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ABSTRACT

Russell Kirk’s Column “To The Point:” Traditional Aspects of Conservatism
by
Thomas Chesnutt Young

From 1962 to 1975, General Features Corporation distributed a column by traditional
conservative Russell Kirk. The column appeared on the political page of newspapers
across the country under the title “To The Point”.1 The column provided social
commentary on a wide variety of topics ranging from foreign policy, to civil rights, to
feminism. Papers that carried the column included Los Angeles Times (1962-early 1968),
New Orleans Time-Picayune (late 1962-late 1971), Detroit News (early 1970-1975).2 The
research for this thesis included both primary and secondary sources. The primary
sources included articles housed at the Russell Kirk Center for Cultural Renewal,
Mecosta, Michigan, the University of Tennessee library, and the Sherrod library at East
Tennessee State University.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
The 1960s and 70s were a trying time in America due to social upheaval, and the
ongoing cold war not to mention Vietnam. Conservative activist Russell Kirk was an
individual who examined such issues. Throughout those decades liberals and
conservatives were involved in an intense struggle to determine which would be the
dominate voice of America. Twentieth century American liberals, advocating change,
believed the federal government had a duty to improve the lives of all Americans. They
felt that minorities and women had been denied the same opportunities afforded to
affluent white men. Modern liberalism’s campaign to enhance the livelihood of humanity
was not limited solely to improving the lives of Americans. Liberalism believed
Americans also had an obligation to improve the lives of all citizens throughout the
world. Conservatives countered these views with a domestic policy centered on states
rights and a foreign policy based on military dominance. Most conservatives believed all
Americans had been given the opportunity to achieve the American dream. Furthermore,
in their opinion, it was not within the federal government’s power under the traditional
interpretation of the constitution to rectify such inequalities if they did exist.
Conservatives maintained that liberals had misinterpreted the term “all men are created
equal” from the Declaration of Independence. This phrase was one of the reasons for the
liberal belief that the federal government had an obligation to aid minorities in their quest
for equality. Conservatives argued that the term “equality” as used in the Declaration of
Independence, referred to in the eyes of the Creator.

6

Russell Kirk maintained equality of condition was not possible. He stated
“Inequality is the natural condition of human beings; charity may assist those not favored
by nature; but attempts to impose an artificial equality of condition and intellect, although
in the long run they fail, meanwhile can work great mischief in any society, and still
worse, damage human nature itself.”3 Kirk’s condemnation of liberalism was not limited
to their views on social issues. He also disagreed with liberalism’s view on America’s
role in foreign affairs. Like many other conservatives Kirk was concerned with the liberal
goal to improve the lives of every citizen of the world. Such an idea was too utopian for a
practical man like Kirk. Many conservative Americans viewed the catastrophe in
Vietnam as liberal failure. From 1962 to 1975 Kirk addressed these issues as well as
others in his “To The Point” column.4
In the 1960s the debate over America’s role in the international community
intensified. Liberals felt America had an obligation to help third world countries
emerging from colonial rule. They wanted to ensure a decent standard of living for
citizens of these countries. Liberals wanted protection measures instituted that would
prevent foreign corporations from stealing these nation’s assets. Conservatives, on the
other hand, felt that American foreign policy should be directed towards promoting
American interests, particularly those of American corporations. These contrasting views
over the role of foreign policy led to heated debates between liberals and conservatives.
American role in third world countries was not the only area of foreign relations
where liberals and conservatives clashed. Ideologically the two camps disagreed on the
handling of the Cold War. Liberals differentiated from communists and socialists;
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however, as a rule, conservatives did not. This difference in opinion affected how each
viewed other nations. Conservatives thought liberals showed too much weakness in their
policy dealing with the Soviet Union and China. They felt this weakness might allow
communism the opportunity to spread across the world. Liberals considered
conservatives’ attitude towards foreign policy to be unyielding. They feared the
conservative approach would cause the cold war to escalate into a real conflict between
the major world powers.
Foreign policy was not the only issue that divided America in the 1960s and 70s.
There was also considerable division over domestic issues. The civil rights movement
that had emerged during the 1950s was at full force. The C.R. movement sought equality
for African Americans. Activist liberals were labeled as radicals by some conservative
antagonists. Conservatives trying to walk a thin line between adherence to tradition and
racism questioned the objectives of the movement. All too often, many “conservatives”
refused to recognize the federal government’s responsibility to African Americans.
Conservatives did not want to address issues like the disparity between schools attended
by African Americans and whites in the south. They felt such issues should be handled on
the state level and local level.
Education was not the only aspect of the Civil Rights movement that disturbed
some conservatives. Concern grew as colleges began to take race into consideration when
they accepted incoming students. The demands of Civil Rights supporters did not end
with a call for equal opportunity in education. They expected to be afforded the same
opportunity after graduating college as their white colleagues. These demands were
answered through what became known as affirmative action. Conservatives were very

8

concerned with how affirmative action would affect society and the view that the
Constitution was “color-blind”. They generally argued that it would encourage
mediocrity among minorities. Liberals, on the other hand, argued that affirmative action
only gave minorities the opportunity to prove what they were capable of.
The Civil Rights movement was not the sole social movement to anger
conservatives in the 1960s and 70s. The goals of feminists also worried many
conservatives. They feared the social changes feminists were calling for would destroy
the nuclear family. The members of the feminist movement consisted of a diverse group
of citizens. Their goals ranged from gaining easier access to birth control to equal
opportunity in the job market. Within the movement itself there was controversy over
what its primary goals should be. The rift essentially divided members along class lines.
The majority of middle and upper-class women dedicated their efforts to the passage of
the Equal Rights Amendment. These professional women hoped the passage of the
amendment would help them advance in their chosen profession. Working class women
and minorities feared how the ERA would be used if passed. Their belief was that the
amendment might benefit their employers more than it did them. In their opinion the
primary objective of feminists should be to gain birth control rights. In their view, it was
untimely pregnancies that had prevented women from advancing in society. Women of
the lower classes felt that until this disadvantage was addressed, there was no way for
women to gain equality. Conservatives took a strong stance against all feminist demands.
Many conservatives saw these demands as being immoral and counterproductive for the
survival of the traditional American family.

9

In the following chapters, all the aforementioned issues will be addressed as seen
through the eyes of Russell Kirk’s column “To The Point.” Kirk, a founding member of
the traditionalist strand of the conservative movement was one of its most eloquent
writers. Traditionalism is the belief in adherence to costumes and traditions. Followers of
this movement believed society risked certain doom when it departed from established
edicts. Kirk used his column to disseminate the views of the conservative movement in
the 1960s and 1970s. During the 1940s and 50s Kirk had concentrated his writing efforts
on gaining support for conservatism from intellectuals. His effort helped conservatism
make inroads into academia which had long been viewed as a citadel of liberalism.
Starting in 1962, Kirk, expanded his reading audience. From 1962 to 1975 ordinary
Americans were able to find Kirk’s words of wisdom on the political pages of several
newspapers. Kirk used this new forum to address issues from a “conservative”
perspective.

10

Foreign Policy
Kirk’s assessments on American foreign policy were a recurring subject
throughout the run of To The Point. Due to the volume of articles the author has limited
the analysis of Kirk’s comments on American foreign policy to a case study of five
nations. The nations discussed are the Congo, South Africa, the Soviet Union, China, and
Vietnam. By looking at these particular nations one can gain a full understanding of
Kirk’s critique of the achievements and limitations of American foreign policy.
The Congo was chosen for two reasons. First, it was primarily dealt with through
the United Nations and provides Kirk’s perception of that organization. Secondly, Kirk’s
outlook on the Congo was strongly tied to his impression of African nationalism. South
Africa was chosen due to the similarity in racial tension there and in the United States.
No study of mid 20th century American foreign policy would be complete without
looking at America’s experience in Vietnam. The Soviet Union and China were chosen
due to their participation in the Cold War and how that influenced America’s actions in
these other countries.
In the 1950s and 60s many African states gained their freedom from colonial
rule.5 One of the key problems for the citizens of these new nations was determining what
form of government should be established. The Western powers, led by the United States,
pushed for democratic governments. The Soviet Union encouraged these new states to
establish Communist forms of government. The crisis in the Congo in the early 1960s is a
perfect example of how emerging nations in Africa were affected by the Cold War. The
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Congo was a very controversial issue in the early 1960s and one Kirk commented on
several times in his column.
During a Round Table Conference on January 27, 1960, the Belgian government
agreed to grant the people of the Congo self rule.6 Less than six months after this
conference the Congolese people established their own government. On June 30, 1960,
the Belgian government turned over control of the Congo to the Union Nationale
Congolese (U.N.C.). The U.N.C. government was headed by Joseph Kasavubu as
President, and Patrice Lumumba as Prime Minister.
The primary power within the U.N.C. rested in the hands of Lumumba. As Prime
Minister he had the responsibility of directing the policies of the new government. The
office of President in the U.N.C. was designed to be above the everyday politics involved
in policy making. The Presidency, however, was not a powerless position. If Kasavubu
felt that Lumumba’s government had lost control of the country, he had the power to
remove Lumumba’s party and install a new government. Kasavubu eventually took this
action on August 5, 1960, partly due to pressures put on him by the United States and
other Western powers.7
The U.N.C. faced many tribulations in establishing an effective government. One
of the primary problems resulted from the Belgian policy of only using Europeans in
administrative positions.8 This made it very hard for the U.N.C. to place Congolese in
leadership positions within the civil service. When Congolese civil servants were given
promotions it meant little more than a raise in pay. The Belgian administrators who had
6

Catherine Hoskyns, The Congo Since Independence: January 1960 – December 1961 (London: Oxford
University Press, 1965) , 1.
7
Ibid., 200.
8
King Gordon, U.N. In The Congo: A Quest For Peace. (Carnegie Endowment for International Peace,
1962) , 13.
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agreed to stay on after independence were still in charge of their old departments.9
Another problem resulted from the socialist programs of the new government. Such
programs were a natural extension of African tribal tradition. In fact, many of them had
been instituted during colonial rule by the ruling authorities due to this very fact. Despite
these facts, many Westerners perceived any type of socialist program as being communist
influenced. This belief led the Western powers to seek the removal of Lumumba from
power because they assumed he had communist affiliations. In reality, Lumumba was a
nationalist who only wanted the Congo to be granted self rule without any outside
interference.10
The Congolese soldiers, unlike their civilian counterparts, were given little hope
of advancement under the new government. The Force Publique was Belgian Congo’s
army and national police force. During Belgian rule Congolese soldiers were not allowed
to advance beyond the rank of sergeant.11 After independence, Lumumba chose not to
Africanize the command of the Force Publique.12 The Congolese soldiers resented this
decision. They thought it was time to turn the leadership of the Force Publique over to
Congolese officers.
The prospect of languishing in a force without any chance of advancement led
Congolese soldiers to rebel against their Belgian officers on July 5, 1960.13 Some of the
soldiers began to take their frustration out on the European population of the Congo.
Lumumba was able to restore some order by the evening of July 8, but not before
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permanent damage had been done to the U.N.C.14 Lumumba had only been able to
restore order after agreeing to meet the demands of Congolese soldiers. The principal
demand of the soldiers was the Africanization of the command of the Force Publique.15
The decision to meet the demands of the rebellion soldiers angered many Western
leaders. They were not confident Congolese officers had the ability to maintain order in
the Congo. Some in the West claimed this was proof that Lumumba had no real desire to
protect Western business interests in the Congo. Many Western leaders felt Lumumba’s
government was being influenced by the Soviet Union. It is true Lumumba had been
involved in negotiations with the Soviets for assistance; however, he never agreed to turn
the Congo into a Communist state in return for that assistance.
The western European lack of trust in Lumumba’s ability to control the situation
led to Belgian troops being sent to the Congo to help restore order. At first, Lumumba
resisted this help but eventually agreed to take the military aid from Belgium.16 On July
10, 1960, Belgian troops began to restore order throughout the Congo. The landing of
Belgian troops in the Congo was met with mixed reactions. The European population was
glad to see the Belgian troops; however, many Congolese feared their presence spelled
the end of Congolese independence. One Congolese who supported the Belgian
intervention was Moise Tshombe.17 As the provincial president of Katanga, Tshombe
asked for military assistance from Belgium to restore order in his province. On July 11,

14

Kalb, 5.
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after Belgian troops had restored order in Elizabethville, the capital city of Katanga,
Tshombe declared Katanga’s independence.18
The secession of Katanga sent shock waves throughout the Congo. Katanga’s
independence was catastrophic because the resources in the region were the primary
source of income for the U.N.C. The leadership of the U.N.C. had feared Belgium would
find a way to retain control of Katanga. Now it seemed these fears were going to be
realized. Lumumba, as well others in the Congo, alleged the Belgians intended to steal
the Congo’s richest province. The leadership of the U.N.C. assumed Tshombe was acting
as a pawn of the Belgian government when he declared Katanga’s independence.
Prior to Katanga’s secession the U.N.C. had appealed to the United Nations for
assistance. The Katanga situation complicated matters because Article 2 of the United
Nations charter prohibited the organization from intervening in matters that involved
domestic jurisdiction or sovereignty. If a foreign power had tried to invade Katanga, the
United Nations reaction would most certainly have been to help the Congolese regain
control of the province. In the Katanga situation the foreign force was there due to the
request of Tshombe, the duly elected leader.19 If the citizens of Katanga supported
Tshombe the United Nations had no authority to intervene. Lumumba, however expected
the United Nations to aid his country in regaining control of Katanga. When the United
Nations failed to act quickly on the matter, Lumumba began to search for other ways to
regain control of the rebellious province.
To determine if Katanga’s independence was indeed supported by the native
population, the United Nations called for the removal of all Europeans serving in

18
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Katanga’s military. Tshombe had established a large mercenary force which he claimed
was to maintain order and guard against attacks from the U.N.C. Tshombe refused to
meet the U.N. demands because he thought their real goal was to turn Katanga back over
to the U.N.C. Kirk agreed with Tshombe’s assessment of U.N. goals in Katanga. Kirk’s
article on September 21, 1960, questioned the U.N. policy on Katanga. Kirk pointed out
that if any single western power had tried to force Katanga to rejoin the U.N.C. it would
have been seen as imperialism.20
On December 17, 1962, in a column titled “U.N. Pullout Would Be Ideal Gift for
Katanga,” Kirk commented on the ongoing U.N. involvement in the Congo. The central
concern of the article was the U.N. attempt to get Katanga to rejoin the U.N.C. According
to Kirk the United Nations had no authority to dictate anything to the citizens of Katanga.
To counter the U.N. complaint about Tshombe’s use of mercenaries, Kirk pointed out the
U.N. itself was using Gurkha troops who fought for hire.21 Kirk’s reference to the use of
Gurkhas troops overlooked the U.N. primary complaint about the mercenaries in
Katanga. The United Nations did not believe the mercenaries in Katanga were there to
protect the native population. They understood the mercenaries were there primarily to
protect Western business interests in the region. There was general public
acknowledgement about who was paying the Gurkha soldiers, but it was not clear who
was bankrolling Tshombe’s mercenaries.
Kirk and Tshombe were right in their assessment of the United Nations intention
to return Katanga to the U.N.C. The U.N. believed the income provided from Katanga’s

20
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mines were necessary for the survival of the U.N.C. Kirk did not believe returning
Katanga to the U.N.C. would solve the country’s problems.22 The best thing for the
Congo, in his opinion, would be the removal of all United Nations personnel. Once they
were out of the picture the Congolese might be able to reach an agreement that would
benefit all the people of the region. It was Kirk’s contention that the best thing for the
Congo to do was to form a loose confederation that did not have an all powerful central
government.23 There was two primary reasons why Kirk advocated this solution. The first
was his distrust of a strong federal government. The second was his doubt in the ability of
Africans from different provinces being able to work out their differences.24 In his view,
Africans were very capable of working out their own problems only when they
determined the boundaries of their states. Conflicts arose, however, when state
boundaries were artificial creations of outside powers like the U.N.
The idea of a loose confederation was consistent with Kirk’s views concerning
states rights in the United States. According to Kirk, the founding fathers had never
intended for the federal government to have unlimited power over the states. One of the
things that led Kirk to take up the conservative cause was the growing power of the
federal government. Taking into consideration Kirk’s opinion on states rights, it was only
natural for him to take the side of a man like Tshombe who he assumed was fighting for
the rights of his region.
Kirk’s support of Tshombe was not only due to his belief in states rights. One of
the main reasons Kirk supported Tshombe was because he was not an African nationalist.
Kirk thought African nationalists were driven by an anti-western and anti-business
22

Ibid.
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ideology. Kirk maintained Tshombe was capable of establishing the kind of order
necessary to protect Western interests in Katanga. Kirk was not alone in his support of
Tshombe. National Review founder William F. Buckley also supported Tshombe’s efforts
in Katanga.25 It was through the eyes of Kirk and Buckley that many Americans came to
know Moise Tshombe.
In 1962 the Kennedy administration did not agree with Kirk’s assessment of
Tshombe. They felt it was in America’s interests to support the United Nations policy in
the Congo. Kirk viewed the Kennedy administration’s support of the United Nations
action in the Congo as a foreign policy blunder. Kirk maintained the Kennedy
administration was being inconsistent in its foreign policy. In his estimation the
Kennedy’s administration had been more summary in its demands to Tshombe than with
Castro.26 Kirk, like many other Americans of his time, viewed communist Cuba as a very
real threat to American freedom. He found it strange that the President of the United
States was trying to remove a capitalist like Tshombe while allowing Castro to stay in
power. In Kirk’s opinion, America’s primary foreign policy goal should have been to
stop the spread of communism. In this fight he maintained America should first secure its
own borders before taking the fight to the continent of Africa.
Kirk used the U.N. involvement in the Congo as an example of how ineffective
the organization was as a peace keeping force.27 In Kirk’s opinion, the United Nations
forces had hindered the peace process in the Congo instead of helping it. The December
31, 1963, “To the Point” column summed up the past years failure of the United Nations
25

Stephen R. Wessman, American Foreign Policy in the Congo: 1960-1964 (Ithaca: Cornell University
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to be able to bring peace to the world. Under the title “U.N. Peace Machinery Won’t
Handle the Job,” Kirk described different conflicts that were currently occurring
throughout the world. Kirk understood it was unrealistic to expect the United Nations to
be able to handle the entire world’s problems. Kirk felt one of the primary reasons the
United Nations had been unable to be more effective was due to the growing power of the
Afro-Asian bloc. Because of this growing power within the United Nations, Kirk
maintained the only real hope for world peace would come through a sounder American
foreign policy, not the U.N.
While there were mistakes made by United Nations officials in the Congo, the
organization’s mission there should not be seen as a failure. Kirk acknowledged too much
had been expected of the United Nations regarding its ability to maintain peace.28 The
Congo operation was the largest that the United Nations had undertaken up to that time.
The United Nations did not have the proper resources needed to finance such a large
operation. The organization also had not been given the proper authority to deal with the
problems they faced in the Congo. Many of the difficulties faced by the United Nations
were due to the ongoing Cold War. If the Western powers and the Soviet bloc had been
truly supportive, the situation could have been resolved much sooner than it was. In spite
of its limited authority and funding, the United Nations did everything it could to bring
peace to the Congo. Eventually pressure from the United States and the United Nations

28
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forced Katanga to rejoin the U.N.C. in January of 1963.29 Kirk considered American
involvement in the Congo as being no different than European colonialism.30
Kirk argued that America’s involvement in the United Nations was partly to
blame for Kennedy’s policies toward Africa. Kirk had never been a supporter of
America’s involvement in the United Nations. In fact, he had grown more and more
critical of the United Nations. This was due in part to the dwindling influence of the U.S.
over the organization. In recent years American influence in the organization had
decreased. In Kirk’s estimation, the Soviet and Afro-Asian blocs were responsible for this
loss in power. He feared the United Nations would become even more irresponsible if the
Afro-Asian bloc’s demand for a seat on the Security Council were met.31 Kirk
maintained the United States assistance in ending Katanga’s independence had been done
out of a desire to appease the Afro-Asian bloc. He resented America having to make
concessions in order to retain control over the General Assembly of the United Nations.
The very principles the United Nations were founded on went against everything
Kirk believed in. In his opinion, the United Nations was a liberal creation founded on the
belief that humanity can improve upon the civilization established by past generations.
The organization also held that all nations should be able to meet as equals and work out
their differences through compromise. In the Congo, the Western powers went along with
the demands of the Afro-Asian bloc and Soviet Union to remove Tshombe from power.
According to Kirk, the United States always came out the loser when it conceded to such
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demands.32 Kirk alleged that by allowing the United Nations to remove Tshombe from
power America was betraying their best supporter in the region.
Kirk’s support of Tshombe seemingly was vindicated in July of 1964, when
Tshombe became the Prime Minister of the Congo. By 1964, the Johnson administration
had come to share Kirk’s and Buckley’s view of Tshombe. Despite the fear of angering
other African leaders, the Johnson administration backed Tshombe’s bid for Prime
Minister. Tshombe was the third person to hold the office of Prime Minister. Lumumba
had been removed from office primarily due to his behavior surrounding the Katanga
crisis. In November 1960 U.N.C. forces had arrested Lumumba. To prevent his
supporters from freeing him Lumumba had been transferred to Katanga. Sometime
between his arrival in Katanga on January 17, 1961, and February 6, Lumumba was
killed.33 In August of 1961, Cyrille Adoula was appointed Prime Minister of the U.N.C.
Adoula’s inability to restore order to the Congo led to Tshombe’s rise to power. Tshombe
was able to obtain the position of Prime Minister due to his popularity among certain
segments of the Congolese population and his pro-western ideology. The problems in the
Congo did not end after Tshombe became president. After 1964, America began to
decrease its involvement in the Congo. Kirk viewed this change in foreign policy as an
improvement and far sounder than Americas’ previous policies in the region.34
One of the first crises Tshombe faced as Prime Minister was the siege of
Stanleyville. The Congo city Stanleyville had been taken over by rebels on August 4,
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1964.35 The rebels arrested approximately 300 Belgians and Americans. The rebels
hoped to use the hostages as leverage to get the American and Belgian governments to
withdraw their support of Prime Minister Tshombe. These Western powers had supported
Tshombe’s rise to power. Many Africans still assumed Tshombe was a stooge of the
West who cared more about Western business interests than he did his own people.
Kirk interpreted the Johnson administration’s reaction to the Stanleyville siege as
a departure from earlier American policy in the region. Prior to the siege, Kirk thought
the American objective in the Congo had been to appease the demands of African
Nationalists. The means used to rescue the Western prisoners being held in Stanleyville
departed from this policy. The American government supported Tshombe’s use of
mercenaries in Stanleyville. These were the same mercenaries whose presence had upset
America and the United Nations during Katanga’s struggle for independence.36 Now they
were going to be used by the U.N.C. to regain control of Stanleyville. The mercenaries
were to serve as a spearhead for the Congolese military. On November 24, 1964, columns
of mercenaries fought their way into Stanleyville.37 In addition to the mercenary ground
forces, Belgian paratroopers were used in the attack. The Belgian paratroopers were able
to evacuate 1,600 Europeans. Only 27 of the Europeans who had been taken prisoner
were killed during the liberation of Stanleyville.38
Tshombe success in dealing with the Stanleyville crisis was praised by Kirk. The
use of white professional soldiers to lead Congolese military units had been validated by
this victory in Kirk’s eyes. The native populations in his view were so undisciplined they
35
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could not be an effective military force.39 If not for the aid of white mercenaries, the
rescue at Stanleyville would have been a disaster in Kirk estimation. While it is true that
the Congolese soldiers had a problem with discipline, it was not a problem without the
potential of resolution. Congolese soldiers had received little or no leadership training
prior to independence. Since independence, they had faced one crisis after another and
had little time to organize into an effective fighting force. To further complicate matters,
the soldiers were not always paid on time. Taking all this into consideration, it is
remarkable the Congolese soldiers had any discipline at all.
Tshombe’s action in Stanleyville was wakeup call for African nationalists
throughout Africa.40 He proved that there were still African leaders who desired a
relationship with the West. This was a great relief to many in the west who had grown
tired of advocators of African nationalism. Many feared African nationalists desired a
revolution that would drive all Westerners from the African continent. Kirk’s disdain for
African nationalism was not only a result of his belief that they desired to relinquish all
ties with the West. Kirk’s type of conservatism was based on the belief that revolutions
were evil endeavors that were led by liberals who had no respect for tradition. Liberals
attacked Kirk for this belief because they maintained America was founded on the
revolutionary spirit. The American Revolution was different from the ones being fought
in the current age in Kirk’s opinion. Unlike his liberal counterparts, Kirk did not believe
the American Revolution was fought to change the existing social order. According to
Kirk, unlike current revolutions, the one in America was not fought to gain new liberties
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but to retain established ones.41 In Kirk’s view, the American Revolution had been led by
conservative minded men who were disturbed by the changes in their relationship with
England.
In the end, Kirk’s view of African nationalism determined his perception of the
Congo crises. Like many other conservatives, Kirk was leery of African nationalism. He
was a member of the generation that had seen nationalism turn the world upside down.
Nationalism in Europe had been a contributing factor in two world wars. While Kirk was
a man who dearly loved his country, he was not the type of man to fall under the spell of
an ideology like nationalism. Kirk thought nationalism was the greatest danger facing
emerging African States.42 African nationalism was particularly menacing to Kirk due to
his belief that it was based in communism. Many conservatives assumed that all African
nationalists wanted to undermine American business interests in Africa. After they had
forced Westerners out of Africa, these African nationalists would enlist the aid of
communists in the Soviet Union and China. The resources of Africa would be used to
help with the spread of communism around the globe. This belief dictated how many
conservatives viewed the emerging countries in Africa.
Conservatives were right in their assessment of Soviet and Chinese aspirations in
Africa. Both powers desired to establish a foothold in Africa during decolonization. Their
attempts to convert Africans to communism were not very successful. The communist
powers realized their desires were unachievable due to how Africans approached
communism. For communism to work effectively, members must place more importance
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on their communist beliefs than they do on their nationality. The Soviets soon learned
that they could not trust Africans to be communists first and Africans second.43 African
nationalists were willing to take any aid the Communists were willing to give, but they
had no intention of trading capitalist masters for communist ones.
African nationalist’s willingness to take communist aid was not the only thing that
caused many Westerners to accuse them of being communist. The emerging African
states instituted social programs to provide for their impoverished populations. Many
American conservatives saw little difference in these socialist programs and communism.
Kirk had not supported the social programs instituted in his own country by the federal
government. Kirk understood our founding fathers never intended for the federal
government to have the power to intervene in social issues. In Kirk’s opinion, such issues
should be handled on a community level without aid or interference from the federal
government.
The Congo was not the only African nation to be a subject of Kirk’s To The Point
commentaries. The Republic of South Africa was also a recurring topic in the column.
Kirk defended the Apartheid government of South Africa more than once in his writings.
It was his belief that South Africa was being treated unfairly by the international
community.44 In his opinion, the international community had no provocation to impose
sanctions against South Africa for its policy of apartheid.
Kirk wrote several articles on South Africa but none of them did a better job in
demonstrating his observations on the country than one titled “Fair Play For South
Africa.” Kirk informed his readers that the white population of South Africa had been
43
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living there as long as English-speaking people had been living in North America. The
arrival date of whites in South Africa was very important to Kirk’s defense of their
government. Kirk was tying the legitimacy of white citizenship in South Africa with the
legitimacy of white citizenship in the United States. If one group’s citizenship was
legitimate than the others must be as well. By establishing this point Kirk was countering
the charge that South Africa was a quasi-colony. Critics of South Africa’s government
maintained that as long as blacks in the country were denied the right to vote, the
situation there was no different than colonial rule. Kirk thought it was in the best interest
of all South Africans for voting rights to be limited to the white population for the time
being. He maintained tribal loyalty would prevent blacks from making educated decisions
in choosing their elected officials.45
Kirk wanted his readers to see the similarity between their own situation and the
one faced by whites in South Africa. Many people in America alleged the Civil Rights
movement was destroying traditional American values. It was during this time that
African-Americans were finally seeing some success in their fight for equality. 1964 was
a particularly important year due to the passing of the Civil Rights Bill by President
Johnson with assistance from Republicans in the U.S. Senate.46 Kirk, like many
Americans, maintained the bill was unconstitutional and felt the federal government was
abusing its authority. Kirk’s article on fair treatment for South Africa was published a
few months after the passing of the Civil Rights bill and there is little doubt it influenced
his writing. In Kirk’s analysis, it would be a catastrophe for the free world if apartheid
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was abolished in South Africa.47 Kirk also thought the Civil Rights Act had the potential
to damage American society, an assessment that will be discussed in the next chapter.
In defense of the South African government’s treatment of its black population,
Kirk made the argument that blacks in South Africa were happy and content. Kirk
maintained black South Africans enjoyed better pay than their counterparts in other
African countries. Kirk pointed out that not a single black South African had ever been
lynched.48 This statement was probably intended to sway readers to believe South
Africans had a better record on race relations than the United States where many lynching
had occurred. It is not important whether Kirk was accurate in his assessment of South
Africa’s treatment of its black population. Kirk’s primary argument rested in the fact that
he believed America should first deal with its own race problems before casting judgment
on other counties.
Kirk voiced his concern over liberal demands for the international community to
place economic sanctions on South Africa. He assumed that if these demands were met it
would destroy the lives of both the white and black South African population. The
meddling in South Africa was done to appease leaders of emerging African nations
according to Kirk. In his opinion, American foreign policy should not bend to the
demands of the leaders in these emerging countries or their misguided liberal supporters
in the West.
Kirk understood many people would interpret his outlook on South Africa as
being racist. In an attempt to dispel such charges he provided his reasoning for his
analysis. Kirk admitted there was a need in South Africa for improved race relations. In
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Kirk’s opinion, no authority could change the way ethnic groups interacted with each
other. Kirk thought the only way to solve South Africa’s racial problems was to allow its
citizens to work them out on their own without any outside interference. Kirk maintained
that attempts to force change would only result in provoking resentment that might lead
to outbreaks of violence.49
The opinions Kirk expressed on the Congo and South Africa were consistent with
those held by most other conservatives; however, this was not the case with Vietnam. The
war in Vietnam was a topic of concern for many Americans and one Kirk commented on
in his column. Due to this fact, his analysis of American involvement in Vietnam is
particularly important for anyone studying conservatism. In the current age, we are too
quick to label a person conservative or liberal due to a particular view on a subject.
Kirk’s observations on Vietnam were a perfect example of the diversity of views held by
conservatives of that time period. Contemporary scholars of conservative thought have
neglected to include Kirk’s insight in their study of conservative reactions to the Vietnam
War.
Kirk was neither a hawk nor a dove; instead, he was a pragmatic man who
realized the importance of diplomacy as well as the necessity of a strong military. In a
1965 column, Kirk blamed America’s involvement in Vietnam on failed diplomacy.50
Due to that failure, Kirk alleged America had to commit itself to solving the crisis
through military intervention. In 1965, Kirk thought America could not withdraw from
Vietnam without doing permanent damage to its reputation.51
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By 1968, Kirk started to question American bombing policies in Vietnam. Kirk
understood American bombs were destroying the cultural landmarks of South Vietnam.
Kirk was not in agreement with other conservatives who supported bombing America’s
enemy into oblivion. Kirk felt historical sites were sacred whether they were a cathedral
in Italy or a Buddhist temple in South Vietnam. During wars Kirk thought such sites
should be fire free zones so these ancient monuments could be preserved for future
generations. Kirk suggested if enemy personnel occupied such sites, ground forces should
surround the site and starve the enemy out.52 Kirk assumed this policy would preserve
Vietnam’s cultural identity while at the same time proving to the people of South
Vietnam Americans truly cared about their country. The effectiveness of such a plan was
not important, but what was significant was Kirk’s desire to protect South Vietnam’s
historical sites. Kirk, unlike other conservatives who were calling for heavier bombing to
win the war, was saying “let’s not destroy the people we came here to protect.”53 He
understood that a nation and culture were more than mere political structures.
In March of 1973 Kirk started a series of articles titled “Mr. Nixon’s Promised
Peace: Its Prospects” discussing President Nixon’s peace plan. The five part series
provides an interesting insight into Nixon’s foreign policy. In reviewing Nixon’s policies
Kirk provides us not only with his outlook on what has become known as “The American
Century,” but also some interesting examples of how Kirk’s conservative beliefs differed
from those held by other conservatives.
The first installment of the series stated Nixon’s desire to bring peace to Vietnam
and to provide the world with an enduring peace. Kirk was not an idealist who assumed
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America had the ability to end wars forever, but he did believe that with a prudent foreign
policy America was capable of preventing another world war. Kirk viewed Nixon’s plan
as a departure from the liberal foreign policy of his predecessors.54 According to Kirk,
every president dating back to F.D.R. had a liberal foreign policy, even President
Eisenhower. In Kirk’s opinion, these administrations wanted to establish an American
style government in every nation of the world.
On January 27, 1973, Nixon signed a peace pact with North Vietnam.55 Under
the terms of the pact, all United States military personnel were to be withdrawn in sixty
days. The agreement also called for the ending of hostility between North and South
Vietnam. The Nixon administration’s main objective in the peace plan was to get
America out of Vietnam without admitting defeat. Kirk was convinced that Nixon’s
peace plan had not only facilitated that but also allowed America to obtain peace with
honor.56 Kirk’s goals for America in Vietnam were not identical to those held by other
conservatives. Kirk believed that America’s goals in the region were limited and did not
require unconditional surrender by the North. In Kirk’s opinion, such a goal in any war
amounted to poor policy and was inhuman.57
Kirk had faith in South Vietnam’s ability to remain independent of North
Vietnam after America withdrew her troops. Kirk was confident peace could be
maintained in Vietnam due to Nixon’s plan to offer economic aid packages to the
governments in both the North and South.58 These aid packages were given on the
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condition neither side resumed hostilities. The side that chose to return to fighting would
have their aid cut off. Kirk felt Nixon’s plan hinged on China and the Soviet Union
agreeing not to support North Vietnam’s military objectives.
Kirk’s concerns over American foreign policy were not limited to American
involvement in third world countries. Kirk was concerned with America’s involvement in
the Cold War. In 1973 Kirk feared the world that author George Orwell described in his
classic novel, 1984, was coming closer and closer to being a reality.59 In Kirk’s opinion,
America was the only country able to prevent the endless wars described in Orwell’s
book. Kirk believed America should use its economic and military resources to maintain
peace.60 In Kirk’s estimation the United States was the primary power in the world, while
China and the Soviet Union were the next two most powerful nations. Kirk stated that in
order to obtain world peace it would be necessary for the United States to negotiate with
these two powers. World peace depended on their support and without it there was little
hope for lasting peace. Kirk’s estimation of Orwell’s vision becoming a reality was not
an uncommon belief for a conservative writer to have. The part that is unusual is a
conservative voice supporting negotiating with communist powers.61 Kirk once again
proved he was a voice of reason within the conservative movement.
Kirk assumed the time was right for negotiating with the Communist powers
because America was no longer their primary enemy. In Kirk’s assessment, the Soviets
and Chinese saw each other as more a threat than they did the United States.62 Because
the balance of power rested with the United States, neither the Soviet Union nor China
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could afford to go to war with the other without first knowing what America would do.
Kirk thought America could use this situation to gain Chinese and Soviet support in
establishing a lasting peace.
Kirk asserted that America should use every resource it possessed to maintain
world peace. One such resource was American wheat. China and the Soviet Union both
desired access to American wheat which they needed to feed their growing populations.63
Kirk understood these countries dependence on American wheat would make them less
likely to be willing to get involved in a confrontation with the United States. Kirk
maintained this dependence would allow America the maneuvering room necessary to
honor her treaties. China could not interfere with America’s support of Taiwan, nor could
Russia interfere with America’s support of Israel.64
A vibrant economy was not America’s only advantage over the other
superpowers. Kirk believed America had a military advantage over the other two
superpowers. Kirk’s confidence in the American military was partly due to the fact that it
was made up entirely of volunteers. Kirk was a strong supporter of a volunteer military
dating back to his own service in the Army during World War II. Kirk held that
America’s volunteer soldiers would be better prepared for war than the conscript soldiers
of the past. Kirk envisioned this new fighting force as being highly disciplined, admirably
equipped, and mobile.65 Kirk was particularly concerned with America maintaining a
strong navy. He understood it was the British Navy that had allowed England to preserve
her position as the primary power during the previous century.
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Kirk’s support of a strong military does not mean he saw eye to eye with other
conservatives on all national defense issues. His revelations on the arms race were
somewhat unusual for a conservative. In a stance not often associated with conservatives,
Kirk felt America should come to an agreement with the Soviet Union on limiting the
number of nuclear weapons in their arsenals.66 Kirk believed both countries already had
more nuclear weapons than they needed.
According to Kirk, Nixon’s foreign policy was “an imaginative and flexible
foreign policy, conservative in the sense that similar diplomatic methods were employed
by conservative statesmen in the 18th and 19th centuries.”67 The similarity of Nixon’s
foreign policy to those held by statesmen of the previous two centuries was the main
reason Kirk gave it his support. In the Conservative Mind: From Burke to Santayana,
Kirk wrote about the conservative statesmen during those centuries. Kirk alleged, unlike
statesmen from the current age who supported change for the sake of change, these men
relied on the wisdom of past generations. Kirk strongly believed men of the 20th century
stood on the shoulders of giants. Furthermore, he felt that liberals, in their desire to create
a heaven on earth, had departed from the teaching of such men. Conservative thinkers
like Kirk argued that human society could not be perfected. In their view, perfection
could only be achieved in the kingdom of God. This respect for Christian tradition was
central to Kirk’s style of conservatism.
Kirk alleged the major mistake made in foreign policy by administrations prior to
Nixon’s was their aspirations to remake the nations of the world in America’s image.
Nixon realized this objective was impossible to achieve. American policy makers on the
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left and right tried to transplant the American way of life but for different reasons. Left
wing liberals held no people could truly be free if they did not live under a freely elected
democratic government. Those on the right wanted to bring American style competition
and free enterprise to every nation in the world. Kirk understood both sides failed to
realize not every nation in the world had the same aspirations as the United States. He
thought each nation had the right to determine its own future, but with this right came the
responsibility to secure that future on its own. Kirk held the belief that “the world must
be made safe for democracy, as the only tolerable form of government” as being a
dangerous ideological belief held by many Americans.68
Kirk addressed the dangers of ideologies in the last installment in the series on
Nixon’s peace plan. In Kirk’s eyes, ideologies were the cause of wars in the 20th
century.69 Kirk defines ideology as an “inverted religion, in which a promised political
salvation supplants the salvation of the souls.”70 Throughout his writings Kirk attacked
this notion that the current generation of man could create a perfect society. Kirk alleged
the attempts by the followers of these ideologies to form a perfect society were in reality
destroying the foundations of Western civilization. Kirk viewed North Vietnam’s victory
over South Vietnam as being due to their fanatical belief in communism.71 South
Vietnam failed because the people there had no strong belief system to support them in
their time of need. Kirk feared that America might encounter the same fate. Kirk felt that
America must return to her traditional Christian beliefs before she was destroyed by what
he viewed as the fanatical beliefs held by liberals.
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Kirk’s analysis of American foreign policy was only one indication of how
diverse conservatives were and are as a group. During the Congo situation Kirk’s
writings primarily can be described as representing mainstream conservatism. Like most
other conservatives he resented America having to work through the United Nations. It
goes without saying that one reason he was critical of America’s policies in the Congo
had to do with his disdain for what he viewed as liberal administrations. By the late
1960s, with a Republican President in the White House, Kirk was less critical of
American foreign policy. This does not mean he never spoke out against conservatives.
When other conservatives voiced opinions he found problematic Kirk did not hesitate to
disagree with them. As has been pointed out Kirk disagreed with other conservatives on
many different issues ranging from what America’s objectives should be in Vietnam to
American business interests overseas. The diversity of Kirk’s views is what makes him so
interesting to study. His views on the federal government’s obligation to American
business interests overseas are diverse. In the Congo, where America had existing
business ties, he advocated American foreign policy protecting those interests. In other
areas of the world where American business had not already established ties, he did not
believe America had the right to force those nations to open their markets to American
business. On that issue alone, Kirk proved that he looked at the world around him in a
different way than most other conservatives.
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CHAPTER 2
CIVIL RIGHTS
One of the primary goals of Kirk’s “To The Point” column was to provide the
American public with a conservative perspective on social issues. During the early years
of Kirk’s column the civil rights movement was a major issue in American society.
African Americans across this nation were standing up and demanding that they be
recognized as full citizens. They believed the time had come for American society to
grant her children of color the same rights and privileges held by her white children.
Conservatives and liberals disagreed on how African American equality should be
achieved. In general, conservatives did not judge it to be within the constitutional power
of the federal government to grant such demands. Conservatives felt many of the
complaints made by African Americans could not be solved by legislation even on the
state level. In their analysis, the only way for African Americans to make advancements
in American society was on the individual level. No law could force white Americans to
accept African Americans as equals. If laws or institutions did exist that hampered
African Americans ability to achieve equality, they needed to be addressed on the state
level. The conservative belief was that local governments better understood the needs of
all their citizens.
Liberals held that the federal government did have the constitutional authority to
aid African Americans in their quest for equality. They believed that not only did the
federal government have the power to do this but also had an obligation to do it as well.
These white liberals joined African Americans to form the Civil Rights movement. Their
objectives were broad and included many topics among them being education,
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matrimony, and voting. Kirk frequently commented on such issues in his “To The Point”
column.
There is much debate over when the Civil Rights Movement actually began.
Arguably its roots can be traced to the early abolitionists who had found slavery an
abomination from its origins in colonial America. While some disagree with this
approach, there was no denying African Americans have struggled since their arrival in
this country to be recognized as equals to whites. In 1868, with the signing of the
fourteenth amendment, the African American dream of full citizenship was finally
achieved. Sadly the dream was short lived. In 1877, with the ending of Reconstruction,
nearly all advancements made by African Americans were eliminated. The story of
African Americans struggle to achieve equality in American society is filled with similar
events.
On May 17, 1954, the Supreme Court made its controversial ruling in the Brown
v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas.72 The Court ruled it was unconstitutional for
school systems to base student enrollment solely on race. The case had been brought
before the court by legendary African American lawyer Thurgood Marshall in an attempt
to outlaw the Southern practice of segregation.73 The winning of the Brown case was a
watershed event in this country; it dramatically changed people’s perception of what was
possible. Through his victory, Thurgood Marshall proved to his fellow Americans that
advancement for African Americans could be won if one was willing to fight long and
hard to see those advancements achieved.
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Since its inception in 1909, the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People (N.A.A.C.P.) had led the fight for African American equality. It was the
N.A.A.C.P. legal defense and educational fund, known as the Fund, that had brought the
Brown case before the Supreme Court.74 After Brown new groups and individuals got
involved in the fight for equality. Although many of the members of these groups
belonged to the N.A.A.C.P., they did not take their orders from the organization. The
methods of these newcomers departed dramatically from the tactics previously used.
These new activists wanted change and they wanted it now, not at some undisclosed time
in the future.
In 1953, Russell Kirk’s The Conservative Mind: From Burke to Santayana was
first published. Kirk’s book was very important to an emerging political and social entity
known as conservatism.75 The members of this new movement were extremely concerned
with the direction American society was headed. They felt Liberals were trying to turn
America away from long standing traditions and replace them with the fads of the
moment. In the coming years conservatives would come into direct confrontation with
the Civil Rights movement.
It would be unfair to suggest that conservatism’s problem with the Civil Rights
movement was racially based. A major problem they had with the movement was the
speed at which change was expected to happen. Traditionalists like Kirk feared change
for change’s sake and thought even when change was needed, it should be done gradually
and not overnight. Conservatives had no desire to become the racist entity the Democratic
party had been in the South following Reconstruction. Despite this desire, many racists
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became involved in the conservative movement. The conflict between conservatives and
Civil Rights workers led to many racist individuals joining the Conservative ranks. This
was particularly true after the 1964 Republican National Convention. At this convention
right wing members of the Republican Party began to outnumber moderates.76 Due to the
rhetoric of this particular group, racist individuals assumed the conservative movement
provided the best hope of halting the advancements being sought by African Americans.
Reaction to the Supreme Court’s ruling in the Brown case across America. In the
North, the reaction of whites differed with some supporting the court’s decision while
others did not. One of the primary reasons some northerners supported the decision was
the belief that school segregation was a southern issue. The court decision at that time
had no direct effect on northern schools. Schools in the North were nearly as segregated
as the ones in the South, but it was done by de facto segregation not by de jure
segregation.77 The Court decision only applied to school systems that used laws to
separate students based on race.
In northern schools segregation was accomplished through school zoning.
African American communities were zoned to have their children go to certain schools,
while white communities sent their children to other schools. In 1954 there were no fair
housing laws so it was very difficult for African American families, regardless of income,
to live in racially integrated neighborhoods. The first national laws governing fair
housing were not passed until 1968 and were not fully enforced until many years later. As
long as white officials in the North had the ability to determine where African Americans
lived, they did not need to implement laws to keep schools separated along racial lines.
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The primary reason northern schools were not affected by Brown decision was
due to class issues. In the South, wealthy whites required the support of working and
lower class whites to maintain a segregated society. This relationship had always existed
in the South. Due to their reliance on the white lower class, whites in power put forth the
idea that the poorest white person held a higher place in southern society than the richest
African American. Due to this and along with the fact Southern cities in general had a
smaller population than Northern ones, all white children went to the same schools.
In the North, rich whites did not need an alliance with poor whites to maintain the
social system. The wealthy white families who controlled the system had little more
regard for whites on the lower end of the social ladder than they did for African
Americans. Poor whites lived near or in the same community as African Americans thus,
due to zoning laws, they were designated to go to the same schools. This ensured that the
best public education would be reserved for upper and middle class white families. In the
years after Brown this practice had an added bonus. Because at least a small number of
poor whites went to the same schools as African Americans, northern schools were not
violating segregation laws.
Kirk was one of the northerners who had disagreed with the Supreme Court
decision in the Brown case from day one.78 In Kirk’s estimation, the court had
overstepped its intended constitutional power to make such a ruling. He believed that
regulation of schools was within the domain of the individual states.79 In fact, Kirk felt
each community should be allowed to educate its children as it saw fit. As the
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ramifications of the Brown decision grew, many whites in the North who had previously
supported the ruling began to reevaluate their initial stance on the decision.
In the 1950s and early 1960s, desegregation was primarily a southern issue. To
southerners, the Brown decision was groundbreaking. It meant the dual system that had
been established in the South after the end of reconstruction was illegal. While the Brown
decision spelled the end for segregation, it stopped well short of demanding immediate
desegregation. In the Brown decision the court gave school systems an unspecified
amount of time to complete desegregation. In rendering the verdict in the Brown case
chief justice Earl Warren had stated schools must desegregate with “all deliberate
speed”.80 This statement may be the most confusing statement ever made by the court.
The ambiguity of this statement made it easier for school systems to put off
desegregation.
In the South the Brown decision was met with mixed reactions. Many
southerners, while not entirely happy with the decision, were willing to obey the court
order. Their voice of reason, however, was overshadowed by the more vocal group of
whites who violently opposed desegregation.81 The Brown decision did not even receive
total support from the African American community. While most African Americans saw
it as a positive a small minority questioned the benefits of sending their children to a
school where they were unwelcome.82
There was very little consistency among the members of both the white and
African American communities when it came to Brown. The only thing everyone was in
agreement on was that the upcoming days would be filled with a mixture of fear and hate.
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Some African Americans feared what white society might do if they tried to enroll their
children in white schools. Despite this fear, they hated the idea of their children being
denied the education they were entitled to receive. The majority of white communities
feared the changes Brown would bring but due to their respect for the law were
reluctantly willing to go along with the desegregation process.83 A small percentage of
Southerners, driven by prejudice, hated African Americans for demanding equality.
Shortly after the rendering of the Brown case, school boards across the South
began to discuss what they should do in light of the new law. Many systems opted to
delay desegregation for as long as possible. There were several ways school systems went
about this. Some began to allow African American students to enter one grade in school
and gradually, as time progressed, the system would become totally desegregated.
Another approach was to open white schools to African Americans and then use
intimidation to keep them from seeking entrance. Intimidation was one of the oldest and
most used tools by segregationists.
The replacing of public education with private education was one way many
Southern school boards tried to circumvent the requirements of Brown. Following the
decision, many private schools opened throughout the South. School systems closed the
doors to their public schools and paid the tuition for white students to go to private
institutions.84 Kirk never directly commented on this practice in his column, but he did
comment on tax funds sustaining parochial and private schools. Kirk commended parents
who sought public funding to send their children to private schools.85 Kirk alleged not
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providing the funding was a violation of the First Amendment prohibiting state
interference with religion. Due to his disdain for the Brown decision and his support of
the voucher system, it is not unreasonable to assume Kirk supported the actions of the
white residents in Prince Edwards County, Virginia when they closed their schools and
set up “private” schools for whites.86
Many of the whites who opposed desegregation justified their beliefs by saying
they were looking out for the best interest of their children. The main problem with that
argument was African Americans had originally sought desegregation for the same
reasons. As American citizens, they expected the same quality of education to be
provided for their children as for white children. The Brown case would have most likely
never gone to trial if school systems in the South had truly been providing equal
education.
Kirk did not start writing his “To The Point” column until 1962, so his
observations on desegregation in the South as seen through the column are limited. Kirk
did claim in his column that the Brown decision had resulted in the lowering of academic
standards in schools across America.87 Some white parents in the South had expressed
such fears shortly after the ruling in the Brown case. Many southerners lived under the
false belief that African American children did not have the same ability to learn as white
children. They argued teachers would be forced to lower academic standards to
accommodate African American students if desegregation was implemented.
Desegregation in the South was far from being completely implemented in 1962,
but Kirk seldom mentioned it in the early years of his column. His column primarily dealt
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with how the policy of busing affected schools in the North. In the latter part of the 1960s
liberals began to call for desegregation in all schools across the nation. They felt a more
racially balanced school population would help children of all races. These liberals
proposed busing children if it was necessary to get the desired racial balance in schools.
Many of the northerners who had previously supported the Brown decision came to the
conclusion Kirk had been right all along.
Many of the early supporters of Brown had alleged America’s race problems were
primarily a southern issue. Popular consensus held that African Americans living in the
North already enjoyed equality. Kirk was not in agreement with this viewpoint. In fact,
Kirk felt that the gravest racial problems facing America were “in the Northern industrial
centers, not in the South.”88 Kirk maintained the South had been unfairly judged by
many people in the North for its treatment of African Americans. Kirk realized the Civil
Rights activists who were pushing for social changes in the South would soon focus their
attention on the North. Kirk’s conclusions were drawn from multiple aspects of his
conservative beliefs. Kirk had always questioned the value of an industrial based
economy. In his opinion, the rapid industrialization of the North in the early 20th century
resulted in America losing many traditional values. Kirk had a problem with the speed at
which many Civil Rights activist expected change to occur. At the heart of Kirk’s belief
system was the adherence to traditions set by past generations.
In the 1970s, just as Kirk had predicted, Liberals started to question the level of
social equality African Americans enjoyed in the North. African Americans living in the
North suffered from a different form of discrimination than blacks the South. An old
African American saying summed up the situation they lived under in America, “In the
88
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South, white people don’t mind how close a Negro gets to them as long as he doesn’t rise
too high, while in the North people don’t mind how high a Negro gets as long as he
doesn’t get too close.”89 State supported discrimination in the South had been made
illegal in 1964 with the passing of the Civil Rights Act.90 The Act had been pushed
through Congress by President Lyndon Johnson with aid from northern Republicans. This
Republican aid was given due to the belief the Act would primarily deal with
discrimination in the South.
Starting in the late 1960s the Civil Rights Act was used to attack de facto
segregation in the North. A bill that was intended to promote a color blind society started
to have the opposite effect. President Johnson, along with other liberals, realized just
guaranteeing equal opportunity for African Americans was not enough. Since the first
Africans had arrived in America, they had suffered under the yoke of white oppression.
No single law could undo all the damage that had been done to African Americans; not
even a guarantee of full citizenship. What was truly necessary to provide African
Americans with a level playing field in regards to opportunity was a plan that would
eventually become known as affirmative action. Under this plan guidelines were created
that called on employers and unions to take race and gender into consideration.91 In
education these guidelines called for a racially balanced student body. Many school
systems had to resort to busing students long distances to achieve this goal.
Busing was a hotly debated subject. Conservatives like Kirk thought it was
ridiculous to try to create a racially balanced student body. Kirk believed students should
go to the school closest to their own neighborhood. He maintained the local schoolhouse
89

Patterson, xx-xxi.
377 U.S. (1964).
91
Patterson, 127.
90

45

was a time honored tradition in America and should not be departed from for some social
experiment. Kirk assumed such an experiment was harmful to students of both races. He
did not think African Americans had any more desire to go to school outside their
neighborhoods than white children did. One of Kirk’s key complaints against busing was
the fact that students spent hours going and coming from school due to the distances they
had to be bused to achieve these balances. On these long bus rides, Kirk alleged students
were exposed to many of the worst elements in society, such as alcohol and pornography,
which gangs of boys forced on younger students.92
The long bus ride was not the only complaint Kirk had about busing policies. He
also thought schools had reduced instruction to the lowest common denominator.93 Kirk
was afraid that in the long run the United States would have a general deterioration of
knowledge and imagination due to busing. Kirk doubted if anyone in society benefited
from busing. He alleged white liberals were the only people who saw any benefit from
the practice. According to Kirk, liberals advocated busing due to their belief that the
“African American is a constitutional inferior, who can be improved only by being
submerged in a crowd of white people.”94
Kirk was not the only one making complaints about what was seen as liberal
paternalism. Some African Americans were in agreement with him on this issue. In the
latter part of the 1960s many African Americans began to embrace Black Power. The
Black Power movement primarily emerged in northern industrial centers and on the West
Coast. This group resented the suggestion that their children could get a better education
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in a predominantly white school than they could get in a school in their own
neighborhood.
The busing debate came to a head in Kirk’s home state of Michigan in 1973. In an
attempt to counter white flight, liberals had called for the merging of Detroit’s school
system with the suburban districts to create a metropolitan-wide district.95 The goal of
this plan was to achieve a more racially balanced student body. At the time of its
proposed implementation, the Detroit school system had a student body that was 72
percent African American.96 The remaining 28 percent of the student body was made up
of lower class whites and other ethnic groups that were shunned by middle and upperclass white society. By 1973 most whites who were economically able had vacated urban
areas and moved to the suburbs. This process, which became known as white flight, was
an attempt by whites to separate themselves and their families from groups they viewed
as undesirable.
According to Kirk, busing was an attempt by Liberals to institute integration not
desegregation. Kirk argued the Brown decision had not called for integration based on
race. Kirk maintained the Brown decision only required schools not to be racially
segregated. This meant that as long as no laws prohibited African Americans and whites
from going to school together Brown was not being violated. To eliminate the confusion
over the differences in integration and desegregation, Kirk provided his readers with his
definition for the two terms. Kirk defined desegregation as meaning “pupils in public
schools cannot be segregated on racial basis that is assigned to white or black schools on
the basis of the color of their skin. Schools must be colorblind; they must accept pupils
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within their district simply on the basis of their being American children, entitled to equal
protection of the law.” 97
Kirk defined “racial integration of schools as meaning pupils must be assigned to
particular schools on the basis of their race or color.”98 Kirk alleged integration made
people more color conscious and created racial tensions. In his opinion, families should
be allowed to determine who their children associated with. The family that had moved
out of the city had done so for a reason and Kirk maintained they had that right. The
Supreme Court affirmed this right in 1974 when they said district lines could not be
rewritten to achieve integration.99 By this time the Supreme Court was becoming more
conservative due to appointees by President Richard Nixon.
In the busing debate, conservatives often relied on a loose definition on the intent
of the Brown decision. When Marshall had brought the Brown cases before the Supreme
Court, the goal was to obtain equal opportunity in education for all American children. In
the South segregation had been blatant. Southern segregationists did not mince words.
They came right out and said, “We do not want our children going to school with African
Americans.” The one good thing you can say about the Southern approach is at least it
was honest. In the North, supporters of segregation did not want to be associated with
southern racists like Eugene “Bull” Connor. In fact, they did not even view themselves as
segregationists. They used school zoning and white flight to keep their children from
attending school with African American children. By doing this they were not honest
with themselves or anyone else. In truth, northerners harbored many racist ideologies
about African Americans. The debate over busing exposed these racist beliefs.
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The busing dispute was particularly interesting for southerners who had tired of
northerners scolding them for their racism. Since the founding of this country, many
northerners held the belief that racism toward African Americans did not exist in their
region of the country. These individuals felt they were more enlightened than the people
from the South. When confronted with racial integration, they proved not to be any better
than the racists in the South. When people in the South pointed to their de facto practice
of segregation, these northern whites tried to hide behind school zoning. When all was
said and done, African Americans in the North were not receiving as good an education
as most whites. It is irrelevant how these schools became predominately White or Black.
What is of importance is the fact that northern school systems, if not violating the letter
of the law, were at the very least violating the spirit of the law.
The controversy surrounding busing in the North was very intriguing for many
southerners. Following Brown, many northerners were quick to judge the South’s
segregated society. Many whites in the North were of the opinion the southern practice of
segregation gave the world a negative impression of the United States. This opinion was
repeated often following Brown. There was a deliberate attempt by Northerners to put
forth the idea racism did not exist north of the Mason-Dixon Line. When busing became
an issue in the North, southerners began to wonder whether northerners were concerned
about long bus rides or was their culture just as racist as the one in the South. This very
question was put forth to Kirk by an old friend of his from South Carolina.100 Kirk did his
best to dispel his friend’s notion that the anti-busing movement in the North was racially
based.
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Kirk maintained the liberal goal in busing was not to provide African American
students with a better education. He felt Liberals were using both African American and
white students to conduct sociological experiments to see how a desegregated education
would affect children. This argument is not without some merit. Sociology was an
emerging field in the second half of the twentieth century. One of the arguments in the
Brown case was segregated education had caused African American children to feel they
were inferior to white children.101 There is no doubt some Liberals assumed
desegregation and busing would allow children of both races a better opportunity to
understand one another. Even if this was true, Kirk argued that it was not the traditional
purpose of schools in America to help achieve such a goal. According to Kirk, the school
systems in America were intended to educate not to facilitate better race relations. In
fact, Kirk alleged busing had produced more racial problems than it had resolved.102 In
1969, Kirk proposed a two-part settlement in the busing debate he thought would be
tolerable for all parties involved. First, “ensure that children of ‘racial minorities’ can
attend schools in their neighborhood, even if those schools are predominantly white; and
may be transported to other schools if that clearly would be to their advantage, and their
parents desire it.”103 Secondly, “Abandon doctrinaire attempts at compulsory
congregation; accept the natural neighborhood school pattern; and work hard to improve
those neighborhoods schools that, for whatever reason, seem inferior.”104 Kirk was
convinced if this plan was adopted, public schools could resume their intended purpose of
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educating children. Schools would not continue to be used to conduct psychological
experiments in an attempt to transform society.
Kirk was very concerned with the direction education had taken in the United
States. He held he was among the last generation to receive a good public education. Kirk
maintained that his sister, who was only seven years younger, had not received the same
classical education he had.105 Kirk attributed much of his later success to his well
rounded public education. To fully understand Kirk’s outlook on busing, integration, and
desegregation one must look to Kirk’s own experience with public education. Kirk’s
experiences in school had been reasonably pleasant.106 He attributed this to the orderly
and safe environment his school provided.
The Starkweather School Kirk attended in Plymouth, Michigan had a student
body which primarily came from working class families. Kirk’s own father was a railroad
engineman who had left school in the sixth grade.107 Kirk was from a generation that not
only had to walk to and from school at the beginning and end of each day but also had to
go home to eat lunch. Walking was not an inconvenience for Kirk and throughout his life
he preferred walking to riding in an automobile. On these walks, and while playing in the
railroad yards, Kirk developed his imagination. Throughout his life Kirk considered his
imagination his greatest asset. Kirk believed the changes being made in the education
system were robbing Americans of their imagination. Kirk said individuals without
imagination were doomed to live out their lives in a modernized world absent of any
traditions that tied them to past and future generations.
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The practice of busing was not a result of a generation being devoid of an
imagination. It was a turning away from an established tradition just as Kirk had pointed
out in his writings. It was time for American society to turn from that tradition. In past
generations, minorities and lower class white Americans, in general, did not receive the
same level of education as upper middle class and rich whites. The education they
received was sub par. Their educational experiences did not provide them the abilities
needed to rise in American society. The intent of busing was not to force white children
to play with African American children and become their friends. The goal of the plan
was to allow all children in America the same level of public education.
Kirk was not convinced by liberal arguments that busing placed children from
disadvantaged situations in a better learning environment. He had received his own
education at a school close to his home that did not have the same level of resources
schools in wealthier neighborhoods had. Men like his maternal grandfather, who was
president of the Plymouth school board, made sure their neighborhood school provided
the local children a good education. Kirk expected people of the current age to provide
children in their neighborhoods the same education his grandfather had helped him
receive. Kirk believed it was the responsibility of each generation to assure that their
children receive a good education in their own neighborhood without aid or interference
from the federal government.
Kirk’s desire to maintain the neighborhood school was admirable, but not
realistic. In the 1920s, when Kirk was a student, schools were in walking distance of
one’s home. Families at that time did not have the resources to transport their children
long distances to school. Kirk’s success in the neighborhood school was due in no small

52

part to his own natural ability. Kirk achieved much of his education through extensive
reading. Regardless of the Brown decision, neighborhood schools were on their way out
by the 1970s. Due to improvements in transportation, small communities were finding it
more practical to bus students to centrally located schools. The idyllic school of Kirk’s
childhood was destroyed by modernization, not the Brown decision.
Kirk’s objection over Brown and busing plans did not acknowledge the realities
of the time. The reality of the matter was the white power structure had done everything
it could to keep the races separated. Kirk, like many other Americans, never came to
terms with this aspect of American society. Northern communities were just as guilty of
segregation as Southern communities. Riots resulting from confrontations between
African Americans and whites over Civil Rights marches in northern cities “crumpled
once and for all the myth of the racist South and the moderate North.”108
The justification and excuses used to support the practice of segregation have
previously been stated. There is a grain of truth in many of them; however, one of the
main reasons whites were so adamant in supporting segregation has not been addressed.
In reality, segregation was practiced due to fear; more specifically the fear of the
oversexed African American male. White fathers’ feared desegregation and busing would
bring their daughters into contact with these individuals and in the end their daughters
would be exploited by them. While African American females were also assumed to be
promiscuous, it did not influence whites’ support of segregation. There was a long
standing tradition in the South for white fathers to take their teenage sons to African
American women to have their first sexual experience. These same white fathers would
have had no problem with their sons forming sexual relationships with African American
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girls. The only time a problem would arise in such a situation was if the son actually
started to show any feelings for the girl. There is a long tradition in the South of white
men sexually exploiting young African American girls.
In the South, African Americans were forced to attend separate and most
definitely inferior educational institutions. The segregated society of the South was costly
to maintain. Despite the shameful condition of African American educational facilities, it
would have been more cost effective for tax payers to have one integrated system instead
of the dual segregated one. Some southerners tried to argue the dual system was
necessary because African Americans could not keep up with white students. If this was
the true reason for segregation, “why were the African American students who showed
high aptitude not allowed to attend the white schools?” The answer lies in the fact that the
aptitude of African American students was a result of segregation not a justification for
the practice. Why, then, were tax payers willing to support such a costly system? While it
may have not been the only reason, the myth of the oversexed African American male
strongly influenced this decision. This myth not only affected how education was
approached, it also controlled ever aspect of interaction between Whites and Blacks in the
South.
In the South the tradition of a dual system stretches back to before American
independence. The only time prior to the Civil Rights Movement that African Americans
living in the South enjoyed anything resembling equality was during Reconstruction. If
there was ever any doubt about the severity of the African American plight in the deep
south, the Emmett Till murder in 1955 dispelled all such doubts. Till, a boy barely
fourteen years old, was brutally killed for talking to a white woman at a store. The guilt
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of his murderers was evident to everyone involved, but the all white jury found the
defendants not guilty.109 The jury was upholding the Southern tradition that any African
American male, regardless of age, was a sexual predator who lusted after white women.
In regard to the Brown decision, the murder of Till is important for two reasons. First, it
occurred the year following Brown and to a degree represented a Southern backlash
against the federal government affirming states rights. Secondly, the murder was
committed under the pretence of protecting white womanhood, the same protection many
southerners thought segregated schools provided their white daughters.
The fear of the promiscuous African American male was not only a myth that
blinded whites to reality in the South. This fear was just as prevalent in the North. Prior
to the early 20th century, due to the small African American population in the North, there
was very little fear of the African American male by white society. This would soon
change during the great migration when African American families packed up and left
the South in the hope of finding a better life in the North. In New York alone, the African
American population increased by 66 percent between 1910 and 1920.110 While northern
cities offered many African Americans a chance at a better life, they had not escaped
racism. In the North, racism was more subtle, but it was still there. Despite this fact, the
African American population in the North continued to grow. The increase in the African
American population resulted in new laws being passed for the purpose of protecting
white women from African American men.
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The rise in the African American population, even in states where the increase
was negligible, led many of those states to pass anti-miscegenation laws.111 Thirty states
passed such laws which stayed on the books until the start of the Civil Rights movement.
On their own, fourteen of these thirty states removed laws baring interracial marriage.
Just because a state did not have anti-miscegenation laws, however, did not mean it was
not an issue. During a 1966 civil rights march in Chicago, Illinois National State Rights
Party protesters carried signs proclaiming, “Defend white womanhood.”112 In 1967, the
Supreme Court ruled anti-miscegenation unconstitutional.113 Despite this fact, twelve
states still had anti-miscegenation laws in the 1970s. It is important to remember that
these laws existed all across America and were not limited to one region. California,
which is hailed as the bastion of liberalism, had anti-miscegenation laws until 1948.
North Carolina did not ratify the ban on miscegenation until 1998.114
While interracial couples still face much adversity in American society, it is hard
to believe only a few decades ago such unions were illegal in many states. The historical
significance of miscegenation should not be overlooked. To understand how polarizing
the issue was one only has to look at the subject matter of one of the most talked about
movies from the time period. The controversy surrounding interracial marriage helped
“Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner?” to become the second highest-grossing film in
1967.115 In the movie Sidney Poitier plays a successful African American doctor who
announces his intent to marry the daughter of a white liberal. The movie depicts the
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reaction of both sets of parents upon hearing their children’s plan to wed. At the 1968
academy awards, the movie received two Oscars, one for best original screenplay, and a
best actress award for Katharine Hepburn.116 Probably the most important thing the
movie did for America was to show how far this country had to go when it came to
accepting interracial couples. “Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner?” brought home the fact
ethnicity and political alignment matter very little when it comes to a parents’ ability to
accept the idea of their offspring marrying someone outside their race.
There is little indication in Kirk’s writings of his views on interracial marriage.
His problems with the busing debate and desegregation most likely were not influenced
by such fears. During his lifetime, Kirk’s home was a safe haven for refugees from many
different ethnic backgrounds. If Kirk had believed these men represented any kind of
threat, he would never have allowed them into the home he shared with his wife and four
daughters.
Kirk dealt with several race issues in his column including voter registration
drives to register African American voters. Traditionally, citizens had taken the initiative
to register to vote. Kirk realized in the past African Americans living in the South had not
always been allowed to register to vote. Poll taxes and reading requirements were two
popular methods in the South to prevent African Americans from registering to vote.
Despite this fact, he still questioned the practice of massive registration of African
American voters.117 Kirk was not only targeting Civil Rights workers in the South who
were registering African Americans to vote. He was also directing his opposition toward
organizations like the Ford Foundation. In Cleveland “the organization had paid for a
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voter-registration drive in African American neighborhoods.118” Kirk alleged such drives
were unfair to conservative candidates. In Kirk’s opinion, the populations being targeted
for such drives were much more likely to vote for liberal candidates than conservative
ones.
Kirk was a strong supporter of philanthropic organizations. Kirk felt such
“institutions were distinctively American in their inspiration and intention.119” Kirk
assumed these institutions were more adept at solving society’s social problems than the
federal government. Kirk was adamantly opposed to social programs instituted by the
federal government. Kirk had no appreciation for Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal or
Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society. Despite Kirk’s admiration for the charitable works done
by the Ford Foundation and organizations like it, he did not support such organizations
getting involved in politics. If these organizations insisted on getting involved in voter
registration they should have to target unregistered voters from all walks of life. This type
of voter registration would end up registering conservative minded voters as well as
liberal ones. 120
In the 1970s affirmative action emerged as a central issue in the African
American battle for equality. The term affirmative action traces its roots to the National
Labor Act of 1935 where it first appeared as a legal term. The act was designed to
prevent racial discrimination in employment. The act had no real meaning at the time
because no government agency had the power necessary to enforce it. The meaning of
affirmative action would dramatically change because of the Civil Rights movement.

118

Russell Kirk, “Stifling Foundation: Bad Public Policy” To The Point, General Features Corporation,
August 30 1969.
119
Ibid.
120
Ibid.

58

President John F. Kennedy initiated this change with executive order 10925 in March of
1961. The order established the President committee on Equal Employment
Opportunity.121 The committee was given the duty to determine what degree race played
in someone’s ability to gain employment and what should be done to rectify inequalities
if they did exist. Kennedy did not live to see the end result of the committee’s findings or
how it would change America.
At the time of President Kennedy’s death no one knew how Lyndon B. Johnson
would handle the race issues facing America. Many feared because President Johnson
was a native Texan he would have very little compassion for the plight of African
Americans. President Johnson proved such beliefs wrong and did more for African
Americans during his term as President than any other American President since
Lincoln.122 In 1964, with the passing of the Civil Rights Act, the stage was set for
developing laws that would ensure African American employment under affirmative
action.123
Prior to the Civil Rights Bill being passed, Kirk commented on it in his column.
Kirk acknowledged there was a great need for improvement in the conditions African
Americans lived under but he doubted if merely passing new laws would help.124 The
only way such laws could be enforced, in Kirk’s view, was by establishing a national
police force. This force would receive all its orders from Washington and state
governments would have no authority over them. A police force of this type would do
more harm than good in Kirk’s estimation. He pointed out this police force would be a
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double edged sword to all Americans. When the force was used in your defense it
provided great protection, but once it was turned against you it could do you great
harm.125
Kirk predicted a white backlash would occur if the Civil Rights Bill was passed.
Many whites were already upset over action taken by the Civil Rights movement. Kirk
was particularly upset with the movement’s policy of staging sit-ins. Kirk felt such
demonstrations disrupted the orderly practice of business in the places they were staged
and were a violation of the law. Kirk was convinced such tactics were doing the Civil
Rights movement more harm than good.126 In his view, many of the demonstrators taking
part in these sit-ins were there more for the novelty than to achieve any advancement for
African Americans.
The prediction Kirk made about a white backlash did indeed come to pass. The
Civil Rights Act angered many white Americans and caused many of them to leave the
Democratic party. The immediate backlash toward African Americans was no worse than
what had been done to them prior to the passing of the bill. In fact, a white backlash had
been occurring ever since the ruling in the Brown case. A major backlash, however, did
not come about until the 1980s. During that decade, many of the old hostilities that
existed toward minorities resurfaced. Many whites said the Civil Rights Act was
preventing them from advancing in their chosen field because it gave an unfair advantage
to minorities.
Colleges honoring the spirit of the Civil Rights Act attempted to create cultural
diversity on their campuses. To achieve this diversity many colleges started taking things
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besides G.P.A. and scores on entrance tests into consideration when selecting incoming
students. Some whites assumed such policies allowed African American students with
poor academic recorders to get spots that should have gone to their child. These same
whites thought that too much of their tax dollars were going to programs like welfare and
head start. There was a perception among some whites that most beneficiaries of such
programs were African Americans.
Kirk despised the idea of colleges lowering standards for incoming freshmen. He
also had little use for any social programs; but for him race had nothing to do with it. He
had not supported the New Deal social programs of President Franklin Roosevelt, and
those had primarily benefited whites. Kirk believed the new entrance standards being
used by universities were a scheme drawn up by liberals to improve race relations. Kirk
not only maintained that the plan would fail, but he insisted it violated the intended
purpose of the American university system. Kirk understood true racial harmony could
only be achieved by knowing people as individuals and not by viewing them as
anonymous members of some group. He believed liberals did not understand this and
through their social experiments were hurting the cause of African American equality.
Eventually, many whites started to resent African Americans due to these programs.
Despite this white backlash, there is no doubt minorities greatly benefited from the
passing of the Civil Rights Bill and the programs that it inspired.
In 1965, President Johnson established the Equal Employment Opportunity
Commission. The commission required companies to set numerical racial hiring goals.
These were goals not requirements, so most companies paid them very little heed.
Several years passed before the Commission asked for laws to be passed requiring
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companies to adopt affirmative action policies. By that time, Lyndon Johnson was no
longer President.
History is filled with many ironies and the story of affirmative action is one of
them. Today affirmative action is seen as an entity created by liberal Democrats. While it
is true Democrats helped with the creation of affirmative action, it was a Republican
President who signed it into law. In December 1971, President Richard M. Nixon issued
Revised Order No 4.127 It was this order that made affirmative action what it is today. It
required employers to institute affirmative action policies which made sure minorities
and women were allowed the same employment opportunities as white men.
It is generally accepted that Nixon was lukewarm at best when it came to
Affirmative Action. Most conservatives claim Affirmative Action was a burden left to
him from the previous administration. Kirk viewed Nixon as being a true conservative.
One example Kirk gives of Nixon’s conservative nature was his ordering federal
government agencies not to use racial quotas to fill vacancies in the Civil Service.128 Kirk
was supportive of this departure from racial quotas. In previous decades, he felt too much
preference had been given to minorities applying for civil service jobs.129
Kirk disagreed with hiring anyone based on their sex, race, or religion. He felt
that any policy which encouraged employers to hire based on these categories was
unconstitutional. According to Kirk, the Department of Health, Education, and
Welfare(HEW) was pushing for these categories to be taken into consideration in hiring
and promotion. Colleges and universities were being hurt by this policy in Kirk’s
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opinion. In these institutions, HEW was demanding that more of their faculty and staff be
made up of minorities.130 Kirk was of the opinion minorities, especially women, were
being elevated to professional posts lacking the required credentials. Kirk claimed the
Department of English at a well-known southern university had listed in the
qualifications for a new hire “that the candidate must be a member of a minority or ethnic
group.”131 The university did however require the candidate to have a Ph.D. in English.
Hiring policies like this were due to the policies of the Health, Education, and Welfare
department as far as Kirk was concerned. He maintained universities had little choice but
to meet HEW requirements due to the organizations ability to prohibit federal aid to the
university.132 Kirk viewed the actions of HEW as a threat to a white male’s ability to get
jobs and advance in academia. Kirk feared one’s ability to do their job was no longer
important in academia. All universities were concerned about was meeting racial and
gender quotas even if that meant hiring the less qualified applicant. Kirk was convinced if
universities continued to follow this policy they would no longer be able to impart a
proper education to their students.
The complaints Kirk had against affirmative action were fairly common among
white males, especially ones who identified themselves as conservatives. Kirk was a
traditionalist and his observations must be evaluated in that context. There is little doubt
many white men resented having to compete with women and minorities, but this
however was not the case with Kirk. As far as he was concerned the best qualified
applicants should be hired, and sex and race should not be a factor one way or the other.
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The Civil Rights movement brought about many changes in American society.
Kirk’s resistance to that change was not due to any racist beliefs. Kirk was raised to judge
a man by his actions not the pigmentation of his skin. If Kirk held any disdain for
members of the Civil Rights movement, it had nothing to do with the color of their skin.
His dislike for individuals in the movement, whether they are African American or white
liberals, was how they went about achieving change. In Kirk’s view, a protester staging
sit-ins and the passing of federal laws were no means to achieve equality for African
Americans. Kirk maintained you could not compel white America to accept African
Americans through force. Kirk held that given time different ethnic groups of Americans
would come together on their own, but as long as the federal government and liberals
tried to force such change, it would never occur.
If Kirk guilty of anything regarding the Civil Rights movement it was that he
overestimated the character of man in matters of race relations. The white male power
structure was not ever going to relinquish its preferred status until it was forced to. The
changes brought about by the Civil Rights movement improved the lives of all
Americans. Policies like affirmative action put whites in greater contact with minorities.
At first, these meetings were difficult for all parties involved, but over time, much was
gained from these experiences. Through them whites and African Americans came to
know each other as individuals. This was the one thing Kirk had argued was needed for
American society to achieve racial harmony.
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CHAPTER 3
FEMINISM
American society was in turmoil during the 1960s and 70s. Women all over the
nation were beginning to question their place in society. Feminism was born out of this
discontent. The aspirations of a large number of feminists shocked many older
Americans, including Kirk. Like other members of his generation, Kirk believed if the
feminist vision for the future was realized it would destroy the moral fiber of society.
A diverse collection of individuals and organizations identified themselves as
feminists. The goals and aspirations of each varied greatly. The aim of several of these
groups was to break away from outdated gender roles. They alleged these roles had
prevented women from achieving equality in American society. This belief inspired
numerous women’s organizations to push for the passage of an equal rights amendment
(ERA). They felt such legislation was needed to guarantee women equal status in
American society. Countless other women thought attaining reproductive control of their
bodies ought to be the primary concern of feminists.133 These women wanted access to
affordable birth control and legal abortions.
The feminist movement was not devoid of men; in fact it had many male
supporters. Some of them aided women in their efforts for equality while others had
agendas of their own. Numerous men used the sexual revolution to further exploit
females. Pornography was one such avenue where sexual exploitation occurred.
Pornography has always existed in American society, but during the sexual revolution, it
emerged into the mainstream. Magazines sensationalizing sex popped up on newsstands
across America and the adult film industry experienced tremendous growth. During this
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same time period, mainstream movies began to expose more and more nudity. Kirk found
this overt merchandising of sex particularly disturbing.
Kirk, like many of his fellow citizens, was concerned with the direction American
society took in the 1960s. As a traditionalist, some of the extreme behavior was
particularly offensive to him. Through his “To The Point” column Kirk warned his
readers of the perils this path could lead to. The majority of the changes feminists were
calling for were troubling to Kirk, such as women calling for an equal rights amendment
or coed housing on college campuses. Kirk addressed all these issues at one time or
another in his column.
The start of the quest for an (ERA) for women predates the sexual revolution by
nearly five decades. In 1923, Alice Paul, the leader of the National Women’s Party
(NWP), submitted the ERA to Congress.134 The members of the NWP had little in
common with the average American woman. The organization consisted of upper-class
and professional women who had little understanding of the problems facing working
poor and minority women.135 The NWP believed, with the passing of the ERA, all the
problems women faced would be solved. This belief was over optimistic at best and did
not take into account the problems endured by the average woman. To the majority of
feminists who had fought long and hard to obtain protective legislation for women, the
ERA was an appalling idea.136 They were not willing to risk losing newly obtained rights
for a bill they felt would primarily benefit upper-class women. This division in the
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feminist movement in the 1920s made it impossible to get the ERA passed.137 During the
next three decades little was said about ERA.
In the 1960s the push for the passage of the ERA intensified again. There are
several reasons this occurred. First, while the ERA had disappeared from the minds of
many Americans, a core group of feminists had never wavered from actively seeking
passage of the amendment. As mentioned earlier, there was very little support among
women for the ERA. In the early part of the 20th century, the Progressive movement had
pushed for the passage of laws that would protect women from the worst aspects of
industrialization. One such law was established in Oregon which limited the workday to
ten hours for women in laundries and factories.138 Businessmen claimed the law was
unconstitutional and took their case to the Supreme Court. In 1908, the court ruled that
due to a woman’s physical structure and maternal functions, states could pass laws
limiting the number of hours they worked.139 If the ERA was passed, working women
feared employers would be free to work women as long and hard as they did men in their
employment.
Secondly, many white women who had taken part in the civil rights movement
began to sever their ties with the cause. Their departure was due to the black radicals who
were prevalent within civil rights organizations. Black militants resented the involvement
of white people and called for their resignation.140 White women who had taken part in
the civil rights movement gained a sense of purpose through their participation. Once
pushed out they looked for other causes to support. It was only natural for many of them
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to turn to the feminist movement. Once involved, many of these women recognized the
importance of the ERA and began to campaign for its passage.
A third factor that led to the reemergence of the ERA as a central issue in
American society was the Civil Rights Movement. People’s eyes had been opened to the
mistreatment African Americans had endured in American society. This led them to
scrutinize how other groups had been treated throughout American history. Many
Americans came to the conclusion that white women had not faired as well as their male
counterparts. It was quite obvious that women of all races held lower status in American
society than men of their own race.
African American women were somewhat put in the middle due to the emergence
of the feminist movement. Being a double minority put them in a unique situation. They
were forced to ask themselves, “which movement do I owe my loyalties too?” African
American men told them race should take priority over gender. Feminists told them that
as long as they served a movement dominated by men they would never have true
freedom. Eventually, most African American women chose to concentrate their efforts in
the civil rights movement. Ultimately, most African American women concluded they
suffered more discrimination as a result of their race than they did because of their
gender.
In what has become known as the second wave of feminism, women in the 1960s
started to question their role in society.141 Betty Friedan, author of the 1963
groundbreaking study, The Feminine Mystique, played a leading role in recruiting middle
class women into this second wave. Friedan asked her readers to consider why society
forced women to think they were betraying their family if they wanted a career outside
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their home.142 She believed it was not enough that women were now being allowed to
pursue educational goals. She felt higher education did women little good if after
graduation they were trapped in marriages where they were expected to be homemakers.
Friedan’s book struck a cord with women who felt their lives had no real purpose. These
women, many of whom were college educated, found their sole purpose in life was
serving the needs of their husbands and children. Countless women felt society had
forced them into marriage and in doing so they gave up their dreams and ambitions.143
One of the primary goals of these women was to assure their daughters the choices they
had been denied. This feeling became known as the Bored Housewife Syndrome.
When John F. Kennedy was sworn in as President in 1961, women believed they
had a President who would do something to improve their position in American society.
This hope was soon dashed when President Kennedy did not include women when he
issued Executive Order 10925 in March 1961. The order mandated that employers with
federal contracts could not refuse to hire applicants based on their race, creed, color, or
national origin. Initially, some in Kennedy’s administration wanted to include sex and
age among the categories but decided against it.144 Kennedy’s refusal to include women
angered many supporters of women’s rights. Due to this outcry, Kennedy reluctantly
established the President’s Commission on the Status of Women (PCSW) in December
1961. The PCSW only met eight times in the following two years.145 In October 1963, the
Commission presented its conclusions to President Kennedy. They found there existed
great disparity between the earning abilities of women and men. Despite this fact, their

142

Betty Friedan, Feminine Mystique, (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1963), 9.
Davis, 17.
144
Alice Kessler-Harris, In Pursuit of Equity: Women, Men, and the Quest for Economic Citizenship in
20th-Century America (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 212.
145
Davis, 35.
143

69

recommendation was not to pursue a constitutional amendment to ensure equality for
women.146
The conclusions of the Commission angered supporters of the ERA but also
served to strengthen their determination to get legislation passed to protect women’s
rights. They concluded the next logical step was to get women included in the Civil
Rights Act that was currently being debated in Congress. Title VII of the Civil Rights Act
prohibited discrimination in employment on the basis of race, color, religion, or national
origin by private employers. The women of the NWP led the fight to get sex added as a
category in Title VII.147 This action angered many in the Civil Rights movement. Some
felt the NWP was trying to make gains for women on the backs of African Americans
who had fought long and hard to get the Civil Rights Act this far. Others feared the
actions of the NWP would cause the bill not to pass.
The struggle to get the word sex added to Title VII is filled with many ironies that
make up American history. The NWP had to find a member of Congress willing to
propose adding sex as a category to Title VII. The obvious choice would have been
Congresswomen Martha Griffiths of Michigan.148 While willing to support the cause, she
felt it would be best if someone else made the recommendation. The Congressman who
finally made the proposal was Howard Smith.149 Congressman Smith was not a supporter
of women’s rights. The only reason he added sex as a category was because he hoped it
would help defeat the bill. In the end his plan did not work. Due to the efforts of the
NWP and Congresswoman Griffiths, President Johnson signed the Civil Right Act into
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law on July 2, 1964.150 The Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC)
established to handle complaints regarding the law had no real power. The slight power it
did have was used to address discrimination against African American males. The
organizations did not take the complaints made by women serious.151
The unwillingness of the EEOC to address the complaints of women led to the
creation of the National Organization for Women (NOW) in 1966. The organization’s
primary objective was to get the ERA passed. Due to their efforts, along with those of
other pro-ERA organizations, Congress passed the ERA in 1972. By mid May thirteen
states had ratified the Equal Rights Amendment. Russell Kirk thought a more
appropriate name for the amendment would have been Equal Misery Amendment.152
Kirk held women would not gain any new rights by the passage of the ERA.
Instead it would impose on them requirements of citizenship that had previously only
been placed on men. One such requirement was military conscription.153 Kirk was against
military conscription for both sexes. The question of military conscription had plagued
the women’s movement throughout the 20th century. The idea of sending young women
to fight in war had always been a stumbling block for the pro-ERA movement. In truth,
women had already been serving in the military for some time. During World War I,
13,000 women enlisted in the U.S. Navy and Marine Corps.154 Although these women
did not serve in combat, their support to the war effort should not be overlooked.
Through their service they proved patriotism rested in the hearts of women as strongly as
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it did in men. Their devotion might have been even greater since they were serving their
country at a time when they could not vote.
During World War II, women made up 3 percent of U.S. forces.155 These women,
like Kirk, served in non-combat units. Kirk was drafted into the army in 1942. He spent
most his time in the service assigned to Dugway Proving Ground in Utah’s Great Salt
Lake Desert.156 Kirk’s assignment to this unit was not due to any unwillingness on his
part to serve in combat. The army decided Kirk could best serve his country recording
classified documents in the desert. Women who served in the military during the Second
World War had a variety of duties. Their duties ranged from ferrying plans from place to
place to working in hospitals. Five hundred and sixty-five women were awarded the
Bronze Star at the end of the war.157
In 1972, when states were debating the ERA, women were serving in Vietnam.
The number of women who were injured or killed during the war is unknown.158 The
numbers are still unknown today. The deficiencies in accurate information might have a
direct correlation with the ERA debate. Political and military leaders could not afford to
admit America’s military dependence on women service members. The debate was not
over, “will women serve in the military, but how they will serve”. A vast majority of
Americans were uncomfortable with the idea of putting women in combat units and this
caused them to be apprehensive over the ERA. This fear was premature. Even if the ERA
was passed it would not necessarily mean women would have to serve in combat. The
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military has always assessed recruit’s abilities to determine where they should serve. This
process greatly influenced whether a recruit served in support units rather than in combat
ones. As long as male and female recruits went through the same placement process, the
ERA would not had been violated.
Kirk’s lack of support for the ERA does not mean he was unsympathetic to
women’s status in American society. Kirk declared on more than one occasion that
women had not been given a fair shake in America.159 In Kirk’s mind, the ERA would
not alleviate the barriers that prevented women from advancing in society. Kirk was
quick to point out that the ERA would benefit women in professional occupations. The
vast majority of women who supported their family through employment in the service
industries would be harmed if ERA passed. Kirk had nothing against professional
women, as demonstrated by his admiration for women like Flannery O’Connor. Kirk
proclaimed her one of the greatest writers in modern America.160 After her death in
1964, Kirk dedicated an edition of his column to her memory.
Kirk questioned what the future held for women when thirty states had ratified the
ERA by the end of 1973.161 Kirk believed if the ERA was passed, it would only be a
matter of time before the supporters of the amendment would demand freedom from the
consequences of equality.162 In the end, even with a three year extension, the ERA fell
three states short of the number required to become a constitutional amendment.
The ERA was not the only controversial issue facing American society in the
1960s and 70s. The laws regulating distribution of birth control and abortion information
were a concern to many Americans at that time. Women in America had been fighting for
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the right to have access to birth control since before the start of the 20th century. Activists
such as Margaret Sanger dedicated their lives to obtaining women access to such
information because they believed it could improve the quality of their lives.
In 1873, Congress passed the Comstock Act. Among other things the Comstock
Act defined information about birth control as pornography and made it illegal to
distribute.163 The law effectively prevented women living at the turn of the century from
getting information about birth control. This lack of information caused many social
problems, especially for the poor. Married couples who could barley afford to feed one
child had three or more. Margaret Sanger, while working as a visiting nurse, saw
firsthand how unwanted pregnancies were destroying women’s lives. Due to her tireless
efforts the ban on distributing birth control information was lifted in 1938.164
The run of Kirk’s “To The Point” series from 1962-1975 coincided with a
tremendous change in how birth control was practiced in America. In 1960, an oral
contraceptive received governmental approval. Before its approval, virtually all
contraceptive practices were coitus related.165 Over the next decade, the way Americans
viewed sex went through a drastic change. The pill, as the oral contraceptive became
known, made birth control more accessible. The freedom the pill allowed was not enough
for many women. They still believed they did not have adequate control over their
fertility.166 These women believed they would not have true control over their lives until
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abortion was legalized. They were granted this control in 1973 when the Supreme Court
made its ruling in Roe v. Wade.167
Kirk’s opinion on the issue of birth control and abortion was complex and not
limited just to an argument about a woman’s rights over control of her own body. During
the mid 20th century there was a growing concern that the world would become over
populated. These concerns led the United Nations to convene a meeting in Paris in the
fall of 1968.168 During that same year Kirk expressed his own concerns about the birth
rate in America. Unlike the scientists who were meeting in Paris, Kirk was not worried
about a population explosion. In fact he was afraid of just the opposite. Kirk based his
fears on the fact that in 1967 19% fewer babies had been born than in 1961.169 Despite
the fact that the birth rate drop coincided with the introduction of the pill, Kirk indicated
he did not believe birth-control devices were the problem.
In 1970, the population control debate came to Kirk’s home state of Michigan.
Michigan’s director of natural resources, Ralph MacMullan, suggested that it was
morally wrong for any woman to bear more than two children.170 This statement
seriously angered numerous Michiganders. Kirk argued that limiting family size put
America at risk of extinguishing itself.171 Kirk was not the only person who had this
concern. The members of one group who shared this view had little in common with the
conservative movement. On this one issue traditional conservatives and members of the
Black Power movement were in agreement.
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An element within the Black Power movement was very concerned with
population control. Many within the group felt the drive to limit births was a genocidal
endeavor by white supremacists to eliminate the African American community.172 They
maintained birth control was being pushed more forcefully in their communities than it
was in the white communities. These men thought African American women who took
the birth control pill were contributing to the genocide of their own people.173
The fears of men in the Black Power movement over population control were not
totally without merit. Kirk admitted some population control zealots were motivated by
fears of growth in the African American community.174 Kirk did not agree that their
objective was to exterminate African Americans. In Kirk’s view, the objective was only
to limit its growth. Kirk believed contraceptives and easy abortions were affecting all
sectors of society.175 In general, African American women resented advocates from both
sides of the issue. They did not need social scientists from the white community telling
them about the hardships African American women faced. From childhood they had been
fully aware of the difficulties African American women historically faced. They also
resented the call by African American men for them not to practice birth control. In their
minds, if anyone was betraying the African American community it was African
American men who did not stick around to support their children.176 Despite this view,
African Americans did not let the issue of birth control divide them as a community.
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Welfare programs were one factor influencing the birth rate in America according
to Kirk. His argument on how welfare was affecting the birth rate was two sided. On the
one side were welfare mothers. According to Kirk these women, many of them
unmarried, had multiple children to gain federal aid.177 Kirk attributed the swelling
population in American slums to these women. On the flipside of the coin, the average
American couple was having fewer children or none at all due to the welfare state.178
Before the establishment of social programs like Social Security, one reason to have
children was to insure there would be someone around to take care of parents in their old
age. Kirk insisted this plan could not succeed. If the population declined there would not
be enough working age people to maintain the immense financial obligations of Social
Security and Medicare.179
The welfare state had not single-handedly caused the decline in births in Kirk’s
judgment. There were numerous other factors that contributed to this trend. One cause
was that many young couples thought the cost and bother of raising children was too
demanding.180 Many conservatives believed the younger generation was lazy and
unwilling to take on the same burdens their ancestors had. It is not uncommon among
conservatives to blame any social problem on the young. This was especially true during
the 1960s and 70s.
Another of the trends that influenced the reduction in the birth rate was that many
married couples were having only one child. The reason for this development was
parents with a single child could dedicate all their resources to one offspring. Kirk
believed these parents were overly concerned with sending their children to the best
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schools. Kirk held “life exists for its own sake, not for the sake of a social status
certificate from the Ivy League.”181 Kirk was not the kind of conservative that held others
to higher standards than he held himself. Kirk, a man who married late in life, had four
daughters of his own. One of his reasons for having a large family was his belief that it
would have been unfair to his oldest daughter to grow up without any siblings.182 Kirk’s
large family was also a statement that it was possible to have one in modern times. One
should not assume Kirk was able to have this large family due to being monetarily
wealthy. While Kirk was a good provider for his family, writing had not made him a rich
man.
Kirk realized selfish concerns were not the only reasons some American couples
were choosing to remain childless. Many couples desired children but asked themselves,
“Do we have the right to bring children into this world?”183 According to Kirk these
couples were reacting to convictions that they were living in a troubled age. Kirk held
there were many reasons for this anxiety. Following World War II, there was a public
mood “that every day, in every way, things were getting better and better.”184 When
people did not see this improvement in their everyday lives, they became disillusioned.
Kirk maintained the expectation to turn America into a perfect society had always been a
foolish endeavor. He knew it was impossible to create a utopia here on earth.
Misgivings over the state of American society in the 1970s were not without merit
according to Kirk. He felt America’s great cities were in decay, ugly, and unsafe.185 Kirk
had never been a lover of America’s great urban centers. He felt young people living
there had to numb their brains with narcotics to deal with the boredom of living in such a
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place. Kirk alleged many of the problems plaguing American cities were finding their
way into suburbs.186 Despite these realities, Kirk asserted it was wrong for couples to let
fears of the future prevent them from having children. He pointed out past generations
had faced similar problems and yet had not given in to their fears. As far as Kirk was
concerned, a husband and wife who chose not to have children were denying their
essential function which was the rearing of children.187
Kirk believed if America had anything to fear, it was not the future, but the cures
some liberals advocated. One liberal cause that troubled Kirk was the pro-choice
movement. Kirk was saddened when Britain legalized abortion in 1976.188 He believed
American liberals would use the British law to gain momentum for the pro-choice
movement in America. Kirk asked if liberal’s were successful in getting abortion
legalized would their next step be to advocate euthanasia of the elderly.189
The reason Kirk tied abortion and euthanasia together is key to understanding his
thought process. Kirk felt the living, the dead, and the unborn were all united beyond the
boundaries of time and space. Their lives were united together in one unbreakable chain.
To him, terminating a pregnancy was no different than euthanizing an elderly person due
to bad health. Kirk believed such decisions were not within the domain of mortal men.
According to his convictions, only the creator held such power over life and death. Kirk’s
theory that abortion legislation would lead to legalization of euthanasia is not as
outlandish as it may sound. He supported this conclusion by pointing out that in Britain
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the House of Commons had passed a Voluntary Euthanasia Bill that would have been
passed into law if the House of Lords had not killed it.190
Kirk, a former college professor, was particularly interested in how the sexual
revolution was affecting college campuses. Kirk thought women’s colleges had fallen
victim to the feminist movement.191 Kirk maintained both sexes benefited from attending
same sex institutions. It bothered him to see women’s institutions closing their doors due
to losing students to colleges that had previously been male only. In Kirk’s opinion, these
all female universities were not losing students due to having lower academic standards
than the predominately male institutions. Kirk pointed out his wife had received an
excellent education from Molly Catholic College for Women.192 One of the primary
reasons Kirk advocated single sex education was that it eliminated the many distractions
created by coed education.
Being a traditionalist, one of Kirk’s arguments against changes was what that
change would lead to next. Kirk witnessed a perfect example of this occurring on college
campuses across the country. In the 1960s and 70s, universities across the country started
to tear down the barriers between their male and female students. In past generations,
parents had sent their children off to college with the knowledge that university officials
would closely monitor interaction between male and female students. At one time, a
student of the opposite sex who wanted to talk to someone of the other sex had to ask a
dorm monitor to get that person for them. In most cases this would have been a male
student calling on a female student because the opposite situation would have been
improper in the minds of many. Students began arguing that such practices were outdated
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and had no place on modern campuses. Students started to demand they be allowed to
visit students of the opposite sex in their dorm rooms. Kirk believed this dorm visitation
plan would be a short-lived fad students themselves would put a stop to. Kirk suspected
“most young women really didn’t want young men around at all hours, and most young
men were even less eager for inescapable feminine companionship.”193
The dorm visiting plan proved just to be a stepping stone for progressive students
who wanted to tear down all barriers separating the sexes. Students in many universities
started to ask, “why do we have to live in separate dorms?” The University of Kansas had
coed dorms as early as 1959.194 In the 1960s and 70s more coed dormitories emerge on
campuses across America. Kirk believed this trend distracted students from their studies,
and also led to premature marriages. Kirk thought many of these marriages were doomed
from the start due to the immaturity of the couple.195
Kirk was very concerned about the growing number of states passing legislation
for no fault divorces in the 1970s. Kirk believed marriage was the fundamental bond of
human society.196 Kirk feared no-fault divorces would cause the number of divorces in
the United States to skyrocket. He feared that husbands and wives would no longer have
to prove to a judge that there had been an irretrievable breakdown in the marriage.
Kirk did not understand why feminists, who allegedly were looking out for
women, supported a cause like no-fault divorce. Kirk pointed out the laws that had been
passed to make divorces harder to obtain had been done for the protection of the woman.
No-fault divorces would make it easier for husbands to get out of their obligation to their
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wives and children in Kirk’s opinion. Kirk understood the premise behind some feminist
support of no-fault divorces. Wives who had tired of being taken advantage of through
the institution of marriage could dissolve their marriages and start a new life. In this
fairytale vision, wives would no longer be forced to prove to a myopic male judge why
they deserved to get a divorce. Once out of their oppressive marriages women would find
rewarding careers.
Scores of divorced women did go on and achieve great things, but it was not an
easy matter. No-fault divorces seriously decreased a man’s obligation to his former wife.
If there were no children she might come away from the marriage with only the clothes
on her back. Reentering the job market with little or no marketable skills was not a fate
most women were ready to face. These women realized if they were going to start over
they would need to come away from the marriage with some assets to help them in their
new life. Such assets were much easier to gain through traditional divorces where the
judge took into consideration the earning ability of the wife. Kirk was upset anytime a
marriage ended in divorce. He realized however, that sometimes there was no other
choice. In such cases, he felt the needs of the mother and child needed to be taken into
consideration. Kirk maintained no-fault divorces prevented the American court system
from addressing these needs.
No- fault divorce was not the only exploitive mechanism employed in the 20th
century to exploit women. Pornography underwent rapid growth and was able to enter
mainstream society in the 1960s and 70s. To many, this was a further example of how
women were being exploited due to declining morality in society. The topic of
pornography polarized the women’s movement more than any other issue.197 Some
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feminists asserted that women who worked in the adult film industry were exercising
their freedom of choice. In fact, they argued these women were less exploited than the
average housewife. Workers in the porn industry at least received compensation for
engaging in sex while housewives did not.
A number of other feminists believed the porn industry degraded women and
turned them into sexual objects. Among feminists who agreed pornography was
potentially dangerous to women there was discord on how to address the issue. One
faction, while dismayed over pornography, could not support outlawing it due to their
belief in freedom of expression. On the other hand, feminists like Robin Morgan
suggested porn was responsible for male violence against women.198 Due to this, they
believed pornography should not be protected by freedom of the press. Kirk was in
agreement with this group of feminists who called for anti-pornography laws.199
Kirk was very concerned over the message pornography was sending young
people. Writers for pornographic magazines had reduced the sexual impulse to essentially
a dirty, violent, and distasteful act.200 Kirk and his fellow conservatives were not the only
ones who held this view. Many feminists felt conservatives were right about pornography
and enlisted their aid to battle it. One target of this collaboration was Hugh Hefner,
founder of Playboy magazine. Feminists in the anti-pornography movement found
Hefner’s Playboy particularly dangerous.201 Because Playboy was less graphic than
magazines like Hustler, it was deemed more acceptable by many. Kirk held that Playboy
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used this credibility to perpetuate the idea women were Barbie doll idiots created to serve
men’s sexual impulses.202
Magazines like Playboy were not the only staple of mainstream society Kirk
labeled as dangerous to the development of healthy citizens. Kirk maintained half of the
films coming out in 1964 depicted sex-with-violence.203 In Kirk’s opinion, such movies
could corrupt the imagination and taste of a generation. Kirk believed the makers of these
movies were not the only ones at fault. He also blamed parents who allowed their
children to see them. According to him, a large portion of the patrons of these movies
were minors. Kirk believed if parents prevented their children from patronizing such
films profits would decline and film makers would stop making such filth.204 If that did
not eliminate the blight of such films Kirk suggested an interesting alternative. Kirk, who
had objected to the picketing efforts of the civil rights movement, suggested picketing be
used against theaters showing such films.205
A few feminists agreed with Kirk on this issue of censoring mainstream films but
most did not. They were troubled by the idea of one group controlling how women were
portrayed. Traditional conservatives were willing to group all movies with nudity as one
group; feminists in general, were not. The dispute over what was pornography led
feminists to reevaluate their stance on pornography. They decided their efforts were
being wasted on an issue they could never really win. If conservatives could censor
mainstream films, they would also be able to censor pro-chose advocates. In the end, the
union between conservatives and feminists was doomed to fail because their vision for
America was so radically different.
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Throughout the run of his “To The Point” column Kirk continued to inform his
readers about the objectives of the feminist movement. The situation feminists found
themselves in reflected Kirk’s own situation. The feminist movement, like the
conservative movement, had many diverse voices. Both groups continued to struggle
with creating a united front. By the 1980s, conservatives had overcome this problem and
established themselves as the dominant voice in America. Feminists, on the other hand,
experienced a backlash during this decade which, in part, was due to conservatives rise to
power.
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CHAPTER 4
CONCLUSTION
During the 1960s and 70s, America experienced an identity crisis resulting in
social turmoil. Two distinct groups were fighting for control of America. Liberals
advocating an ideology of universal equality wanted to change the existing social
structure. They proposed implementing leveling programs that would allow all citizens
the same opportunities. Individuals who opposed what they viewed as a utopian ideology
banded together to form the conservative movement. Conservatives argued that
ideologies like communism and socialism were destroying western society. In fact they
held that all ideologies were bad. They maintained that conservatism was not an ideology
because it was based in the adherence to the tradition and was the foundation for western
society. Russell Kirk was among a group of intellectuals who stepped forward and gave
the movement a voice.
Kirk’s “To The Point” column provided conservatives a way to get their message
into American households. This was advantageous to the long term goals of the
conservative movement. While conservatives maintained that the majority of Americans
were conservative, they put forth the idea they currently were not using their numbers to
their advantage. Conservatives desperately wanted to unify this group into a powerful
voting bloc. Kirk’s column was instrumental in achieving this goal.
At first glance the views expressed by Kirk in his “To The Point” column might
be considered racist. This is a typical charge used against many conservative writers and
while in some cases it is true, it does not apply to Kirk. His beliefs are firmly based in a
deep philosophical and historical tradition. Kirk did not support the preservation of racist
institutions; however, he disagreed with his liberal opponents who believed the
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government could force such change. Kirk maintained such change must come from the
heart and not through laws that are forced upon society.
The conservative party of today owes a great debt to Russell Kirk. Through his
writings people from all walks of life were drawn into the movement. Prior to the
conservative movement voters had primarily been divided regionally. Kirk and other
conservative writers put forth the idea that the construction worker in Michigan had more
in common with the farmer in Tennessee than they did with the liberal who lived across
the road. Once united, this conservative voting bloc represented a very powerful political
entity.
In 1945, many Americans viewed the conservative movement as being a nonentity with no political future due to the popularity of the New Deal programs of F.D.R.
At that time, liberals had a firm grasp on American political power. Men like Kirk were
seen as being eccentrics who dreamed of returning to an idyllic past. Despite his
eccentricities, Kirk still helped trigger the downfall of liberalism as a political movement.
In 1980, conservatives realized one of their primary goals when Ronald Ragan became
President. Since that election, a number of politicians on all levels have attempted to
distant themselves from the moniker of liberalism. This is a direct result of the work of
men like Kirk. They took the term liberal and changed its meaning into something that
represents everything that is un-American.
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