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13 Novels Conservatives Will Love (but Probably Haven’t Read)

“In this excellent study of thirteen underappreciated works of fiction, Christopher Scalia gives us an insightful, witty, and powerful argument for why literature matters. If, as Horace claimed, great literature instructs and delights, then we readers are fortunate indeed to have a writer as perceptive as Scalia as our delightful instructor.”

—Christine Rosen, author of The Extinction of Experience: Being Human in a Disembodied World

“Christopher Scalia’s learning is wide and deep, but (don’t worry!) he wears it lightly. Indeed, there’s a gossamer lightness to everything about this wise and funny book—a trustworthy guide to the adventures of reading, writing, and living well.”

—Andrew Ferguson, contributing writer for the Atlantic

“If conservatives want to pass down tradition, they need to step more fully into the fruits of its imagination. This book shows that reading is an invitation into a preceding conversation. Thanks to Christopher Scalia for asking us to enjoy this feast of discourse!”

—Jessica Hooten Wilson, Fletcher Jones Chair of Great Books at Pepperdine University

“Christopher Scalia’s wise and witty book is a complete course in the English-language novel—but it’s a lot more fun than you would have in any classroom.”

—Matthew Continetti, author of The Right: The Hundred-Year War for American Conservatism

“A life of reading takes a lot of planning—and a lot of thinking about what to read. That’s why Christopher Scalia’s smart guide to novels is so useful with its surprising but persuasive suggestions. It may point you to your next great book. But you should start by reading this great book.”

—John J. Miller, director of the Dow Journalism Program at Hillsdale College
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Introduction

This book is an introduction to many great stories, so I’ll introduce it with a true story of my own. More years ago than I care to count, when I was studying English literature in graduate school, I found a used copy of the American philosopher Russell Kirk’s The Portable Conservative Reader at the university bookstore. I was familiar with Kirk but had never seen this collection, so even though I had a million other books to read for my classes and not much disposable income, I couldn’t resist buying it. While I waited in line, a classmate approached me to say hello, saw the title, and asked, “A conservative reader? What’s in that?” You didn’t have to be a grad student to understand the subtext: he was skeptical that there was enough conservative thought to fill a 700-page anthology.1 To answer his question, though: the anthology includes selections from Edmund Burke, The Federalist Papers, William F. Buckley Jr., and Michael Oakeshott—not to mention William Wordsworth, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Joseph Conrad, Rudyard Kipling, and other literary giants.

That encounter has stayed with me not only because it’s the perfect illustration of how many people on the Left think “conservative thought” is an oxymoron, but also because the book helped shape how I understand that intellectual tradition. As a cradle conservative, it was easy for me to take some conservative principles for granted. A resource that gathered some of the most profound expressions of these ideas was invaluable in helping me better understand certain foundational ideas and precepts—and to recognize that they were part of a long and impressive conversation between great writers over the centuries, including in poems and stories. I hope this book does something similar for you. In the process, I also hope it refreshes how conservatives talk about fiction—that it restocks the conservative bookshelf.

When conservatives discuss novels that best reflect our views of the world, we tend to mention the same handful of works. We cherish a reliable and sturdy stock that hasn’t been replenished in a generation or two. This stock includes J.R.R. Tolkien’s fantasy trilogy The Lord of the Rings and its prequel, The Hobbit, which allegorize Christian belief; George Orwell’s 1984, which shows how a totalitarian government uses force and violence to control its subjects; and Aldous Huxley’s A Brave New World, which demonstrates how a totalitarian government may also use ease and comfort to do the same thing.

That rad trad friend of yours, the one with the floppy hair and tweed blazer, gives his friends copies of Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited. Your uncle’s been telling you for years about The Bonfire of the Vanities, Tom Wolfe’s send-up of 1980s New York City politics, Wall Street, journalism, and race relations. And your libertarian buddy from college recommends Ayn Rand’s Atlas Shrugged for its vision of individual defiance against the regulatory state. I don’t mean to shame anyone for enjoying these novels—I love a lot of them myself. Yet the frequency of these recommendations reminds me of the advice provided from an internet meme from a few years ago: READ ANOTHER BOOK.

That admonition sprung up shortly after the first election of Donald Trump in 2016, when supporters of Hillary Clinton on Facebook and what was then called Twitter compared the president-elect and his supporters to some nefarious character or idea from the Harry Potter series, or to compare what was calling itself “the Resistance” to the noble young wizard and his allies. These political applications of the Wizarding World were not new: during the George W. Bush administration, bumper stickers that declared Republicans for Voldemort were a common appearance in the university town where I lived.

It’s not surprising that so many people referred to Harry Potter. The novels and movies are a cultural touchstone for many Millennials, who spent their childhood immersed in the elaborate world concocted by J.K. Rowling. (It’s one of the great ironies of the past several years that Rowling has become persona non grata for many on the Left because she rejects basic tenets of the transgender movement.) It’s natural for people to relate a shared point of reference to contemporary events. Such analogies can be surprising, funny, and sometimes even instructive. On the other hand, this perpetual prattle about Potter descends into a weird obsession that reduces all experiences to the characters and events from a story written for nine-to-twelve-year-olds. The people who resort to the comparisons seem like they’re in a state of arrested development and could benefit from expanding their cultural references. Isn’t it time they moved on? Shouldn’t they . . . READ ANOTHER BOOK?2

The publisher of the book in your hands wisely decided that, for sales purposes, Read Another Book is not a good title—readers are likely to take the title’s advice without actually buying the thing. But those three words offer a helpful way of understanding why I wrote it. In some regards, what I’m suggesting is comparable to an argument that became common on campuses in the 1980s and 1990s, when many academics and students argued that programs needed to expand the curriculum beyond classic texts of the Western canon. They argued, to put it simply, that there were too many dead white men and not enough women and people of color (dead or alive) on college syllabuses. The current manifestation of this movement has the catchphrase decolonize the canon.

Now, I do not think Tolkien or Rand are too white or Western to be worthwhile. The problem is that our reliance on them obscures the significance and abundance of conservative ideals and principles in literature more broadly. The result is a sort of self-inflicted myopia to many cultural contributions of our ideological predecessors, and even of the exemplary literary expressions of our shared beliefs from writers who probably would not call themselves conservative. We stand on the shoulders of giants—but there are more giants than we realize.

A Nation of Non-Readers

Unfortunately, the most basic obstacle to recognizing our novelistic patrimony is that few of us are actually reading any fiction. In 2002, the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) found that 46.7 percent of American adults read literature, a 10 percent drop from the early 1980s. That decline spanned across education levels, race, age, and gender, but was especially dramatic among eighteen-to-twenty-four-year-olds: in the early 1980s, that age group had the second-highest percentage of readers (59.8 percent). By the early 2000s, only the seventy-five and older demographic had a lower percentage (42.8 percent).3

A 2009 NEA report—with the hopeful title of “Reading on the Rise: A New Chapter on American Literacy”—gave cause for optimism when it found a growth in the literature-reading public for the first time since the early 1980s, and even a 4 percent bump in the reading of fiction in particular since 2002.4 But that study’s upward trend has steadily evaporated. In 2018, the NEA reported that fewer American adults were reading fiction than ever in the twenty-first century—only 41.8 percent, nearly a 3.4 percent drop in five years.5 That decline intensified in the Endowment’s 2023 report, which found just 37.6 percent of adults had read novels and short stories the preceding year, “the lowest share on record with the survey” and a 4.2 percent decrease from the previous, already dire, findings.6

Other surveys are no more heartening. In 2021, the Pew Research Center found that “roughly a quarter of American adults (23%) say they haven’t read a book in whole or in part in the past year.”7 It is safe to assume that the percentage of adults whose shadow darkened the pages of a novel specifically is even smaller. Similarly, Gallup found that in 2021, Americans read many fewer books than just a few years before: the average American reported reading 15.6 books in 2016—and 18.5 in 1999!—but only 12.6 in 2021. In 2016, 35 percent of Americans reported reading at least 11 books over the year; that number dipped to 27 percent in 2021. The only positive way to spin these numbers is to assume that poll respondents have become more honest or modest. A remarkable element of the Gallup poll is its loose definition of “reading,” which encompasses not only books and e-books, but audiobooks as well, as if listening and reading are the same acts. 8 Even with that expanded definition, engagement with books is dropping.

Any free marketeer will have an easy time identifying the reason for this decline: there’s a lot more competition for our time. Dana Gioia, a poet and critic who chaired the NEA between 2003–2009, pointed this out in the Endowment’s 2004 report, observing that “reading a book requires a degree of active attention and engagement . . . . [It] is a progressive skill that depends on years of education and practice. By contrast, most electronic media such as television, recordings, and radio make fewer demands on their audiences, and indeed often require no more than passive participation.”9 Keep in mind Gioia wrote that before the advent of YouTube, Google, Facebook, Instagram, X, TikTok, Netflix and other streaming services, remarkable developments in video gaming, and the countless other services and technologies that now consume our free time (and, if the shocking rumors I’ve heard are true, even some peoples’ work time). These are all easier than reading even the breeziest genres of fiction, pot-boilers, and romance novels.

An anecdote in a recent New Yorker story captures this trend. Discussing the decline in the number of students studying English, James Shapiro, a Shakespeare scholar at Columbia University, explained that he once believed the trend could be reversed. He doesn’t anymore:

Technology in the last twenty years has changed all of us. How has it changed me? I probably read five novels a month until the two-thousands. If I read one a month now, it’s a lot. That’s not because I’ve lost interest in fiction. It’s because I’m reading a hundred Web sites. I’m listening to podcasts.10

It’s not just Millennials and younger people who have never known life without the internet and social media—their Boomer professors are trading in novels for the internet, too. And the more time we spend online instead of between pages, the harder it is to get back into the habit when—or if—we try.

In The Decline of the Novel, critic Joseph Bottum observes that the novel is the cultural form through which Western Europeans explored the problems of the modern self most fully. As the title of his book implies, however, the artform no longer enjoys a privileged place. Setting aside Bottum’s reasons for this decline (which are provocative but beyond the scope of my project), it’s hard to argue with his premise. As he puts it:

serious novels have largely disappeared from public intellectual life. You can read them if you want, but you don’t have to read them to participate in the serious public discourse of America. Over lunch one day, the wonderful magazine-essayist Andrew Ferguson gave me what he called the Cocktail Party Test for new books: Would you be embarrassed to show up at a get-together of writers and public-intellectual types without having read it? And the last novel he could remember for which that seemed true was Tom Wolfe’s Bonfire of the Vanities in 1987. . . . A fundamental art of Western civilization for hundreds of years just doesn’t seem to count for much anymore.11

I suspect that some readers might object and suggest one or two more recent titles. One that comes to my mind is Jonathan Franzen’s 2010 work Freedom, but I may be overestimating its cultural relevance because Leslie Knope mentioned it on an episode of Parks and Recreation. Still, Bottum’s overall point is unassailable: the novel simply does not have the cultural significance it did a generation ago.

Why Read Fiction?

A skeptic may be asking, “So what? If I want to learn about conservatism, why don’t I just re-read my favorite biography of Winston Churchill, a memoir by a prominent conservative politician, or the latest edition of a thoughtful periodical? What can I get out of fiction that I can’t get out of a book about things that really happened or are really happening?”

Simple: great fiction is a source of beauty, and beauty is good. Great fiction is also a source of truth, but (per Emily Dickinson’s advice) truth told slant. Perhaps this is why some of America’s most influential modern conservative thinkers have recognized the power of fiction enough to try their hand at it. William F. Buckley Jr., founder of National Review, wrote many novels. Russell Kirk wrote three novels and nearly two dozen short stories. Irving Kristol dabbled in fiction on his way to godfathering neoconservatism. Even Leo Strauss quoted Sherlock Holmes.

As Horace declared in Ars Poetica, great literature instructs and delights. And much of the best literature shows us how to live. Kirk argued that “the end of great books is ethical—to teach us what it means to be genuinely human.”12 Or as John Agresto has recently argued about the liberal arts more generally, “While our books might not make us ‘more humane,’ they can surely show us and lead us to think about all the aspects, high and low, of our humanity.”13 Kirk takes that premise a step further to suggest that “every major form of literary art has taken for its deeper themes the norms of human nature. . . . [Authors] assumed that the writer is under a moral obligation to normality—that is, explicitly or implicitly, to certain enduring standards of private and public conduct.”14 Kirk’s reference to “normality” may raise some eyebrows, but his general point may be less controversial: great literature can show us how to lead a better life.

Given this broad purpose, it’s not difficult to see potential political applications, or to understand what someone interested in being a better citizen could glean from fiction. The novelist Ralph Ellison offers one connection between politics and narrative art, as both “thrust toward a human ideal,” and helps us understand how we might achieve that ideal:

[If] the ideal of achieving a true political equality eludes us in reality—as it continues to do—there is still available that fictional vision of an ideal democracy in which the actual combines with the ideal and gives us representations of a state of things in which the highly placed and the lowly, the black and the white, the northerner and the southerner, the native-born and the immigrant are combined to tell us of transcendent truths and possibilities such as those discovered when Mark Twain set Huck and Jim afloat on the raft.15

Fiction can show us, as the title of an Anthony Trollope novel puts it, The Way We Live Now; it can also gesture toward things as they should be and to what democratic citizens can aspire. In their introduction to What So Proudly We Hail: The American Soul in Story, Speech, and Song, Leon Kass, Amy Kass, and Diana Schaub explain the value of story-telling for national character:

[To] hear—or read—and discuss the best stories told by the best storytellers is more than a way of passing time. It is a way of deepening time, by taking us to the profoundly humanizing truths contained in the ordinary surfaces of our experience. With the help of a great storyteller, we can see in the commonplace the things that really matter. Yes, stories are entertaining, but at their best they inform and reform us by dramatizing belief and rendering feeling thoughtful.16

Inform, reform, humanize—these are powerful capabilities. And part of that humanizing experience, part of how we’re reformed, and what we’re informed of, relates to how we see other people.

At the risk of alienating readers by quoting a conservative bête noire approvingly, I think former president Barack Obama’s testimonial for fiction’s ability to shape democratic engagement is very powerful. In an interview with the novelist Marilynne Robinson for The New York Review of Books, Obama attributed an important component of his political education to the fiction he read: “the most important set of understandings that I bring to that position of citizen, the most important stuff I’ve learned I think I’ve learned from novels.” What exactly was that most important component? This brings us to a facet of fiction that, while possibly overstated, is important nonetheless. Here’s how President Obama described it:

It has to do with empathy. It has to do with being comfortable with the notion that the world is complicated and full of grays, but there’s still truth there to be found, and that you have to strive for that and work for that. And the notion that it’s possible to connect with some[one] else even though they’re very different from you.17

This belief in the empathetic powers of fiction has been reinforced by a number of scientific studies. The Harvard Business Review reports that “reading literary fiction is an effective way to enhance the brain’s ability to keep an open mind while processing information, a necessary skill for effective decision-making.”18 Keith Oatley, a professor emeritus of cognitive psychology, claims that “reading novels enables us to become better at actually understanding other people and what they’re up to.”19 These claims strike me as entirely plausible, and I suspect it’s no coincidence that the novel developed in Britain at a time when thinkers like David Hume and Adam Smith were immersed in theories of sympathy. Indeed, one of the earliest sub-genres of fiction in eighteenth-century Britain was the novel of sensibility, in which characters demonstrated their virtue and goodness by expressing sympathy for those around them, as well as being sensitive about their own troubles.20

Empathetic abilities are obviously important to citizens in a pluralistic democracy like our own, which relies on compromise and no small amount of tolerance for difference. Still, it’s also true that many great novels, including at least one I explore here, are more interested in ridiculing than empathizing. In 1960, the great American short-story writer Flannery O’Connor complained, “It’s considered an absolute necessity these days for writers to have compassion. . . . Usually I think what is meant by it is that the writer excuses all human weakness because human weakness is human. The kind of hazy compassion demanded of the writer now makes it difficult for him to be anti-anything.”21 There’s a lot to be said for the literature of antipathy, writing—especially satirical work—that condemns characters who commit evil, and ridicules the foolish, even as it recognizes the complexities and ambiguities of our world.

One way fiction immerses us in the minds of others by immersing us in language. Television and cinema are rich and rewarding media; yet while they do many things a novel could never hope to do, there are many techniques closed off to them and many ways they cannot appeal to us. Appealing directly to the eye, they rely much less on language. Fiction conjures images through words. That’s an obvious statement, but the difference is profound. For all of our technological advances, language is still our primary form of communication. Like all great literature, great fiction reminds us of the power of language, renews our wonder in the possibilities of that astonishing mode of human expression. To read a great sentence written by any of the novelists in this book is to be awestruck by a combination of music and precision, imagination and wisdom.

Finally, conservatives should embrace the novel because it is one of the great achievements of Western culture. It is the form through which many of the most talented creative minds of the past three centuries have expressed their ideas, explored their times and places, and both reflected and formed the minds and characters of their audiences. To understand the heights our language and culture are capable of, we must be familiar with the heritage of the novel.

Why These Novels?

Lists will inevitably raise objections, and I am certain that anyone looking through this book’s table of contents will protest an inclusion or, more likely, an omission. Before you take the time to write me a terse email to vindicate the works of your favorite author, let me explain my basic approach.

As I hope is already clear, I have avoided including works that, in my experience, conservatives already frequently recommend to each other. Secondly, I tried to cover a broad timeframe—not quite from the earliest days of the novel (I would have chosen Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe or Henry Fielding’s The History of Tom Jones, a Foundling), but from the mid-eighteenth century, when it was still a relatively new and indeed novel form, and spreading out selections across decades, centuries, and continents. I chose from this broad range not to make any point about the development of the novel, but to illustrate the long shelf-life of conservative ideas, the echo across ages of certain values and principles.

It’s unlikely that many conservatives need to be told that it’s valuable to read old works, but just in case, I appeal to the wisdom of C. S. Lewis, who wrote that each age has its own “characteristic blindness” that “none of us can fully escape.” But we risk increasing the errors of our age “if we read only modern books.” He continues:

Where they are true they will give us truths which we half knew already. Where they are false they will aggravate the error with which we are already dangerously ill. The only palliative is to keep the clean sea breeze of the centuries blowing through our minds, and this can be done only by reading old books.22

“The clean sea breeze of the centuries”—what a beautiful image for the purifying wisdom of the past. At the same time, it’s worthwhile for conservatives to recognize that writers still convey enduring wisdom to modern audiences in modern language and modern idioms. Conservatives must not believe that their vision is impossible to convey in the present, which is why I wanted to include novels of more recent vintage.

Additionally, my focus here is on literary fiction.23 With this decision to generally exclude science fiction, fantasy, mystery, and romance, I may be playing into the worst stereotypes of conservatism—though all of those genres draw many conservative fans. But I acknowledge that plenty of genre fiction (particularly science fiction, detective fiction, and the western) reflects conservative attitudes toward, for example, progress, technology, crime, and some of the problems created by a culture preoccupied with leveling all distinctions. (See, for example, Kurt Vonnegut’s short story “Harrison Bergeron.”) But I believe that literary fiction’s greater emphasis on characterization and psychology rather than plot and action makes it a more rewarding and enriching form of fiction. I also decided to focus on literary fiction because, to put it bluntly, it is the kind of book I like to read.

That brings me to another important criterion for inclusion: these are all books I enjoy, which means my choices may strike some readers as idiosyncratic or just plain weird. For example, during many conversations with friends and colleagues about this project, a number of people have asked whether I’d be including anything by the novelist, philosopher, and National Book Award winner Walker Percy (and especially his debut novel, The Moviegoer). The answer to that question is no, for the simple reason that I do not enjoy his novels as much as many people whose tastes I otherwise share. The same can be said of Cormac McCarthy, whose many admirers see his clear vision of good and evil, and his understanding of the brokenness of human nature, as amenable to their principles; but I confess that his style has always left me a bit cold. (I discuss this a bit more in my chapter about Leif Enger’s Peace Like a River.)

As long as I’m discussing my rationale for excluding specific authors, I should explain why I have not included any Jane Austen. It’s not because she’s not excellent (she is), but because the choir that is perpetually singing her praises does not need me to join the chorus. Instead, I’ve focused on great novels that have not yet been adapted into roughly one thousand movies and mini-series, self-help books, memoirs, travelogues, and fan fiction featuring zombies. That said, I confess that I have long suffered from a severe case of Anglophilia, and my research and teaching focus during my former life as an English professor was eighteenth- and nineteenth-century British literature, which is why much of this book has an English accent. Just not Emma Woodhouse’s or Elizabeth Bennet’s.

I’ve tried to include books by well-known authors and perhaps titles that you’ve heard of, but my hunch is that few casual readers have read more than a couple of the works on this list. It’s also likely that if they have read, say, Their Eyes Were Watching God, it was a very long time ago, and they did not approach it from a specifically conservative point of view, so the interpretations and analysis I offer may be new. I also made the difficult decision of only including novels in the Anglophone tradition. Everything on this list was originally written in English. This is not because I’m so outraged by Vladimir Putin’s invasion of Ukraine that I can’t bring myself to include The Brothers Karamazov. The decision is practical, not political: I needed to refine my search filter and couldn’t imagine including Fyodor Dostoevsky without also inviting Alessandro Manzoni’s nineteenth-century Italian masterpiece The Betrothed, or a contribution by Peruvian Nobel Laureate Mario Vargas Llosa, or one of French novelist Michel Houellebecq’s controversial works. I was especially tempted to include Darkness at Noon, Arthur Koestler’s novel of Soviet injustice, using the thin rationale of bad precedent: when the Modern Library compiled a list of the twentieth-century’s best novels in the English language, it placed Koestler in eighth place, even though he wrote his classic in German.24 I ultimately decided that the project was imposing and, I hope, fruitful enough when only looking at literature in English, so you’ll have to wait for Thirteen More Novels Conservatives Will Love for any foreign-language recommendations.

Another major question looming over this project is how to define conservatism. Over the past decade or so in America, the meaning of this word has been subject to debate; many members of the GOP, the political party most associated with conservatism in the United States, are challenging some priorities that had been central to its platform for decades. I do not purport to offer a concise definition here; nor did I select these novels because they, even collectively, explore or represent every principle that is central to conservative thought. They certainly do not constitute a list of policy prescriptions for a conservative political party in the twenty-first century. There isn’t a novel here that presents a coherent corporate tax policy, a winning strategy toward China, or a blueprint to reform public education.

Instead, I work from some basic tenets that have been central to Anglo-American conservative thought for generations. They include the preference for gradual social and political change over sudden innovation and revolution; the recognition of the imperfectability of mankind and the consequent dangers—and inevitable doom—of utopian projects; an inclination toward time-tested traditions over abstract theory and untested innovation; a respect for religious belief, particularly in the Judeo-Christian tradition; and an emphasis on the institutions of civil society, especially the family. These works also include plotlines relevant to education, national identity, immigration, the American Dream, postcolonial ideology, demographic decline, the relationship between the sexes, cancel culture, social propriety, racial identity, and competing ways of understanding the world around us.

Just as not every conservative cherishes all of the above principles equally, so not every novel I discuss in this book expresses all of them. Some works here, like Waverley and The Blithedale Romance, have explicitly political subjects and applications. Others, like My Ántonia and Peace Like a River, are more focused on interior and domestic life. What’s more, it would be a mistake to categorize all of these authors as unambiguously conservative. But that an American novelist whose Subaru is adorned with a Republicans for Voldemort bumper sticker might recognize, for example, the importance of what we the Burke-besotted call little platoons does not make that value any less conservative. Too often we confuse mere contrarianism with conservatism. That’s a mistake. Conservatives should recognize the broad appeal of certain beliefs as both an opportunity to engage with individuals who don’t seem to think like us, as well as a sign that certain cherished principles are more widely shared than we sometimes realize.

Two more qualifications before I send you on your way. I do not want to give the impression that anyone should only read fiction that corresponds to or confirms one’s political point of view. That would be boring, and it would deprive you of one of the great joys of literature, which is to encounter lives and ideas unlike your own. So no, the point isn’t that these are the only novels you’ll ever need to read. Instead, I’m working under the premise that many conservatives—and liberals, too—want to both know more about conservatism and to read more great literature. These books kill both those birds.

Finally, it’s crucial to understand that no art can achieve greatness by virtue of its message alone. Any artist who elevates his political point above the techniques and elements of his craft is creating propaganda, not art. The late English philosopher Sir Roger Scruton expressed the dangers of political art well:

It is certainly a failing in a work of art that it should be more concerned to convey a message than to delight its audience. Works of propaganda . . . sacrifice aesthetic integrity to political correctness, character to caricature, and drama to sermonizing. On the other hand, part of what we object to in such works is their untruthful quality. The lessons urged upon us are neither compelled by the story nor illustrated in the exaggerated figures and characters; the propaganda message is not part of the aesthetic meaning but extraneous to it—an intrusion from the everyday world which only loses conviction when thrust on us in the midst of aesthetic contemplation.25

The point is not that great art must be morally ambivalent or politically neutral, but that the artists demonstrate exceptional technical skill and aesthetic judgment as they convey what Kirk called “standards of private and public conduct.” Similarly, what the critic Micah Mattix writes about poetry is also applicable to fiction: “To value it primarily for what it says rather than how it says it is to undermine its integrity. The form of poetry is valuable in its own right. It is inherently pleasing. If poetry is to regain its integrity in American intellectual life, we must take seriously not only what it says but how it says it.”26

This general belief in the integrity of the novel as an artform has guided my selections: none of these novelists sacrifices their art to convey political insights. I think anyone who enjoys fiction will love almost all of these novels, even if he or she disagrees with the ideas they intimate or (God forbid!) my readings of them. To underscore the significance of these aesthetic elements, I’ll occasionally linger on remarkable passages and shed light on what makes them so effective, funny, or otherwise fantastic. Because my audience is the general reader rather than the academic, I generally refrain from incorporating contemporary literary theory (you can thank me later) and only sometimes refer to recent scholarly conversations about specific works. And while each chapter focuses on one novel, I also say a word or two about the lives and careers of the authors, situate the work within its cultural context, discuss other works by the author—or works by other authors—that help develop our understanding of the novel. The chapters necessarily include summaries of the plots, but those summaries are by no means exhaustive, and I try to avoid spoilers so that you’ll still want to read the books for yourself. If you’ve already read any of the novels, I hope my analysis will ring true or get you thinking about the work in a fresh light.

I can’t guarantee all readers will love all of these works, but I’m confident that everyone—no matter one’s political beliefs or previous reading—will come away with a better understanding of many principles and beliefs shared by conservatives. With any luck, this will inspire you to explore more works by these authors, and perhaps even inspire more writers to imitate the skills and techniques they see in here to craft their own great novel.





Chapter One

Human Nature and the “Choice of Life”— Samuel Johnson, Rasselas (1759)

In 1750, as the novel was becoming a popular literary genre in Britain, the English essayist, poet, and lexicographer Samuel Johnson observed how different it was from older kinds of narrative fiction. As he wrote in an installment of his essay series called The Rambler, previous generations of readers devoured tales of knightly adventures in faraway places, whereas “the present generation seems more particularly delighted” in works of fiction that “exhibit life in its true state, diversified only by accidents that daily happen in the real world, and influenced by passions and qualities which are really to be found in conversing with mankind.”1 This created a great challenge for writers. In the past, when realism mattered little, a writer could simply “let loose his invention, and heat his mind with incredibilities” without worrying about accurately depicting nature or life.2 The new breed of fiction writers had higher standards to meet because their readers expected, and would recognize, realistic depictions of the everyday.

More significantly, though, Johnson was anxious about what this realism meant for the readers of this new fiction:

These books are written chiefly to the young, the ignorant, and the idle, to whom they serve as lectures of conduct and introductions into life. They are the entertainment of minds unfurnished with ideas, and therefore easily susceptible of impressions; not fixed by principles, and therefore easily following the current of fancy; not informed by experience, and consequently open to every false suggestion and partial account.3

Because of that impressionable audience, novelists had to take care to not corrupt their readership by representing people and actions about which ignorance was bliss, or at least a virtue. Johnson argued that because “the power of example is so great as to take possession of the memory by a kind of violence, and produce effects almost without the intervention of the will, care ought to be taken that, when the choice is unrestrained, the best examples only should be exhibited; and that which is likely to operate so strongly should not be mischievous or uncertain in its effects.” Artists should “imitate nature”—but only “those parts of nature which are most proper for imitation.”4 Johnson saw moral formation as a crucial component of literature, including fiction. He warned that no matter how realistically rendered, “many characters ought never to be drawn,” and certain knowledge about the world is more likely “to make men cunning than good.” Johnson presented a clear moral vision for the new fiction:

The purpose of these writings is surely not only to show mankind, but to provide that they may be seen hereafter with less hazard; to teach the means of avoiding the snares which are laid by Treachery for Innocence, without infusing any wish for that superiority with which the betrayer flatters his vanity; to give the power of counteracting fraud, without the temptation to practise it; to initiate the youth by mock encounters in the art of necessary defense, and to increase prudence without impairing virtue.5

Johnson’s vision of fiction was to help form its young readers into better people—to show the dark side of human life without making it seem attractive and to prepare them to become virtuous adults. Given these particular standards, it’s not surprising that when Johnson tried his hand at fiction at the end of the decade—albeit in a form unlike the realistic, domestic novels he was describing in The Rambler—he focused on educating younger readers about proper moral conduct and certain principles of human nature. But that strange and wonderful little story, titled The History of Rasselas, Prince of Abissinia (though usually referred to simply as Rasselas), is rewarding not only for young people, but for anyone seeking guidance on the purpose of life or in making major decisions.6

The Age of Johnson

Literary scholars once divided the period of English literature spanning the late-seventeenth century into the late-eighteenth into three epochs, each named after a specific writer who outshone all peers. There was first the Age of Dryden, after the critic, essayist, playwright, and poet John Dryden; this was followed by the Age of Pope, after the poet Alexander Pope; and finally, the Age of Johnson. Dividing the periods that way has fallen out of fashion, but it gives you a sense of the esteem with which Johnson was once held.

Born in Lichfield, England—just north of Birmingham— Johnson briefly attended Oxford before dropping out because his family could not afford the tuition. (This was before there were executive orders canceling student loans.) After getting married and trying (and failing) to open a school, he moved to London in 1737 to start his literary career. The variety of his output apart from Rasselas was remarkable. As a journalist, he wrote summaries of parliamentary debates; he wrote two great poems, exceptional literary biographies, dozens of essays, and drama. He also wrote political tracts, edited an edition of William Shakespeare’s works, and published an account of his travels into Scotland. Johnson’s most impressive accomplishment was his Dictionary of the English Language, which he began in 1746 and first published in 1755. Johnson’s dictionary wasn’t the first of the language, but it was the best of its time and remains a helpful and entertaining guide for understanding the history of our language.

As varied as Johnson’s output was, his works are bound together by recurring themes, an abiding interest in and knowledge of human nature, an authoritative moralistic tone, and a remarkable quotability. To give you some sense of his fame: in the years immediately following his death in 1784, four biographies about him were published— including one of the greatest biographies in English, The Life of Samuel Johnson by his friend James Boswell.

Johnson wrote Rasselas over the course of a week in 1759 quite simply because he needed the money: his mother was dying and her funeral had to be paid for. It was Johnson, remember, who said “no man but a blockhead ever wrote except for money.”7 In this case, at least, you can understand why. Those circumstances help explain the work’s tone: it is dark and somber. It was published anonymously, but the voice was so like that which he used in his essays that his identity as the author was not a long-held secret. The work’s conceit was in keeping with the era’s vogue for travel writing. In fact, Johnson’s first published work was a translation of a French priest’s travels, titled A Voyage to Abyssinia (1735). (Abyssinia refers to what we now know as Ethiopia.) You may already be familiar with other works that were part of this trend, such as Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719) or Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels (1726). Toward the end of his life, Johnson would publish a non-fiction travel work, titled A Journey to the Western Islands of Scotland.

This story concerns a young man—which the title helpfully identifies as Rasselas, Prince of Abissinia—who, as a member of the royal family, lives in a palace sealed off from the troubles and concerns of the real world.8 The name of this home is Happy Valley, and it sounds it: “All the diversities of the world were brought together, the blessings of nature were collected, and its evils extracted and excluded.”9 In this remarkable refuge, “the sons and daughters of Abissinia lived only to know the soft vicissitudes of pleasure and repose, attended by all that were skilful to delight, and gratified with whatever the senses can enjoy.”10

As enticing as this sounds, Rasselas is unhappy, and he longs to see more of the world outside of his secluded valley. With the guidance of a wise man named Imlac, Rasselas, his sister Nekayah, and her servant Pekuah escape the valley and travel as far as Cairo, experiencing and reflecting on different ways of life. What does Rasselas hope to gain from this experience? He’s convinced that, “if I had the choice of life, I should be able to fill every day with pleasure.”11 And even after the wise Imlac warns him that life is full of disappointment, Rasselas is more convinced than ever that he needs to make his escape and see the world for himself: “I am resolved to judge with my own eyes of the various conditions of men, and then to make deliberately my choice of life.”12

Choice of life—the phrase is central to Rasselas. Although it doesn’t first appear until chapter twelve (admittedly, these are concise chapters), it or some variation of it occurs eleven times, often in italics, the typographical equivalent of alarm bells. So important is this phrase to the purpose of the work, it was also Johnson’s working title. That emphasis on choosing a life’s path makes this work particularly appropriate for readers on the verge of adulthood (though Rasselas himself is twenty-five when the book begins, and closer to thirty when he finally sets out on his travels. Slacker!). Again and again, Rasselas raises important questions about what to choose—and expect—from life. And because it offers so many examples of people trying to make up their own mind, or explaining their own decisions, it does what so much great fiction does: help us live vicariously through the characters and learn from their experiences, mistakes, and insights.

Tell ’em That It’s Human Nature

That potential in fiction relates to one of the most important themes in Rasselas: that we are able to learn from the lives and ideas of other people, including people of distant times and places. And that rests on an important assumption about human nature, an assumption that was central to Johnson’s work—and to the work of other Enlightenment thinkers with whom you’re probably more familiar. This is a belief in a universal, consistent human nature, a set of desires and behaviors that are constant over time and cultures. It’s not the same as the belief that everyone is identical and there is no variation in human thought, belief, or outcome—but that everyone is capable of reason, and also vulnerable to the same set of passions and vices, albeit to varying degrees.

As Imlac tells Rasselas, “Every man . . . may by examining his own mind guess what passes in the minds of others.”13 This guess isn’t necessarily correct, of course, but the possibility of being able to understand others by imagining ourselves in their situations is a sympathetic act that rests on the premise that people share fundamental passions, desires, emotions, and rational abilities. In fact, that is crucial to the broader concept of sympathy that was central to eighteenth-century philosophy and fiction. It’s no coincidence that the century that saw the rise of the novel also saw the advent of such works as Adam Smith’s The Theory of Moral Sentiments (published, like Rasselas, in 1759) that explored why people feel sympathy for others. The eighteenth century’s cult of sensibility celebrated one’s ability to show emotion over the sufferings and joys of others, a capacity that could be refined through works of art, including fiction.

Johnson expresses his belief in a universal human nature throughout his essays, including in Idler 51—published the same month as Rasselas:

Men, however distinguished by external accidents or intrinsick [sic] qualities, have all the same wants, the same pains, and, as far as the senses are consulted, the same pleasures. The petty cares and petty duties are the same in every station to every understanding, and every hour brings some occasion on which we all sink to the common level. We are all naked till we are dressed, and hungry till we are fed; and the general’s triumph, and sage’s disputation, end, like the humble labours of the smith or ploughman, in a dinner or in sleep.14

Johnson was no leveler; he believed in the importance of social hierarchies for maintaining order. Yet this passage expresses his belief in a “common level,” according to which people of all ranks and, presumably, races share important traits. Similarly, see the opening lines of his greatest poem, “The Vanity of Human Wishes,” published ten years earlier:

Let observation with extensive view,

Survey mankind, from China to Peru;

Remark each anxious toil, each eager strife,

And watch the busy scenes of crowded life;…

How rarely reason guides the stubborn choice,

Rules the bold hand, or prompts the suppliant voice,

How nations sink, by darling schemes oppress’d,

When vengeance listens to the fool’s request.15

Much in this passage—the battle between reason and the passions, the futility of wishes expressed by the title—anticipate central themes of Rasselas. There, Johnson half-jokes that the master observer of these general traits is the poet, as Imlac explains:

This business of a poet . . . is to examine, not the individual, but the species; to remark general properties and large appearances. He does not number the streaks of the tulip, or describe the different shades of the verdure of the forest. He is to exhibit in his portraits of nature such prominent and striking features as recall the original to every mind, and must neglect the minuter discriminations, which one may have remarked and another have neglected, for those characteristics which are alike obvious to vigilance and carelessness.16

In this analogy, Johnson paraphrases the theories of his friend, the painter Sir Joshua Reynolds, to explain how poets should represent their subject matter. It’s advice that Johnson follows when he represents his characters in Rasselas. They are very broadly sketched: we don’t know much about their appearances, for example, or their distinctive personalities. Instead, Johnson gives us a relatively general picture of their beliefs and their desires. Even the earliest British novels, like Daniel Defoe’s Moll Flanders (1722) and Samuel Richardson’s Pamela (1740), offer much more individualized characters (and many more pages).17 Nonetheless, the conversations between the characters in Rasselas and the ideas they express are memorable.

One reason Johnson’s belief in general human nature is remarkable is he assumes that when he writes about African characters, his British readers will accept the applicability and validity of their ideas, observations, feelings, and desires. There aren’t many eighteenth-century works of fiction in which that is the case. (Though, again, Johnson does not try to make the characters distinctively Abyssinian.) In fact, Johnson underscores the differences between his characters and his readers only once, when Imlac tells Rasselas about his encounters with Europeans. This passage clearly endorses the idea of Western supremacy, for which reason it’s likely to rub modern readers the wrong way, as Imlac observes that Europeans “appeared almost another order of beings” compared to “the natives of our own kingdoms.”18 Imlac explains why:

“They are more powerful, sir, than we,” answered Imlac, “because they are wiser; knowledge will always predominate over ignorance, as man governs the other animals. But why their knowledge is more than ours I know not what reason can be given but the unsearchable will of the Supreme Being.”19

This passage is unlikely to satisfy the modern reader, but it’s worth noting that nothing in the work suggests the inferior wisdom of the central characters. Johnson focuses on what he believes all peoples have in common, as when Imlac reminds his young friend that “Europeans . . . are less unhappy than we, but they are not happy. Human life is every where a state in which much is to be endured, and little to be enjoyed.”20

If Johnson’s belief in a universal human nature strikes you as a little odd or naïve, it shouldn’t—in fact, it should feel familiar to you. Johnson shared this principle with America’s Founding Fathers. As products of—or participants in—the Enlightenment, they all believed in a cross-cultural shared human nature. As the diplomat Howard Trivers wrote in an essay commemorating our bicentennial, “The Enlightenment was characterized by its universalism, the affirmation of universal principles in human affairs, and a cosmopolitan vision of mankind.”21 This is clear from the very first utterances of our nation as such, which are a series of universalist claims: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” The Declaration proceeds to make general statements about the purpose
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