging. Only a radical renewal of our spiritual and cultural traditions can hope to feed them.

Though unabashedly rooted in the rich and fertile conservative tradition, Crunchy Cons seeks to go beyond the shopworn ideological categories of left and right. As prophetic social critics like Alasdair MacIntyre and Christopher Lasch argued at least a decade ago, today’s political language serves to confuse more than clarify. It’s time we stopped asking what’s conservative and what’s liberal. Maybe instead we should create a new politics by asking: What’s good? What’s true? What’s beautiful? What’s authentically human?

ROD DREHER





A CRUNCHY-CON
MANIFESTO

1. We are conservatives who stand outside the contemporary conservative mainstream. We like it here; the view is better, for we can see things that matter more clearly.

2. We believe that modern conservatism has become too focused on material conditions, and insufficiently concerned with the character of society. The point of life is not to become a more satisfied shopper.

3. We affirm the superiority of the free market as an economic organizing principle, but believe the economy must be made to serve humanity’s best interests, not the other way around. Big business deserves as much skepticism as big government.

4. We believe that culture is more important than politics, and that neither America’s wealth nor our liberties will long survive a culture that no longer lives by what Russell Kirk identified as “the Permanent Things”—those eternal moral norms necessary to civilized life, and which are taught by all the world’s great wisdom traditions.

5. A conservatism that does not recognize the need for restraint, for limits, and for humility is neither helpful to individuals and society nor, ultimately, conservative. This is particularly true with respect to the natural world.

6. A good rule of thumb: Small and Local and Old and Particular are to be preferred over Big and Global and New and Abstract.

7. Appreciation of aesthetic quality—that is, beauty—is not a luxury, but key to the good life.

8. The cacophony of contemporary popular culture makes it hard to discern the call of truth and wisdom. There is no area in which practicing asceticism is more important.

9. We share Kirk’s conviction that “the best way to rear up a new generation of friends of the Permanent Things is to beget children, and read to them o’ evenings, and teach them what is worthy of praise: the wise parent is the conservator of ancient truths … . The institution most essential to conserve is the family.”

I0. Politics and economics will not save us. If we are to be saved at all, it will be through living faithfully by the Permanent Things, preserving these ancient truths in the choices we make in everyday life. In this sense, to conserve is to create anew.




CHAPTER ONE
What Are Crunchy
Conservatives?


When we were young, the countercultural people had long hair, no socks, and didn’t trust anyone over 30. Now, we are the countercultural people.

—JOHN BUCK, ARKANSAS PSYCHOLOGIST AND
CRUNCHY CONSERVATIVE



A FEW SUMMERS AGO, in the National Review offices on the east side of Manhattan, I told my editor that I was leaving work early so I could pick up my family’s weekly delivery of fruits and vegetables from the neighborhood organic food co-op to which we belonged.

“Ewww, that’s so lefty,” she said, and made the kind of face I’d have expected if I’d informed her I was headed off to hear Peter, Paul and Mary warble at a fund-raiser for cross-dressing El Salvadoran hemp farmers.

Lefty? Moi? But on the subway home to Brooklyn, I had to admit she was right.

A taste for organic vegetables is a left-wing cliché, and here I was, a writer for the premier conservative political magazine in the country, leaving my post on the front lines to consort with the liberals in my neighborhood as I filled my rucksack with the most beautiful and delicious broccoli, carrots, greens, and whatnot in the city. What’s up with that?

And come to think of it, what’s up with those Birkenstock sandals on my feet? It just about killed me to buy them the summer before, given what Birkenstocks symbolize (you know, patchouli, pot, and ponytails on men). But New Yorkers walk a lot, and my sensible wife persuaded me that durable, comfortable Birks made sense for hot summer sidewalks. She was right. So that’s how a pair of hippie shoes found their way onto my right-wing feet, which—alas!—had begun marching to a different beat than many of my conservative chums. Funny, I didn’t feel any more liberal.

The summer before, I had been just like my editor, making fun of my wife’s friends from her neighborhood moms’ group for going once a week to a local church to pick up their vegetables driven in from farms in rural New York State. Just like liberals, I thought, having to have their politically correct eats. And then one day, one of Julie’s friends told her that we could have her family’s delivery that week, because they would be out of town. Julie and I were knocked flat by the freshness and intense flavors of the co-op’s produce. Who knew cauliflower, the Sansabelt slacks of vegetables, could taste so good? I had always thought of it chiefly as a delivery platform for ranch dip and cheese sauce.

We were no doubt responding to the just-picked freshness of the produce, not its organic status, but no matter. At some point, I started hearing more about the kind of lives the farmers who supplied us were living, and the values of simplicity, community, and self-reliance they honored. In all candor, these people were probably to the left of Ralph Nader, but they reminded me of the kind of older farmers and gardeners I grew up around in rural southern Louisiana—deeply conservative folks whose last Democratic presidential vote likely went to JFK.

As city people who nevertheless dislike factory farms, shopping malls, cookie-cutter chain stores, and all the pomps and works of mass consumerism, we admired what the scrappy New York farmers were trying to do. In my Louisiana hometown, some farmers spent the go-go nineties selling their pastures to developers, and the torrent of cash caused McMansions to pop up like toadstools after a summer rain. It’s hard to blame folks for cashing in, I suppose, but the community in which I was raised was changing rapidly as economic growth caused it to become a bedroom suburb of Baton Rouge. In their own way, the New York farmers were doing what farmers in my Louisiana birthplace were not: conserving agrarian communal traditions by, to paraphrase William F. Buckley describing the founding mission of the National Review, “standing athwart history yelling Stop!”

Besides, their produce was vastly superior to what was available in the local supermarket. We didn’t mind paying a little extra for food this good. The next summer, we joined the co-op, and Julie got a kick out of picking up our weekly deliveries in her National Review tote bag. When you get to our age, you have precious few opportunities to shock the middle class, so you take them where you find them.

Now, it had never occurred to me, except in a jokey way, that eating organic vegetables was a political act, but my editor’s snarky remark got me to thinking about other ways my family’s lifestyle was countercultural, and why, though we were thoroughly conservative in our morals and our politics, we weren’t a good fit on either the mainstream left or right.

Three years earlier, Julie had left a fulfilling position as a magazine editorial assistant to stay at home and raise our young son, Matthew. As much as she loved her job, as useful as that extra paycheck was, and for all the grief she took from other New York women who disdained her for “wasting” her college degree, we both felt strongly that we had a responsibility to our son to put his needs first, as much as we were able.

Once, when Matthew was still an infant, a kind woman in late middle age stopped us to offer admiring comments about our son. She talked about what a disappointment her son was to her, how she and her husband had put him in an expensive private school, but he had become a pothead and a troublemaker. The poor woman lamented how she fought with her husband over disciplining their son, with the boy’s father insisting that kids will be kids, and besides, dear, didn’t you and I fool around with drugs back in the day? After all that, she asked Julie and me if we had made plans for Matthew’s schooling yet—a perfectly rational question in New York City, where parents put their child’s name on private-school waiting lists as soon as the blessed babe is conceived. We replied that we were strongly considering home-schooling. The woman recoiled.

“Isn’t that what right-wing Christians do?” she spluttered.

The conversation went downhill from there, and we found a way to excuse ourselves as gracefully as we could. A few minutes later, walking home, I remarked to Julie that here was a woman whose heart was broken over what her child had become, and that all the money in the world spent at that posh private school couldn’t make up for what permissive parenting and a lax educational environment had done to the boy. Here she was longing for the kind of self-disciplined, responsible son that religiously conservative families tend to produce—but she’d die a thousand deaths before actually making the kind of countercultural sacrifices many such families make for the sake of their children’s character and future.

We didn’t want to be like this sad woman. In fairness, there are conservative families who find themselves in the same despairing position, having thought that having the correct attitudes, the best of intentions, and enough income to pay for private school would be sufficient to raise good kids. We heard all the time—and still do—from fellow conservatives who are not shy about telling us that our kids are going to be socially maladroit freaks if we don’t put them in school. “What about socialization?” they ask anxiously, to which we reply, “Well, look at youth culture today; do you really want your kids socialized into that?”

As he got older, Julie started making plans to homeschool little Matthew, and was delighted to discover that there was a small but vibrant homeschooling association in New York City. Unlike homeschooling parents in her native Texas, most of whom do so out of conservative religious conviction, these were primarily secular liberals who had nonetheless concluded that they could do a better job teaching their kids than the schools. In New York, at least, homeschooling was not what right-wing Christians did. Julie was startled to discover that she shared many of the same concerns about primary education with moms whose views on many political issues were diametrically opposed.

Because our faith is at the center of our lives, and because we believe proper Christian worship should honor both truth and beauty, we committed ourselves to an “ethnic” Catholic church in our neighborhood. The people of Our Lady of Lebanon Maronite Church are of Lebanese descent, and speak Arabic in the main. Going there the first few times was an eerie experience, because we naturally associated that language with Islam; it sounded to our untutored American ears like the PLO at prayer.

Yet these people’s ancestors were worshipping Jesus Christ when our European ancestors were still praying to trees. Besides, where it really mattered, we all spoke the same language. It was an Eastern-rite parish, where the aesthetically rich, awe-filled fifth-century liturgy was celebrated partly in Aramaic, the language spoken by Jesus, and the priests were decidedly uninterested in trendiness. We couldn’t take the smarmy, white-bread, middle-class American masses at the Roman-rite parishes around us, where the liturgies were washed out and banal, and the moral and theological grandeur of the historical Christian faith was discarded in favor of a piety that demanded no more of you than that you feel good about yourself. This was a form of Catholic Christianity that demanded more from us, and because of that, it was more rewarding. And it seemed so much more solid than Our Lady of What’s Happening Now around the corner, where the priests embarrassed themselves trying to be hip and relevant.

The key thing is, we didn’t become members of Our Lady of Lebanon parish because it sounded like a neat experiment in religious tourism. We did so because we are conservative Catholics, and we were hungry for worship in a parish where we could find the real deal, be it in English, Latin, or Aramaic.

We try hard not to be cafeteria Catholics, picking and choosing what suits our tastes from a supposed menu of options. Because of that orientation toward our faith, Julie and I do not use artificial contraception (besides, Julie said after seeing how the Pill affected some of her friends, she didn’t want to jack up her body with prescribed hormones; “Better living through chemistry” is not a popular phrase in our house). We mastered a church-approved system of regulating fertility called Natural Family Planning, and were surprised to discover that even secular couples who shunned artificial contraception for health reasons used the same method.

NFP required us to monitor Julie’s temperature and other bodily signs of fertility. This meant learning to pay attention to the rhythms and demands of both our bodies, and for Julie, acquiring a new awareness of how the food we ate affected her. When we chose to conceive Matthew, Julie paid even more attention to eating healthfully, and we cut out processed foods as much as we could. Once he was born, she breast-fed him exclusively, continuing to maintain her healthy diet for his sake, and when he began to eat solid food, she made his baby food at home, so she could be confident that he wasn’t getting junk. If you had told us when we first married that within two years, we’d be acting like, well, hippies, we’d have thought you were nuts. But we had begun to realize that even though we were conservative Republicans, this stuff made sense, and it didn’t conflict with our moral or religious beliefs; in fact, it flowed naturally from them.

Here’s the thing: we didn’t turn into droopy, pale-skinned dullards who washed down our nightly tofu with wheatgrass juice. My wife and I are still enthusiastic eaters of meat and drinkers of wine—maybe more so now than when we first met. We discovered early in our marriage that both of us had grown up in a time and place in which cooking was seen primarily as a chore, and food as ballast. Living as newlyweds in New York, one of the great food cities of the world, we were surrounded by opportunities for culinary adventure, and we took them all. We taught ourselves how to cook simple but delicious meals using fresh ingredients, and took great joy in the act of preparing meals.

When Matthew came along, we didn’t often have the opportunity or the money to go to restaurants, so we spent many a weekend night cooking dinners for friends at home. Out of sheer curiosity and the pleasure of discovery, we learned about cheese and wine, and began spending some of the happiest evenings of our lives in the basement living room of our little apartment on the Brooklyn waterfront, laughing and talking politics, religion, books, movies, travel, and everything under the sun amid steaming platters of garlicky roasts, tureens of peppery rémoulade, crisp-crusted frittatas, tangy giambottas, napoleons of beefsteak tomatoes and basil from our own patio garden, and bottle after bottle of robust Italian and Spanish wine. For us, family, friends, and feasting was pretty much what the good life was all about. The food we prepared with such enjoyment and care was, at bottom, an expression of love for our companions, and our long suppers an occasion for communion.

Great, you say, but so what? Are there not liberals who like to cook good food and share it with their friends, just as there are liberals who disdain mass consumerism? Indeed there are, and we know liberal families who have decided television is by and large an unwelcome guest in their house, and for much the same reason as we conservatives.

But we are not liberals. For one thing, we don’t share the liberal faith in the ultimate goodness and perfectibility of mankind. Because we believe in evil and the duty of good men and women to confront it with violence if necessary, we are not pacifists. We don’t believe that morality is relative, and that each generation is free to find its own truths, and to adopt a moral code that suits its desires. We object to the idea that there’s nothing wrong with our country that a new tax or a government program can’t fix.

We don’t believe it’s the government’s job to guarantee social equality, only equality before the law and, within reason, equality of opportunity. Guns don’t bother us (unless they’re in the hands of criminals), and neither, as a general rule, does capitalism (unless it, too, is in the hands of criminals). We prefer Fox News to CNN, think of Lucianne Goldberg as America’s very own gimlet-eyed Auntie Mame, and count ourselves as members in good standing of the Vast Right-Wing Conspiracy. On the occasion that we watched the CBS Evening News, it was only to make sure we were there in case Dan Rather finally cracked up live on national television. Like Bocephus, we say grace, and we say ma’am (we know who Bocephus is, by the way). We honor the military, and are not embarrassed to say this is the best country in the world—and we don’t qualify that with a “but … ” We proudly fly the flag from our front porch.

And perhaps most crucially, we strongly dissent from the great liberal project of the last forty years, the sexual revolution. Smashing traditional sexual mores in the name of human liberation has led to chaos and misery, and turned what is the most intimate spiritual and physical communion possible between two people into a tawdry commodity. Worst of all, it has severely damaged the family, which Russell Kirk, one of the key figures in the renascence of twentieth-century American conservatism, taught was “the institution most essential to conserve.” As goes the family, we believe, so goes a society.

But we are not mainstream conservatives either. Too many people who call themselves conservative share the same fundamental conviction of many liberals, namely, that individual fulfillment is the point of life. Conservative, perhaps, in their sexual views, they are, however, libertarian in their economic principles, and believe that the free market should be the guiding light of our lives together. Thus they believe that a merchant or a manufacturer owes no loyalty to his community, nor the community to that merchant or manufacturer. They feel no particular responsibility to be good stewards of communal life or the natural world; if something of real value has been lost because of economic decisions, hey, that’s the free market. Cultivating an appreciation for art, architecture, and the world of beauty used to be considered by a previous generation of conservatives the mark of a civilized person; today, it is often disdained by many mainstream conservatives as an elitist pursuit. A college education is something you get solely as a ticket to a moneymaking career.

It is hard for conservative journalists and activists who live in Washington, New York, Los Angeles, and other large cities in Blue America to appreciate how difficult it can be for conservatives in the Red America heartland, where I was born and raised, to dissent from the Republican Party mainstream. A conservative who lives in a big coastal city will run across all kinds of political types in the course of his daily routine. He learns to appreciate the ideological diversity, both across the political spectrum and within the camps of the right. It’s not like that everywhere.

A couple of years ago, Mike, a friend of mine who lives in a Southern city and who works in GOP politics, was named to his town’s “smart-growth” committee. Mike quickly realized that most of his fellow committee members were either land developers or their attorneys, and that none of the smart-growth proposals they were to consider would put any restrictions on developers at all. My friend was not keen to see more land cleared and paved for the mindless construction of new subdivisions, strip malls, and parking lagoons, so he pointed out at the first meeting that the smart-growth plans were pretty much a sham. The head of the committee turned on him and accused him in front of a crowd of being a conservative in name only because he questioned whether or not it was in the public’s interest to let land developers have their way.

Now, my friend has probably forgotten more conservative political theory than the Babbitt who dunned him ever learned, but in this very right-wing town, that kind of accusation can be enough to discredit someone. The true depth and breadth of historical conservative thinking is not widely known or shared in much of our country today. Ronald Reagan was a great man and a wonderful president, but he was neither the first nor the last word in conservatism. Conservatism was not born with Reagan’s election in 1980, nor, believe it or not, did it come into being with the 1964 Goldwater campaign.

There is an older, less-ideological tradition, a sensibility that comes out in people I call crunchy conservatives. We are conservatives by conviction and temperament, and usually vote Republican (though to call us “liberal Republicans” is to fundamentally misunderstand us), but we’re “crunchy”—as in the slang for “earthy”—because we stand alongside a number of lefties who don’t buy in to the consumerist and individualist mainstream of American life. It seems to crunchy cons that most Americans are so busy bargain-shopping or bed-hopping, or talking about their shopping and screwing selves, that they’re missing the point of life. Sex and commerce are fine things, but man cannot live by Viagra and the Dow Jones alone. A life led collecting things and experiences in pursuit of happiness is not necessarily a bad life, but it’s not a good life either. Too often, the Democrats act like the Party of Lust, and the Republicans the Party of Greed. Both are deadly sins that eat at the soul, and crunchy cons believe that both must be resisted in our personal and communal lives. Mainstream liberalism and conservatism, as the agrarian essayist Wendell Berry said, are “perfectly useless” to combat the forces in contemporary American society that are pulling families and communities apart. Berry says most liberals won’t take a stand against anything that limits sexual autonomy, and most conservatives won’t oppose anything that limits economic freedom.

The mission of this book is to explore ways that we who espouse conservative values can live more true to them, despite living in a society in which the structure of the economy, the influence of mass media, and the prevailing cultural mentality serve to separate us from our values, our families, and our communities. This is not a book that means to change the world. This is a book that means to change individual lives and families, to help them live more truly and meaningfully conservative lives by proposing lessons from my family’s life, and the lives of other crunchy conservatives around the country. It is impossible to be truly conservative nowadays without being consciously counter-cultural. This book will show you how lots of us are doing it and living it every single day.

I do not expect conventional liberals and conservatives to get crunchy conservatism, mostly because, it seems to me, they have confused means with ends. The liberty we enjoy in America today is certainly worth prizing and defending, but it is insufficient to produce virtue, stability, or happiness. The free market in ideas, commerce, sexuality, and so forth offers us various possibilities of how to live, but it tells us nothing of how we should behave to live as well as we ought. Both mainstream liberalism and conservatism are essentially materialist ideologies, and we should not be surprised that both shape a society dedicated to the multiplication of wants and the intensification of desire, not the improvement of character.

Crunchy conservatism is not, as you’ll read here, a political program; it’s a sensibility, an attitude, a fundamental stance toward reality, and a pretty good road map to a rich, responsible, fulfilling, charitable, and above all joyful life. It’s about living a life mindful of and honoring the wisdom in tradition, and in so doing building a tradition to pass on to one’s children, and to future generations. It doesn’t aim to make folks wealthier, except where it counts: in their relationships to each other and to the natural world.

That fundamental stance toward reality is sacramental. In religious language, a sacrament is a physical thing—an object or an action—through which holiness is transmitted. Christians who celebrate Holy Communion are participating in a sacrament, because they believe that the consecrated bread and wine contain, actually or symbolically, the essence of Jesus Christ. On a mundane level, you can grasp sacramentality by considering good manners. You might practice good manners because life is more pleasant when people do, or you might practice good manners because you believe it’s a matter of social obligation. A person thinking sacramentally may practice good manners because it’s pleasant and socially correct, but she will do so primarily because treating others with that kind of formal respect conveys her fundamental conviction about human dignity. Someone living by a sacramental vision would therefore treat someone with the same good manners even if it were somehow unpleasant, or if there were no social expectations to do so. Being good is not something you do because it works; being good is something you do because it’s the right thing to do, even if it costs you. At the risk of sounding pompously metaphysical, for people who adopt a sacramental way of being, everyday things, occurrences, and exchanges provide an opportunity to encounter ultimate reality—even, if you like, divinity.

To be perfectly honest, it didn’t occur to me when I started writing how much the religious sense would inform the crunchy-con sensibility. But as I began interviewing people, over and over the discussion turned back to religious faith as the ground of both conservatism and crunchiness. In fact, critic James Howard Kunstler, who is a man of the left, told me that exactly one kind of conservative consistently came to his lectures about suburban alienation and the poverty of architectural imagination: religious intellectuals. Trying to figure this out, I thought about why crunchy liberals stand outside the mainstream, and I noticed that they also speak in quasi-religious terms about the sacredness of the earth and the importance of spirituality to a meaningful life. Their spirituality is not the spirituality of religious traditionalists, to be sure, but the common ground we share is a bedrock conviction that, in the words of Jesus, “Man cannot live by bread alone.” That is, we are spiritual beings first and foremost, and it is impossible to thrive in a culture that does not honor and nurture things of the human spirit over and above material concerns.

You don’t have to be a religious believer in the formal sense to be a crunchy conservative, but you do have to believe that accumulating wealth and power is not the point of life. Now, if you took a poll, ninety-nine out of a hundred conservatives would deny that they subscribed to that vulgar credo. But that’s not how they live—even if they profess to be religious.

Though Julie and I didn’t understand what was happening at the time, we were learning—by instinct, by the practice of our faith, and through raising our son—to see life sacramentally. That is, we were becoming the sort of people who viewed the physical aspects of our lives—the food that we ate, the place that we lived, and the world in which we moved—as being inseparable from spiritual reality. It sounds lofty and precious, but all this really means is that we began to take seriously the connection between the physical and the spiritual worlds, and how the good life depends on harmonizing the soul and the body. Conservatives are suspicious of that kind of talk because it sounds New Agey, but the basic idea is as old as Western civilization. Too many of us today, in our freedom and prosperity, have become alienated from the virtues that made that prosperity possible and sustainable over the generations. Crunchy conservatism draws on the religious, philosophical, and literary heritage of conservative thought and practice to cobble together a practical, commonsense, and fruitful way to live amid the empty consumerist prosperity of what Henry Miller called “the air-conditioned nightmare.”

But we’ll get to that later. I still haven’t told you why I wrote this book.

After thinking for a few days about my editor’s remark, I wrote a short essay for National Review Online, and titled it “Birkenstocked Burkeans,” after Edmund Burke, the eighteenth-century founder of modern conservatism. In it, I shared some of the stories and ideas above, and ended it by saying that there’s a lot more political and cultural diversity among Americans than most people think, and calling on readers to open their minds to it. As Russell Kirk taught, conservatism properly understood is not a rigid set of doctrines, but grows organically out of an examination of first principles, and a fair consideration of how we might live to realize those principles. There are many mansions in the American conservative house, and some of them are old and funky and smell like a pot of organic mustard greens cooking down on the stove.

Well, I had been a monger of opinions for nearly all of my professional life, and I have never received a favorable response to anything I’ve written like I did with the “Birkenstocked Burkeans” article. Folks wrote in from all over the country to say, “Me too!” I was startled not only by the number of e-mails I received, but also by their passion and diversity. There was the letter from the interracial couple, political conservatives and converts to Eastern Orthodoxy, who loved to shake up the preconceptions of liberal friends at their organic co-op. There was the pro-life vegetarian Buddhist Republican who just wanted to find somebody to discuss the virtues of George W. Bush with over a nice bowl of dal. A gay Republican wrote to say that he and his partner got fed up with city life, bought a B and B in rural Pennsylvania, and moved out to grow and can their own vegetables. Said a crunchy con from the Northeast, “When I talk to my lefty wife and friends, they are absolutely scathing about conservatives, mostly because they assume that all conservatives want to rape the environment, screw the poor, and keep women barefoot and pregnant. People are usually shocked to find out that I consider my pro-life position to be a feminist one, that I recycle faithfully, and that I give way more to charity than most of them do. This contradicts everything they’ve ever heard about conservatives.”

There were urban crunchy cons from New York, Berkeley, and Ann Arbor. A number of naturalist-conservationist types wrote from out West, many complaining that their party—the GOP—doesn’t understand the profoundly conservative reasons for preserving the natural environment. There were rural crunchy cons, like the woman who grew up a hippie red-diaper baby in California, but who now lives in rural Virginia and writes copy for the National Rifle Association—yet still lives the natural-foods lifestyle. “The difference between my husband and me and my siblings,” she wrote, “is that for us, organic gardening and everything else we do is part of the good life. For my siblings, it is their entire life.”

There were even conservatives crunching along as best they could in the heart of suburbia. One woman wrote from a small city in the heart of Red America to say, “Folks are ‘perfect’ in this ‘conservative, Christian’ town. As in many upper-middle-class areas, appearance is everything. The clothes, the makeup, the hair, the car, the country-club lifestyle, the house, the decorating, the vacations, the kids. Everything is expensive, name-brand and ‘beautiful.’ Ken and Barbie get boring after a while.”

This Texas reader and her husband are both engineers, Republican Party activists, and busy in their Protestant church. She wrote me, “We have eight children, all of whom were breastfed for a year or so, most of whom were born at home, all of whom we home school. Our family makes its own bread (occasionally grinding the wheat ourselves), eats homemade meals, spends little money on clothing/makeup/jewelry and tries to live a simple, thoughtful life. Our favorite president is Teddy Roosevelt, we hate cookie-cutter subdivisions, we buy food from coops and natural food stores (NEVER go to the mall), we use our TV only to watch videos, and we all read like crazy. When I’m in the mood, I even make granola! [And] we know tons of folks like us all over the United States.”

She’s lucky. About half the people who wrote said that they felt so alone until they read my essay, and were dying to meet people like them. Some even encouraged me to write a book to “start the movement.”

Movement? I don’t know about that. But I do know that something’s going on out there. Hundreds of people from all over America wrote in to give their emphatic endorsement of the crunchy-con idea. And I still hear from them. Months after that piece appeared, I got a delightful e-mail that read simply, “Just wanted to let you know how surprised and delighted we were to read your article. We thought we were the only Evangelical Christians in the world with a copy of ‘The Moosewood Cookbook.’”

I wanted to know how an evangelical Christian comes to think of purchasing a particular cookbook as a rebellious act. I want to understand how that couple, with their eight kids and no television, came to be so enthusiastically countercultural, living as they do in deepest Texas, where they stick out like sore thumbs amid all the big-haired Republican types. I wanted to talk to the right-wingers who wrote me from Wisconsin to say that they put up with all kinds of political grief from their fellow volunteers at their natural-foods co-op in Wisconsin, but keep going back because they love the food. And, they told me in an e-mail, they honestly love the fellowship with people who vehemently disagree with them politically, but with whom they share lots in common about what really matters in life. I wanted to get to know the Republican who wrote from California to say how much my essay resonated with him, and how it made him realize how stupid Republicans are to make Californians (“land of fruits and nuts”) part of cornball right-wing stock humor rather than to seek to understand them and their concerns, particularly about the environment.

If my mail was any indication, there are thousands of people like this all over America. They want to know they are not alone. And they want to share their ideas with others on the right, the left, and in the middle. They—we—think we’ve found a great way to live, one that’s underreported and overlooked because it doesn’t fit into prefabricated ideas about conservatives and conservatism, clichés held by both the mainstream left and the mainstream right.

Boy, do some standard-issue Republicans resent this! The mail I got from my crunchy-right articles was overwhelmingly positive, but there were more than a few missives from right-wingers who were equally passionate in their rejection of crunchy conservatism. These folks took it personally. They believe crunchy cons are phonies, and to say anything critical about strip-mailed America is to tip your hand as an elitist snob who hates the free market and the common man. Amusingly, they assumed that I, a Southerner with a middle-class background and state university education, living paycheck to paycheck on a writer’s salary, was an Ivy-educated Rockefeller Republican. No doubt about it, some conservatives perceive this as a class conflict. They’re wrong. I wrote this book in part to convince these good people that their unfounded prejudices and lack of critical thinking are helping undermine, even destroy, the kinds of things within their families and communities that they, as conservatives, profess to value.

Several years ago, I sat in an editorial board meeting at the Dallas Morning News, where I work as an editor and writer, listening to ambassadors from several Latin American nations, as well as U.S. business leaders, bid for our support for a new free-trade agreement. At some point, one of the Americans said that a coalition of small farmers was causing problems in Mexico for the treaty, because the farmers knew the treaty would effectively end their traditional way of life. The American official expressed confidence that the Mexican government would overcome the farmers’ protest and pass the treaty. He spoke of the Mexican farmers with exquisite condescension, as if they were eccentric hicks who needed to be gently taken by the arm and shown the way to oblivion.

I posted something to a Catholic blog later, saying that I left that meeting thinking of these poor farmers, and an entire way of life that a rich and powerful American and his Latin American cohorts were willing to end for the sake of economic efficiency. This is a tragedy, I said, to displace these campesinos from their land, and their way of life. Another poster, a fellow conservative, sneered, “Yeah, Mexican farming, the wave of the future.” The cult of efficiency wins again.

We have, over the past two generations, done the same thing to American farmers. Nearly all American agriculture today is carried out by agribusiness and its efficient factory-farming methods. Rural America is depopulating, and dying with it is an entire way of life and a traditional set of values derived from living close to the land. This is the cost of saving money on meat and vegetables at the supermarket. But few conservatives stop to think about that.

This should be a moment of triumph for organized conservatism in America. We have a Republican in the White House, Republicans are in control of both houses of Congress, and the forces of political liberalism are in disarray. As one woebegone Democratic strategist wrote in the Wall Street Journal, the leaders of his party in Congress don’t look like they could fight a parking ticket, much less terrorists or Republicans. It’s a good time to be a Republican, all right … so why do I feel so lousy as a conservative, and so uneasy about America’s future?

For all our success at the ballot box, the trajectory the country is on does not inspire confidence. A few years ago, livestock scientist Temple Grandin discovered that many cattle being led to slaughter in a conventional straight-line chute would act up on their way to their demise, but that if you presented them with a bovine via dolorosa in the form of a long, gentle curve, they’d move along without protest. The idea is that they couldn’t see far in front of them, and thought they were progressing safely.

That, I think, is an apt metaphor for where we are in our country today. For most people, things seem solid, and there doesn’t appear to be reason to worry; certainly not to protest or otherwise stand against the flow of contemporary American life. But can we go on like this forever? Can we really keep borrowing money against future generations to finance our consumerist lifestyle without the bill coming due in a brutal way? Could our economy, which depends on relatively cheap fuel to transport goods long distances, survive a serious oil shock? Has the loss of neighborliness and traditional familial and communal bonds that we’ve endured over the past two generations resulted in a society prepared to withstand the trauma and stress of a catastrophic terrorist attack of the sort that could destroy our national economy? Are we willing to sacrifice our individual desires for the greater good? Are we still the kind of people who can take care of ourselves and one another?

I don’t think so. And I don’t see that conservatives, in the main, are in much better shape than anybody else.

We conservatives say we value the traditional family, but we don’t act like it. Both parents work in many of our families, leaving our kids to be raised by day care and the culture. Some of us have no choice for economic reasons, of course, but too many of us have made our luxuries into our necessities, and work long, crazy hours to pay the mortgage on large houses that can’t really be called homes, because little authentic family life goes on behind their walls.

We complain that the entertainment media are coarsening our children, but we let them devour television, pop music, video games, and other junk culture as if resistance were futile. Materialism and selfishness are spoiling our kids, we say, but we buy them whatever they ask for. We right-wingers grimace at the lust celebrated by mainstream culture, but we rarely stop to think that greed is no less deadly a sin, no less destructive of human dignity. We look down on the liberal libertine who asserts the moral primacy of sexual free choice, but somehow miss that the free market we so uncritically accept exalts personal fulfillment through individual choice as the summit of human existence.

When we hear someone complaining about this or that aspect of the free market, we assume that they must be some kind of leftist, and therefore worth ignoring. Meanwhile, whole towns have been hollowed out economically, and community bonds weakened or severed, because of the market. We do not allow ourselves to ask why, or if it had to be that way. We talk about the value of thrift, but we run up Matterhorns of debt (as, by the way, have our Republican president and Republican Congress), and consume oil and other resources as if they were going to last forever.

We conservatives are big on bashing the public schools, which mostly deserve it, but please don’t ask us to think about what education is for. For many of us, it’s about no more than making sure our kids get into the right college, meet the right people, and go on to have a good (read “lucrative”) career.

We poke fun at the sanctimony of environmentalists, and try hard to convince ourselves that the sprawling crapulence of big-box stores, strip malls, monotonous housing developments, and other degrading manifestations of our built environment somehow represents progress. We abandon or bulldoze old buildings and human-scaled neighborhoods, then create fake environments (shopping malls) to re-create what we destroyed.

We want God back in the public square, but for too many of us, religion is a pious veneer over our own unconscious worship of materialism. We want a faith that makes us feel good about ourselves, not one that makes demands we’d rather not obey. We’ve turned religion into another consumer good. Our faith does not help us stand against the money-driven materialist culture, but instead baptizes our participation in it.

Come on, y’all, can I get an amen?

I don’t mean to be a scold. Look, I’m as guilty as the next guy of not living up to my ideals. But there comes a time when we conservatives have to ask ourselves just who we think we’re fooling. We have to ask ourselves honestly how long we as individuals, as families, and as a society can continue down this path. Will unlimited economic growth, spectacular advances in science, and GOP presidents and Congresses stretched out into infinity deliver us from alienation and anxiety? And if the answer is no, then we should start thinking seriously about why we have become the richest and most free society ever to exist, yet our wealth and personal liberty have bought us so little happiness.

The answer is not to be found in a set of policy prescriptions, but in a considered critique of the assumptions on which mainstream American life is built, and a secession of sorts from the mainstream—all to conserve those things that give our lives real weight and meaning. Every one of us can refuse, at some level, to participate in the system that makes us materially rich but impoverishes us spiritually, morally, and aesthetically. We cannot change society, at least not overnight, but we can change ourselves and our families.

This is not to encourage a head-for-the-hills utopianism (though sometimes the hills do start to look pretty inviting), but rather a movement to change our own lifestyles so that they are more faithful to our convictions as conservatives, and over time rebuild the strength and stability of our communities, our schools, our churches, and all the “little platoons” that Edmund Burke identified as necessary to civil life. Most of all, crunchy conservatism is about shoring up the family, which, as I’ve said, is in Kirk’s view “the institution most necessary to conserve.”

We conservatives have got to clarify our thinking and return to our principles. We should ask ourselves what kind of society we want to live in, and want our descendants to live in, and ask whether the way we’re living today is likely to get us there. Ideas have consequences, after all, and too many conservatives have unthinkingly accepted the mainstream Republican view that there is nothing wrong with the country that the free market cannot fix, at least over time. Unmoored from our philosophical grounding, we allow ourselves to be carried along on the swift currents of consumer culture, and end up in a place where “conservatism,” practically speaking, ends up as general approval of whatever commercial interests want to do.

We have not been true to older conservative principles, particularly those found in all the great wisdom traditions of mankind, all of which warn against letting the love of material things become our master. We have unwittingly allowed a consumerist mentality to shape the way we think about nearly all aspects of our private and public lives. Too many of us have come to think of the “good life” in purely materialistic terms, and have allowed the means to acquiring material security, even wealth, to become ends. We no longer seek to organize
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