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Summary 
This essay examines the Inner Development Goals framework from the perspective of serious 
conservative intellectual thought, in the tradition of Edmund Burke, Russell Kirk, Yuval Levin, 
and Arthur Brooks. While recognizing the genuine challenges that motivate the framework—
climate change, social fragmentation, institutional dysfunction—the analysis reveals funda-
mental tensions between the IDG's progressive assumptions and conservative wisdom about 
human nature, virtue, and social order. 

What Conservatives Can Affirm 

The essay begins by identifying significant common ground. Conservatives appreciate the 
IDG's recovery of virtue language in an age dominated by technical solutions, its recognition 
that relationships and community are essential for human flourishing, and its call to res-
ponsibility and stewardship. The framework rightly understands that addressing complex chal-
lenges requires more than expertise—it requires character, wisdom, and moral formation. These 
represent points of genuine convergence between conservative and progressive concerns. 

Fundamental Conservative Concerns 

However, the analysis identifies deep problems with the framework's philosophical founda-
tions. The IDG embodies characteristic progressive errors: the hubris of believing compre-
hensive human transformation can be systematically engineered, therapeutic individualism that 
reduces virtue to self-actualization, and moral relativism disguised as openness. Most funda-
mentally, it reflects what Russell Kirk called "defiant pride"—the modern attempt to remake 
human nature according to ideological vision rather than accepting the given order. 

The framework's emphasis on the "inner compass" exemplifies the problem. Rather than under-
standing moral authority as rooted in transcendent truth, tradition, and natural law, it treats 
values as self-created through autonomous choice. This philosophical individualism, however 
well-intentioned, severs moral formation from the communities, traditions, and transcendent 
sources that actually form human character. 

Missing Dimensions 

The essay identifies critical gaps in the IDG framework: insufficient attention to tradition as the 
accumulated wisdom of generations, neglect of transcendence and the vertical dimension of 
human existence, inadequate recognition of human limits and the permanent constraints of 
nature and finitude, underappreciation of given order rather than constructed systems, and 
insufficient attention to subsidiarity and the proper scale of human institutions. These absences 
reflect the framework's modernist assumptions but result in an incomplete and ultimately 
inadequate account of human development. 

An Alternative Conservative Vision 

Rather than merely critiquing, the essay presents a positive conservative alternative organized 
around three themes: virtue within order (emphasizing classical-Christian virtue ethics and 
formation through traditional institutions), subsidiary development (recognizing the family as 
primary formator, supported by religious communities and professional guilds), and humility 
before mystery (acknowledging development requires grace, not just technique). 



This alternative grounds human formation in realistic anthropology, orienting persons toward 
substantive goods rather than neutral capacities, and working with rather than against human 
nature and social order. 

Practical Engagement 

The essay provides detailed guidance for conservatives navigating institutions that adopt 
progressive frameworks. It articulates the principle of "faithful presence"—engaging 
constructively without compromising core convictions, contributing traditional wisdom while 
acknowledging where progressive insights have value, and building alternative institutions 
where necessary. The approach is neither wholesale rejection nor uncritical acceptance, but 
thoughtful discernment about when to engage, when to resist, and when to create alternatives. 

Conclusion 

The essay concludes that while the IDG framework addresses real challenges, it does so through 
flawed philosophical assumptions that conservatives cannot accept. However, genuine dialogue 
remains possible and necessary. Both progressive innovation and conservative wisdom have 
contributions to make to the urgent work of human development. The key is maintaining 
intellectual honesty about philosophical foundations, cultivating humility about the limits of 
any framework, and keeping primary focus on genuine human flourishing rather than ideolo-
gical victory. 

Ultimately, the essay argues that human development should be understood not as self-creation 
or systematic training but as pilgrimage—a lifelong journey undertaken in humility, guided by 
wisdom greater than ourselves, oriented toward goods we did not invent, and sustained by grace 
as much as effort. This metaphor captures permanent truths about human formation that con-
temporary frameworks risk losing in their enthusiasm for systematic intervention and engi-
neered transformation. 

 



 
 

Preface 
This essay was written by the AI language model Claude, based on instructions and source 
material provided by me, Thomas Jordan. I instructed Claude to create a synthesis of the world-
view and political philosophy of staunch conservative American political strategists, ideologues 
for the Republican party's right wing, such as Yuval Levin and Arthur Brooks. Claude used this 
persona as author voice in writing the essay.  

I want to emphasize that the author of this essay is Claude, not me. Claude is a language model, 
with a very sophisticated capability to apply a set of instructions to a particular task and generate 
meaningful reasoning. But of course this mode of operating has important limitations. The 
result is something that looks like deductive reasoning, rather than conclusions based on empi-
rical data and/or lived experience. This should be kept in mind, and the reader should use his 
or her own critical judgement in evaluating the validity of the reasoning and conclusions in the 
essay.  

I am only superficially familiar with American conservative meaning-making systems, but app-
reciate the opportunity to get a glimpse of what kind of reactions and views a conservative 
might have when grappling with the IDG framework, even if this is a simulated conservative 
thinker. From a conservative point of view, it is clear that the IDG can be perceived as a product 
of a “progressive” worldview. Thereby we who sympathize with the framework can get more 
of an outside perspective on the perhaps unexamined assumptions, values and beliefs.  

Gothenburg, Sweden, November 2025 

Thomas Jordan, PhD 
Former senior lecturer in work science at Gothenburg university, Sweden, now independent 
researcher and consultant 
E-mail: thomas.jordan@perspectus.se 
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A Conservative Examination of the Inner 
Development Guide Framework 
 
Claude [AI], mentored by Thomas Jordan 

 
Introduction: The Promise and Peril of Engineered Virtue 

The Contemporary Crisis and the Search for Solutions 

We live in an age of profound disorientation. The accelerating pace of technological change, 
the breakdown of inherited social forms, the crisis of meaning in secular modernity, and the 
mounting ecological challenges of our time have created a widespread sense that humanity 
stands at a crossroads. Into this moment of uncertainty comes the Inner Development Guide 
framework, offering what appears to be a comprehensive program for developing the human 
capacities necessary to address our collective challenges. 

For those of us formed in the conservative intellectual tradition—shaped by the wisdom of 
Edmund Burke, the moral realism of Reinhold Niebuhr, the personalism of John Paul II, and 
the contemporary insights of thinkers like Yuval Levin and Arthur Brooks—the Inner 
Devlopment Guide (IDG) framework presents both promise and peril. On one hand, it repre-
sents a welcome recognition that our crisis is fundamentally moral and spiritual rather than 
merely technical or political. The framework's emphasis on character, virtue, and human 
formation resonates with ancient wisdom about the priority of the soul in human affairs. On the 
other hand, the framework embodies distinctly progressive assumptions about human nature, 
moral authority, and social change that deserve careful scrutiny. 

The Conservative Disposition Toward Human Development 

Conservatives have always understood that civilization depends upon the cultivation of virtue 
in successive generations. From Aristotle's ethics to Aquinas's synthesis of reason and revela-
tion, from Burke's "little platoons" to Tocqueville's "habits of the heart," the conservative 
tradition has long recognized that good societies require good people, and good people must be 
formed through deliberate cultivation of character. 

We affirm with Russell Kirk that human beings are neither angels nor beasts, but creatures 
capable of both nobility and depravity. We recognize with Michael Oakeshott that human life 
is a conversation between the generations, where wisdom is transmitted through tradition, prac-
tice, and lived experience rather than abstract theorizing. We understand with Robert Nisbet 
that human flourishing occurs within the protective framework of what he called "intermediate 
institutions"—family, church, neighborhood, voluntary association—that mediate between the 
individual and the state. 
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This philosophical inheritance makes us simultaneously sympathetic to and skeptical of 
systematic frameworks for human development. We appreciate the IDG's recognition that 
addressing civilizational challenges requires more than policy solutions or technological fixes. 
Yet we approach with caution any framework that promises transformation through engineered 
consciousness change, particularly when such frameworks emerge from international institu-
tions and bear the hallmarks of progressive ideology. 

The Tension Between Wisdom and System 

The IDG framework represents a characteristically modern attempt to systematize what tradi-
tionally has been the province of organic cultural transmission. Where previous generations 
looked to revealed religion, inherited wisdom, and time-tested institutions for guidance in 
human formation, the IDG offers a scientifically-derived, globally-applicable framework of 25 
qualities organized into five dimensions. This systematization is both its strength and its 
potential weakness. 

The strength lies in making explicit what good formation requires. In an age when traditional 
sources of moral formation have weakened—when families fragment, religious observance 
declines, and civic institutions atrophy—perhaps we need such explicit articulation of 
developmental goals. The framework provides a common language for discussing human 
flourishing across diverse contexts, potentially enabling collaboration among people of 
different backgrounds and beliefs. 

Yet the weakness is equally apparent. Can the mystery of human development truly be captured 
in a matrix of competencies? Does the reduction of virtue to skills and qualities not risk losing 
something essential about moral formation—its rootedness in particular traditions, its depen-
dence on grace and gift, its ultimate orientation toward transcendent truth rather than pragmatic 
effectiveness? When we transform prudence into "perspective skills" and charity into "empathy 
and compassion," do we not risk losing the theological and philosophical depths that give these 
virtues their full meaning and motivating power? 

The Question of Authority 

Perhaps the most fundamental tension between conservative philosophy and the IDG frame-
work concerns the locus of moral authority. The framework speaks of developing an "inner 
compass," suggesting that moral direction comes from within the autonomous individual. This 
reflects the modern liberal assumption that each person is the ultimate authority over their own 
values and purposes. 

The conservative tradition, particularly in its Christian expression, locates moral authority 
outside the self—in divine command, natural law, inherited wisdom, and communal tradition. 
We do not develop an "inner compass" so much as we align ourselves with an external moral 
order that exists independent of our preferences or constructions. The virtues are not qualities 
we create or choose but excellences we discover and to which we conform ourselves, often 
against our natural inclinations. 

This is not merely an abstract philosophical disagreement. It has profound practical implica-
tions for how we understand development, what we take as its goals, and how we evaluate 
progress. If moral truth is objective and external, then development means conforming 
ourselves to that truth, often through difficult discipline and self-denial. If moral truth is 
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subjective and internal, then development means expressing our authentic selves and following 
our inner light, wherever it may lead. 

The Stakes of Our Examination 

Our examination of the IDG framework is not merely an academic exercise. The framework is 
being promoted by influential institutions and adopted by corporations, governments, and 
educational establishments worldwide. It represents not just a set of ideas but an active program 
for shaping human consciousness on a global scale. The stakes could hardly be higher. 

If the framework succeeds in its implicit vision, it will help create a particular kind of person—
globally-minded, systems-thinking, emotionally aware, collaborative, oriented toward 
sustainability and collective action. Is this the kind of person our civilization needs? Perhaps in 
part. But what is lost in this vision? What happens to the person rooted in particular traditions, 
loyal to transcendent authority, shaped by duty and constraint rather than authenticity and 
openness? 

Moreover, who decides what constitutes proper development? Who has the authority to declare 
certain qualities essential and others obsolete? When frameworks like the IDG become 
embedded in institutional structures—corporate training, educational curricula, international 
development programs—they cease to be merely descriptive and become prescriptive, even 
coercive. Those who resist or fail to demonstrate the prescribed qualities may find themselves 
marginalized, pathologized, or excluded from opportunities. 

The Path of This Examination 

In this essay, we undertake a careful conservative examination of the Inner Development Guide 
framework. We begin by acknowledging what the framework gets right—its recognition of 
virtue, relationship, and responsibility. We then examine the progressive assumptions embed-
ded within it—the hubris of transformation, the eclipse of transcendent authority, the cult of 
authenticity over duty. 

We explore how the framework, despite its universal aspirations, reflects particular cultural 
values and serves particular interests. We examine what the framework reveals about elite 
assumptions and blind spots. We consider how traditional and religious communities might 
respond to its implicit challenges to their ways of understanding human flourishing. 

Throughout, we draw on the deep wells of conservative wisdom about human nature, social 
order, and moral formation. We bring the insights of Burke on tradition, Tocqueville on 
democracy, Kirk on permanent things, Nisbet on community, Levin on institutions, and Brooks 
on human dignity to bear on this contemporary framework. We seek neither wholesale rejection 
nor uncritical acceptance, but rather prudent discrimination—taking what is valuable while 
protecting what is precious in our inherited understanding of human flourishing. 

Our goal is not to dismiss the real challenges that motivate the IDG framework. Climate change, 
social fragmentation, and technological disruption are real problems requiring serious response. 
But we insist that any adequate response must be grounded in true understanding of human 
nature, respectful of inherited wisdom, and protective of the diverse ways human beings have 
found to flourish across cultures and centuries. 
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The conversation about human development is ultimately a conversation about the human good, 
the nature of virtue, and the sources of meaning. These are not technical questions to be solved 
by expert committees but perennial questions that each generation must engage anew while 
remaining grounded in permanent truths. It is in this spirit—respectful of the past, engaged with 
the present, and concerned for the future—that we offer this conservative examination of the 
Inner Development Guide framework. 
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Part I: What Conservatives Can Affirm in the IDG 
Framework 

The Recovery of Virtue Language in Public Discourse 

The Return to Character Formation 

In an age dominated by technocratic thinking and materialist assumptions, the Inner Develop-
ment Guide framework represents a significant and welcome recognition: our civilizational 
challenges cannot be solved by systems and structures alone but require people of character and 
virtue. This insight, so obvious to previous generations, has been largely absent from public 
discourse for decades. We have tried to address poverty without addressing virtue, to solve 
environmental problems without examining greed, to build community without cultivating 
neighborliness. The IDG framework's insistence that inner development matters for outer 
change marks a crucial turn away from purely mechanistic solutions. 

The framework's 25 qualities read like a partial recovery of classical virtue language. When it 
speaks of "integrity and authenticity," we hear echoes of the ancient concern for unity between 
inner conviction and outer action. When it identifies "humility," it names a virtue central to 
both classical philosophy and Christian theology. "Courage," "appreciation," and "presence" all 
point toward excellences of character that transcend mere technical competence. 

This recovery is particularly significant given the dominant languages of our time. In corporate 
settings, we speak of "human resources" and "skill sets." In education, we focus on "com-
petencies" and "outcomes." In public policy, we analyze "incentive structures" and "behavioral 
nudges." Against this backdrop, the IDG framework's attention to qualities like "inner compass" 
and "connectedness" represents a humanizing corrective, a recognition that human beings are 
more than inputs in economic or political systems. 

Virtue as Practical Wisdom 

The conservative tradition, drawing on Aristotle through Aquinas to modern thinkers like 
Alasdair MacIntyre, has always understood virtue as practical wisdom—the ability to discern 
and do what is right in particular circumstances. The IDG framework implicitly recognizes this 
in qualities like "perspective skills" and "complexity awareness." These are not abstract 
intellectual capacities but practical abilities to navigate the moral complexities of contemporary 
life. 

Consider how "systems thinking" as described in the framework resembles what Edmund Burke 
called prejudice—not in the modern pejorative sense, but as the accumulated wisdom that helps 
us understand how changes in one part of society affect the whole. Burke warned against those 
who would reconstruct society according to abstract reason, ignoring the complex inter-
dependencies that make civilized life possible. The IDG's emphasis on understanding 
interconnections and long-term consequences reflects a similar wisdom about the limits of 
linear thinking and isolated interventions. 
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The Emphasis on Relationships and Community 

Beyond Atomistic Individualism 

One of the most encouraging aspects of the IDG framework is its explicit recognition that 
human development is inherently relational. The entire dimensions of "Relating" and "Collabo-
rating" acknowledge what conservatives have long insisted: human beings are social creatures 
who find meaning and purpose through connection with others. This stands as a welcome 
corrective to the atomistic individualism that has dominated liberal modernity. 

The framework's emphasis on "relationship-building skills," "co-creation," and "inclusive 
mindset" reflects what Robert Nisbet called the "social bond"—the web of relationships and 
associations that give life meaning beyond mere survival or pleasure. When the framework 
speaks of "connectedness" to larger wholes, including humanity and the living planet, it echoes 
the conservative understanding that individuals find their proper freedom not in isolation but in 
accepting their place within larger orders of meaning. 

The Implicit Recognition of Mediating Institutions 

Though the framework doesn't explicitly use the language of subsidiarity or mediating institu-
tions, its structure implies their necessity. Qualities like "communication skills" and "mobile-
zation skills" assume the existence of communities within which such skills can be exercised. 
"Co-creation" requires partners with whom to create. "Trust" must be built within actual 
relationships and institutions. 

This implicit architecture aligns with what Yuval Levin calls the "formative" function of 
institutions. In his analysis, institutions don't merely serve instrumental purposes—delivering 
services or organizing collective action. They shape the people within them, forming character 
through repeated practices and shared expectations. The IDG framework's collaborative 
dimensions assume exactly such formative contexts, even if it doesn't explicitly theorize them. 

The conservative insight here is crucial: these relationship-building and collaborative qualities 
cannot be developed in abstract training programs or through individual practice alone. They 
require what Burke called "little platoons"—the families, congregations, associations, and 
communities within which we learn to live with others. The framework's effectiveness will 
depend entirely on whether such institutions exist and whether they maintain the authority and 
stability necessary to form character over time. 

The Call to Responsibility and Stewardship 

Personal Agency and Moral Choice 

The IDG framework's "Acting" dimension—with its emphasis on courage, proactivity, and 
resilience—reflects a fundamentally conservative understanding of human dignity rooted in 
moral agency. Against deterministic theories that reduce human behavior to economic 
incentives or social conditioning, the framework assumes that individuals can choose to act 
according to values and purposes larger than themselves. 

This assumption of agency carries with it an assumption of responsibility. If we can develop an 
"inner compass" and act with "integrity and authenticity," then we are accountable for our 
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choices. This represents a welcome departure from the victimhood culture that pervades much 
contemporary discourse, where individuals are seen as helpless products of systemic forces 
beyond their control. 

Arthur Brooks's work on human dignity and earned success resonates here. Brooks argues that 
human flourishing requires not just material security but the opportunity to create value through 
our own efforts—to be needed, to contribute, to take responsibility for outcomes. The IDG 
framework's action-oriented qualities assume exactly this kind of dignified agency, even if it 
doesn't always articulate the moral framework within which such agency operates. 

Stewardship of Creation 

The framework's environmental concerns, particularly its emphasis on "conscious use of re-
sources" and connection to "the whole earth and all living systems," can be read through a 
conservative lens as calling for responsible stewardship. This need not embrace progressive 
environmentalism's often anti-human ideology but can reflect the conservative principle that 
we are trustees of inherited goods we must pass on to future generations. 

Edmund Burke articulated this principle in his famous description of society as a partnership 
"between those who are living, those who are dead, and those who are to be born." This 
intergenerational compact requires us to be careful stewards of both natural and cultural 
inheritances. We may use them but not destroy them; we may improve them but not squander 
them. 

The IDG's "long-term orientation and visioning" quality captures something of this conser-
vative sensibility, though it lacks the grounding in gratitude and humility that characterizes 
genuine stewardship. True conservation—whether of nature or culture—begins with apprecia-
tion for what we have inherited, not with visions of transformation. 

The Dignity of Limits 

Interestingly, several IDG qualities implicitly acknowledge the importance of limits and con-
straints, though this is not their primary emphasis. "Humility" suggests acceptance of our 
limitations. "Conscious use of resources" implies restraint. "Presence" involves accepting 
reality as it is rather than constantly striving to change it. 

These hints toward the acceptance of limits represent a potential bridge between the framework 
and conservative wisdom. Roger Scruton argued that the acceptance of limits—of our know-
ledge, our power, our lifespan—is essential to human flourishing. It is only within constraints 
that choice becomes meaningful, that commitment becomes possible, that life takes on its 
proper shape. 

The Partial Recovery of Transcendence 

Hints of the Sacred 

While the IDG framework is explicitly secular, it contains hints of what conservatives under-
stand as the transcendent dimension of human existence. The quality of "connectedness" speaks 
of connection to "spiritual dimensions of existence." "Appreciation" involves "relating to 
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people and planet Earth with a deep sense of gratitude, positive regard, and joy"—language that 
borders on the religious. 

These hints suggest a recognition, however partial, that human flourishing requires connection 
to something beyond the material and mundane. Even if the framework cannot name God or 
acknowledge revealed truth, it seems to sense that purely horizontal relationships—between 
humans and with nature—are insufficient for full human development. 

The Hunger for Meaning 

The framework's emphasis on "inner compass" and "deeply felt commitment to values and 
purposes" reflects what conservatives recognize as the human hunger for meaning. Viktor 
Frankl, a thinker embraced by many conservatives, argued that the primary human drive is not 
pleasure (Freud) or power (Adler) but meaning. The IDG framework implicitly acknowledges 
this in its focus on purpose-driven action and value-based living. 

Yet here we see both the framework's insight and its limitation. It recognizes the need for 
meaning but assumes meaning can be constructed individually rather than discovered within 
traditioned communities and revealed truth. It sees the hunger but mistakes its proper food. 

What Can Be Affirmed: A Summary 

Before turning to our concerns and critiques, it is important to clearly acknowledge what con-
servatives can and should affirm in the Inner Development Guide framework: 

First, its recognition that technical solutions require virtuous people—that character matters for 
addressing collective challenges. This represents a crucial corrective to purely structural or 
systemic approaches to social problems. 

Second, its emphasis on relationships and community as essential to human flourishing, impli-
citly pushing back against the atomistic individualism of liberal modernity. 

Third, its assumption of human agency and responsibility, treating people as moral agents 
capable of choice and growth rather than as helpless victims of circumstance. 

Fourth, its attention to long-term thinking and care for future generations, reflecting something 
of the conservative understanding of intergenerational obligation. 

Fifth, its hints toward transcendent meaning and spiritual connection, even if inadequately theo-
rized and ungrounded in tradition or revelation. 

These affirmations are not trivial. They represent significant common ground between the 
framework and conservative philosophy. They suggest possibilities for constructive engage-
ment, where conservatives might use the framework's language and structure to advance 
genuine virtue formation while resisting its more problematic elements. 

Yet these affirmations must not blind us to the framework's deeper problems—its progressive 
assumptions about human nature, its eclipse of transcendent authority, its potential for 
ideological capture and coercive application. It is to these concerns that we now turn, bringing 
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the full weight of conservative wisdom to bear on what the framework gets wrong or leaves 
unsaid.  
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Part II: Conservative Concerns About Progressive 
Assumptions 

The Hubris of Global Transformation 

The Utopian Temptation 

The Inner Development Guide framework emerges from and embodies a characteristically 
progressive faith in human perfectibility through conscious design. The very ambition to create 
a universal framework for human development—one that can be applied across cultures, 
traditions, and contexts to produce humans capable of "global transformation"—reflects what 
Thomas Sowell called the "unconstrained vision" of human possibility. This vision assumes 
that human nature is malleable, that social problems are solvable through proper engineering, 
and that we possess sufficient knowledge to redesign human consciousness for optimal 
outcomes. 

Conservatives, informed by what Sowell termed the "constrained vision," view such ambitions 
with deep skepticism. We have seen too many utopian projects—from the French Revolution's 
attempt to create the "new man" to the twentieth century's totalitarian experiments in 
consciousness transformation—to trust in grand schemes for human improvement. As Michael 
Oakeshott warned, the rationalist in politics "believes that a society which does not correspond 
to the chosen abstract ideal is a throw-back to primitive chaos." 

The IDG framework, while certainly more benign than historical examples of social engi-
neering, nonetheless partakes of this rationalist spirit. It assumes that we can identify the precise 
qualities needed for human flourishing, systematize their development, and scale their cultiva-
tion globally. This represents not humble service to human development but hubristic confi-
dence in our ability to engineer consciousness. 

The Pretense of Knowledge 

Friedrich Hayek's concept of the "fatal conceit"—the belief that we can centrally plan complex 
social outcomes—applies directly to frameworks like the IDG. Human development is perhaps 
the most complex phenomenon we know, involving biological, psychological, social, cultural, 
and spiritual dimensions that interact in ways we barely understand. Yet the framework presents 
25 qualities as if we have solved the puzzle of human flourishing. 

Consider the profound questions the framework treats as settled: What is the proper balance 
between individual autonomy and communal obligation? How should humans relate to nature? 
What constitutes authentic self-awareness versus narcissistic self-absorption? What is the 
relationship between inner development and external authority? These are not technical 
questions with optimal solutions but perennial tensions that different cultures have navigated 
differently, often with good reason. 

The framework's confident prescriptions reveal what Hayek called the "pretense of know-
ledge"—acting as if we know more than we possibly can about complex phenomena. When 
such pretense guides institutional programs and policy interventions, it often produces unin-
tended consequences worse than the problems it meant to solve. 
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The Danger of Standardized Consciousness 

Most troubling is the framework's implicit goal of producing a standardized form of conscious-
ness deemed suitable for addressing global challenges. The 25 qualities, while presented 
descriptively, function prescriptively—defining what a properly developed human should 
think, feel, and value. This represents a soft but real form of what C.S. Lewis called "the 
abolition of man"—the reduction of human diversity to engineered uniformity. 

Conservative philosophy has always insisted on the importance of variety in human types, 
temperaments, and ways of life. As Russell Kirk wrote, "For the preservation of a reasonably 
healthy society, a diversity of human types is necessary." The farmer and the philosopher, the 
soldier and the poet, the mystic and the merchant—all contribute different excellences to the 
social whole. A framework that implies everyone should develop the same 25 qualities risks 
impoverishing this natural and beneficial diversity. 

Moreover, who decides that these particular qualities are the ones needed? The framework 
emerges from international organizations, academic institutions, and NGOs dominated by 
progressive cosmopolitan elites. It reflects their values, their assumptions, and their vision of 
the good life. When such frameworks become embedded in educational curricula and corporate 
training, they don't merely describe development—they enforce a particular vision of it. 

The Eclipse of Transcendent Authority 

The Problem of the Autonomous Inner Compass 

Perhaps no aspect of the IDG framework reveals its progressive assumptions more clearly than 
its concept of the "inner compass"—described as "a deeply felt commitment to live and act in 
accordance with values and purposes that serve the good of the whole." This language assumes 
that moral direction comes from within the autonomous individual who constructs their own 
values through reflection and choice. 

This represents a fundamental departure from the conservative understanding of moral autho-
rity. In the Judeo-Christian tradition that has shaped Western civilization, moral truth is not 
created but discovered. It exists in the nature of things—in divine command, natural law, and 
the accumulated wisdom of tradition. The human task is not to develop an inner compass but 
to align oneself with an external moral order that exists independent of individual preference 
or cultural construction. 

As Richard Weaver argued in "Ideas Have Consequences," the decline of belief in transcendent 
truth leads inevitably to moral relativism and social fragmentation. When each person becomes 
their own moral authority, following their own inner compass, we lose the shared standards that 
make communal life possible. The framework's language may speak of "serving the good of 
the whole," but without transcendent grounding, who defines what that good is? 

The Incoherence of Self-Referential Ethics 

The framework faces a fundamental philosophical problem: it wants to cultivate virtues and 
values while denying or ignoring their transcendent ground. It speaks of integrity, humility, 
compassion, and courage as if these are self-evidently good qualities that all reasonable people 
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would affirm. But why should we be humble rather than proud? Why choose compassion over 
strength? Why value cooperation over competition? 

Without reference to transcendent authority—whether understood as God, natural law, or 
inherited tradition—these become mere preferences, no more binding than aesthetic tastes. The 
framework cannot explain why someone should develop these particular qualities rather than 
others, except through circular reasoning: we should develop them because they help address 
global challenges, which we should address because... why exactly? 

C.S. Lewis diagnosed this problem in "The Abolition of Man," showing how modern education 
tries to inculcate values while undermining belief in objective value. The result is what he called 
"men without chests"—people who have been trained in certain behaviors but lack the spirited 
element that connects reason to appetite, that makes virtue actual rather than merely conceptual. 

The Loss of Sacred Order 

Traditional societies understood human development as alignment with sacred order. Whether 
Greek cultivation of excellence (arete), Roman pietas, Hebrew righteousness, or Christian 
sanctification, development meant conforming oneself to transcendent patterns of goodness, 
truth, and beauty. This gave development both direction and motivation—we knew where we 
were going and why the journey mattered. 

The IDG framework, emerging from secular international institutions, cannot speak this lan-
guage of sacred order. It must pretend that development can be motivated by purely horizontal 
concerns—sustainability, collaboration, systems health. But as Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn obser-
ved, when we forget the vertical dimension of human existence, the horizontal becomes distor-
ted and ultimately collapses. 

The quality of "connectedness" in the framework hints at this need for transcendence, mention-
ning "spiritual dimensions of existence." But this vague spirituality, divorced from particular 
traditions and truth claims, cannot bear the weight of moral authority. It becomes what 
sociologist Christian Smith calls "moralistic therapeutic deism"—a thin spiritual veneer over 
essentially secular and therapeutic goals. 

The Cult of Authenticity Over Duty 

The Modern Obsession with Self-Discovery 

The IDG framework's emphasis on "integrity and authenticity," "self-awareness," and "inner 
compass" reflects the modern West's obsession with authenticity as the highest virtue. Charles 
Taylor, in "The Ethics of Authenticity," traces how being true to oneself became the supreme 
moral imperative of modern culture. The framework assumes this cultural particular is a 
universal human good. 

But the conservative tradition has always been skeptical of authenticity as a primary virtue. 
What if your authentic self is selfish, cruel, or lazy? What if your inner compass points toward 
vice rather than virtue? The assumption that looking inward will reveal moral truth reflects a 
romantic optimism about human nature that conservatives, informed by the doctrine of original 
sin or at least the tragic view of life, cannot share. 
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As David Brooks argues in "The Road to Character," we have shifted from a culture of self-
effacement to a culture of self-promotion, from emphasis on moral realism to emphasis on self-
esteem. The IDG framework, despite its communal aspirations, participates in this shift by 
locating moral authority in the authentic inner self rather than in external standards to which 
the self must conform. 

The Displacement of Duty and Obligation 

Traditional virtue ethics, whether Aristotelian, Stoic, or Christian, emphasized duty and obliga-
tion over authenticity and self-expression. The good life consisted not in discovering and 
expressing your true self but in fulfilling your obligations—to God, to family, to community, 
to country. Virtue meant doing what was required regardless of how you felt about it. 

The IDG framework reverses this priority. Its qualities emphasize internal states and personal 
development over external obligations and role fulfillment. "Openness and learning mindset" 
suggests constant change and growth rather than faithful persistence in established patterns. 
"Presence" emphasizes being rather than doing. Even qualities that seem other-directed, like 
"empathy and compassion," are framed as internal capacities rather than external obligations. 

This shift from duty to authenticity has profound social consequences. As sociologist Robert 
Bellah documented in "Habits of the Heart," when individuals prioritize self-fulfillment over 
institutional obligations, the institutions that sustain social life—marriage, family, church, 
community—begin to collapse. The framework may speak of collaboration and relationship, 
but its underlying anthropology of the autonomous self works against the permanent 
commitments that make deep relationship possible. 

The Problem of Perpetual Openness 

Several IDG qualities—"openness and learning mindset," "creativity," "perspective skills"—
valorize cognitive and moral flexibility. The developed person is always open to new per-
spectives, constantly updating beliefs, perpetually ready for change. This reflects what 
sociologist Zygmunt Bauman called "liquid modernity"—a condition where all forms are 
temporary and all commitments provisional. 

But conservative wisdom recognizes that human flourishing requires not just openness but 
closure, not just flexibility but firmness, not just change but continuity. As G.K. Chesterton 
observed, "The object of opening the mind, as of opening the mouth, is to shut it again on 
something solid." Perpetual openness becomes paralysis; without the ability to commit and 
exclude, we cannot build or sustain anything worthwhile. 

The framework's bias toward openness reflects progressive assumptions about progress—that 
newer is better, that change is improvement, that tradition is constraint rather than wisdom. But 
as Edmund Burke taught, prescription—the presumption in favor of established practice—is 
often wiser than innovation. The framework provides no criteria for distinguishing beneficial 
openness from destructive dissolution of necessary boundaries. 

The Therapeutic Turn 

The IDG framework's emphasis on self-awareness, emotional processing, and psychological 
development reflects what Philip Rieff called "the triumph of the therapeutic." In traditional 
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cultures, the goal was salvation, honor, or virtue. In therapeutic culture, the goal is psycho-
logical well-being, self-actualization, and emotional health. 

This therapeutic turn represents a diminishment of human aspiration. As Rieff argued, when 
we stop trying to conform ourselves to transcendent ideals and instead focus on feeling good 
about ourselves, we lose the capacity for genuine greatness. The framework may use virtue 
language, but its underlying logic is therapeutic—development serves the goal of psychological 
integration rather than moral excellence or spiritual transformation. 

Consider how "self-awareness" functions in the framework—as a tool for personal effective-
ness rather than as the classical examination of conscience that reveals sin and drives 
repentance. Or how "humility" becomes a psychological skill for collaboration rather than a 
theological virtue reflecting accurate understanding of our position before God. The framework 
consistently psychologizes what tradition understood as moral and spiritual realities. 

The Colonization of Consciousness 

Soft Totalitarianism 

The IDG framework, when embedded in institutional structures, represents what Alexis de 
Tocqueville predicted and what Rod Dreher calls "soft totalitarianism"—not the hard tyranny 
of force but the gentle despotism of therapeutic management. When corporations require 
employees to demonstrate "emotional intelligence," when schools evaluate students on "growth 
mindset," when international development aid depends on "inclusive mindset and intercultural 
competence," the framework becomes not merely descriptive but coercive. 

This soft coercion is particularly insidious because it targets not external behavior but internal 
consciousness. Traditional authoritarianism demanded conformity of action while leaving 
thought free. The new therapeutic totalitarianism demands conformity of consciousness—you 
must not only act correctly but think and feel correctly. As Dreher warns, this represents a more 
complete form of control than anything previous tyrannies achieved. 

The Pathologization of Resistance 

When particular forms of consciousness are defined as "developed" and others as "under-
developed," those who resist or fail to demonstrate the prescribed qualities become not just 
different but deficient. The person rooted in traditional authority rather than following an inner 
compass is not alternatively developed but underdeveloped. The person who values loyalty over 
openness, duty over authenticity, or tradition over innovation is not differently oriented but 
improperly formed. 

This pathologization of traditional consciousness is already visible in many institutions. 
Employees who resist diversity training are sent for additional coaching. Students who question 
progressive orthodoxies are diagnosed with unconscious bias. Religious believers who maintain 
traditional moral positions are labeled as lacking empathy or perspective-taking skills. The 
framework provides seemingly neutral language for what is actually ideological enforcement. 
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Conclusions on Progressive Assumptions 

The Inner Development Guide framework, despite its virtuous aspirations and genuine insights, 
embodies progressive assumptions that conservatives must carefully examine and often resist: 

First, it manifests utopian hubris about the possibility of engineering human consciousness for 
optimal outcomes, ignoring the complexity of development and the wisdom of evolved 
traditions. 

Second, it locates moral authority in the autonomous self rather than in transcendent truth, 
undermining the very foundations on which virtue depends. 

Third, it privileges authenticity over duty, self-discovery over obligation, and perpetual open-
ness over necessary closure, reflecting therapeutic culture rather than classical virtue ethics. 

Fourth, when institutionalized, it becomes a soft but real form of consciousness colonization, 
pathologizing traditional forms of consciousness and enforcing progressive values under the 
guise of neutral development. 

These are not minor philosophical quibbles but fundamental concerns about the framework's 
vision of human nature, moral authority, and social order. They suggest that conservatives 
cannot simply adopt the framework wholesale but must engage it critically, preserving what is 
valuable while resisting what is dangerous. The next section will examine how the framework 
serves particular interests and marginalizes others, particularly traditional and religious com-
munities. 
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Part III: The Problem of Elite Capture and Cultural 
Imperialism 

Who Defines "Development"? 

The Architecture of Authority 

The Inner Development Guide framework emerges from a particular social location: inter-
national organizations, academic institutions, non-governmental organizations, and corporate 
sustainability initiatives. The framework's website acknowledges consultation with researchers, 
practitioners, and organizations worldwide, but this global reach should not obscure the funda-
mental question: who sets the terms of discussion, who decides what counts as valid input, and 
who synthesizes diverse perspectives into a unified framework? 

The answer reveals a familiar pattern in global governance initiatives. The framework's archi-
tects are predominantly drawn from what Christopher Lasch called "the new class"—cosmo-
politan professionals whose authority derives from credentials, expertise, and institutional 
position rather than tradition, community rootedness, or democratic mandate. These are the 
people Thomas Sowell identified as "the anointed"—those who see themselves as uniquely 
qualified to guide human development based on their education and enlightened values. 

This is not to impugn individual motives or deny genuine expertise. Many involved in creating 
the IDG framework are undoubtedly sincere in their desire to address real problems. But as 
James Burnham observed in "The Managerial Revolution," those who design systems 
inevitably embed their own interests and assumptions within them. When a framework for 
human development is created by global elites, it necessarily reflects elite perspectives on what 
constitutes proper development. 

The Davos Mind 

The IDG framework embodies what might be called the "Davos mind"—the worldview of the 
global professional class that gathers at international conferences to discuss humanity's future. 
This mindset, analyzed by scholars like Samuel Huntington and Christopher Coker, is charac-
terized by several assumptions: that global problems require global solutions, that diversity is 
always enriching, that traditional attachments are obstacles to progress, that expertise trumps 
local knowledge, and that properly educated consciousness can solve intractable conflicts. 

These assumptions are not politically neutral but reflect a distinct ideological position—what 
John Fonte calls "transnational progressivism." This ideology prioritizes global over national 
identity, sees traditional cultures as constraints to be overcome, valorizes cosmopolitan mobi-
lity over rooted stability, and believes in the possibility and desirability of universal values that 
transcend particular traditions. 

The 25 qualities of the IDG framework consistently reflect these priorities. "Perspective skills" 
implies that local or traditional perspectives are insufficient. "Inclusive mindset and inter-
cultural competence" suggests that boundaries between communities are problems to be solved 
rather than necessary distinctions to be respected. "Long-term orientation and visioning" 
privileges abstract future planning over concrete present obligations. 
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The Exclusion of Traditional Voices 

While the framework claims to draw on diverse global perspectives, certain voices are notably 
absent or marginalized. Where are the insights of religious conservatives who understand 
development through the lens of sin and sanctification? Where is the wisdom of indigenous 
elders who see human flourishing as harmony with ancestral ways rather than constant 
innovation? Where are the perspectives of working-class communities who value loyalty, stabi-
lity, and tradition over openness, change, and cosmopolitan mobility? 

These absences are not accidental but structural. As Pierre Bourdieu demonstrated, cultural 
capital—the knowledge, skills, and cultural competencies valued by elites—determines who 
can participate in global conversations. Those whose wisdom is embedded in particular 
traditions rather than abstract frameworks, whose knowledge is practical rather than theoretical, 
whose values are communal rather than cosmopolitan, find themselves excluded from the 
conversation about human development even as they are expected to submit to its conclusions. 

The framework's very format—abstract qualities organized into systematic categories—privy-
leges certain ways of knowing over others. As Michael Oakeshott distinguished, this represents 
"technical knowledge" (which can be formulated in rules and precepts) over "practical 
knowledge" (which exists only in practice and tradition). Traditional communities often possess 
deep practical knowledge about human flourishing that cannot be captured in frameworks and 
competency lists. 

The Embedding of Progressive Orthodoxy 

Universal Values as Particular Impositions 

The IDG framework presents its 25 qualities as universally applicable responses to global chal-
lenges. But as anthropologist Clifford Geertz observed, claims to universality often mask the 
projection of particular cultural values onto others. What the framework presents as universal 
human development qualities are in many cases specific values of Western, Educated, 
Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic (WEIRD) societies, as psychologist Joseph Henrich has 
documented. 

Consider "openness and learning mindset," described as willingness to be vulnerable and 
welcome change. In many traditional societies, maintaining face and preserving stability are 
higher values than vulnerability and change. Or take "creativity," defined as ability to generate 
transformative ideas. Many cultures prioritize mastery of inherited wisdom over generation of 
novel insights. These are not deficiencies to be developed away but legitimate alternative values 
that have sustained human communities for millennia. 

The framework's universalism becomes a form of what anthropologist Arturo Escobar calls 
"cultural imperialism"—the imposition of one culture's values on others under the guise of 
neutral development. When international aid, educational funding, or corporate advancement 
become contingent on demonstrating the 25 qualities, communities must either conform to alien 
values or be labeled as underdeveloped. 
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The Therapeutic-Managerial Complex 

The IDG framework represents the merger of what Philip Rieff called "therapeutic culture" 
with what James Burnham identified as "managerial society." This therapeutic-managerial 
complex combines psychological language with bureaucratic power to reshape human con-
sciousness according to elite preferences. 

The therapeutic dimension provides the vocabulary: self-awareness, emotional intelligence, 
growth mindset, authenticity. These terms appear neutral and beneficial—who could oppose 
self-awareness?—but they carry specific cultural assumptions about the self, emotion, change, 
and truth. They privilege psychological interiority over social exteriority, individual growth 
over communal stability, and authentic expression over role fulfillment. 

The managerial dimension provides the power: institutional requirements, assessment metrics, 
training programs, funding criteria. When organizations adopt the IDG framework, they don't 
merely offer it as one option among many but embed it in hiring practices, performance 
evaluations, and promotion criteria. The framework becomes what Michel Foucault called a 
"disciplinary technology"—a means of shaping subjects according to dominant norms. 

Together, the therapeutic and managerial dimensions create what Christopher Lasch called "the 
helping professions' reign of expertise." Development professionals, trained in the framework's 
assumptions, become the arbiters of proper human consciousness. Their expertise, backed by 
institutional authority, overrides traditional wisdom, community values, and individual 
conscience. 

The Soft Tyranny of Mandatory Development 

From Opportunity to Obligation 

What begins as an opportunity for development quickly becomes an obligation to develop—
and to develop in particular ways. When corporations adopt the IDG framework, employees 
who don't demonstrate sufficient "perspective skills" or "co-creation abilities" find themselves 
marked for remedial training. When schools integrate the framework into curricula, students 
who show strong traditional values but weak "openness and learning mindset" are diagnosed as 
developmentally delayed. 

This transformation from opportunity to obligation represents what Alexis de Tocqueville 
warned about in democracy—the tendency toward soft despotism that "compresses, enervates, 
extinguishes, and stupefies a people, till each nation is reduced to nothing better than a flock of 
timid and industrious animals, of which the government is the shepherd." The IDG framework, 
when institutionalized, becomes a tool of such soft despotism, gently but persistently pressing 
people toward approved forms of consciousness. 

The Colonization of Childhood 

Particularly concerning is the framework's application to education. When children are evalua-
ted on their demonstration of qualities like "inner compass" and "authenticity," childhood 
becomes colonized by adult psychological concepts. The natural development of character 
through story, play, and gradual assumption of responsibility is replaced by explicit training in 
prescribed competencies. 
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This represents what Neil Postman called "the disappearance of childhood"—the premature 
imposition of adult consciousness on children. Traditional education, whether classical or 
religious, understood that different virtues are appropriate to different life stages. Children need 
structure before autonomy, stories before critical thinking, belonging before individuation. The 
framework's qualities, applied uniformly across ages, violate this developmental wisdom. 

Moreover, when schools assess children on qualities like "inclusive mindset" or "systems 
thinking," they inevitably evaluate family values and home culture. The child from a traditional 
religious family may be marked as lacking "openness" or "perspective skills" simply for 
maintaining their inherited beliefs. The framework becomes a tool for separating children from 
their families' values, replacing parental authority with expert authority. 

Corporate Consciousness Control 

In corporate settings, the IDG framework joins a proliferating array of consciousness-shaping 
initiatives: diversity training, unconscious bias workshops, emotional intelligence assessments, 
mindfulness programs. Together, these create what management scholar André Spicer calls "the 
wellness syndrome"—the compulsory optimization of employees' psychological states. 

This corporate consciousness control goes beyond traditional management's focus on behavior 
to target inner states and private beliefs. Employees must not just collaborate effectively but 
demonstrate "co-creation skills." They must not just meet objectives but show "long-term 
orientation and visioning." They must not just treat colleagues respectfully but display 
"empathy and compassion." The workplace becomes what sociologist Richard Sennett calls a 
"tyranny of intimacy"—demanding not just professional competence but prescribed forms of 
consciousness. 

The framework's language of development and growth masks its coercive character. As 
historian Christopher Lasch observed, the helping professions' power derives partly from their 
claim to serve clients' own best interests. When employees resist IDG-based training, they are 
told it's for their own development. When they question prescribed qualities, they are diagnosed 
as defensive or closed-minded. The framework provides no legitimate grounds for principled 
disagreement. 

The Marginalization of Religious Consciousness 

Secular Assumptions as Universal Norms 

The IDG framework emerges from and assumes a secular worldview that treats religious con-
sciousness as, at best, a private preference irrelevant to development. The framework cannot 
speak of sin and redemption, divine calling and obedience, prayer and grace—realities that 
billions of people consider central to human flourishing. Instead, it offers thin substitutes: "inner 
compass" for divine guidance, "connectedness" for communion, "presence" for contemplation. 

This secular reductionism doesn't merely ignore religious perspectives; it implicitly delegi-
timizes them. When development is defined in purely psychological and social terms, religious 
formation becomes irrelevant or even problematic. The person whose "inner compass" is 
calibrated by scripture and tradition rather than personal reflection appears underdeveloped. 
The believer who finds meaning through submission to divine will rather than authentic self-
expression seems to lack proper self-awareness. 
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As sociologist James Davison Hunter has documented, this represents the "exclusion of the 
transcendent" from public discourse. Religious worldviews, which integrate all aspects of life 
under divine authority, are reduced to private spirituality that must not influence public 
behavior. The framework participates in this exclusion by defining development in entirely 
immanent terms. 

The Protestant Work Ethic Versus Therapeutic Values 

Max Weber famously identified the Protestant work ethic—discipline, frugality, diligence, and 
deferral of gratification—as crucial to the development of modern capitalism and Western 
prosperity. These virtues, rooted in religious conviction about calling and stewardship, created 
the cultural foundation for unprecedented human flourishing. 

The IDG framework implicitly rejects many of these traditional virtues in favor of therapeutic 
values. Where the Protestant ethic emphasized discipline, the framework emphasizes openness. 
Where traditional virtues stressed duty and obligation, the framework stresses authenticity and 
self-awareness. Where religious formation aimed at conformity to divine standards, the 
framework aims at expression of inner truth. 

This shift from Protestant to therapeutic values, documented by sociologists like Robert Bellah 
and Christian Smith, represents not progress but cultural loss. The virtues that built Western 
civilization—self-denial, delayed gratification, acceptance of authority, fulfillment of obliga-
tion—are replaced by qualities that may feel good but lack the power to sustain civilization 
across generations. 

Alternative Foundations for Human Flourishing 

Religious traditions offer alternative foundations for human development that the IDG 
framework cannot accommodate. In the Christian tradition, human flourishing means becoming 
like Christ through grace-enabled transformation. In Buddhism, it means liberation from suffe-
ring through extinction of desire. In Islam, it means submission to Allah's will through faithful 
practice. In Confucianism, it means cultivation of virtue through ritual propriety and social 
harmony. 

These are not primitive approximations of what the IDG framework articulates more scienti-
fically. They are sophisticated, time-tested approaches to human development that have sustai-
ned billions of people across millennia. They offer goods the framework cannot provide: 
transcendent meaning, moral certainty, communal identity, and eternal hope. To exclude or 
marginalize these traditions in favor of a secular psychological framework is not enlightenment 
but impoverishment. 

The Pathologization of Traditional Consciousness 

Resistance as Deficiency 

When the IDG framework becomes normative, those who embody different qualities become 
not alternatively developed but deficiently developed. The person committed to unchanging 
truth rather than "openness and learning mindset" is labeled rigid. The individual who values 
hierarchy and authority over "co-creation" and "inclusive mindset" is deemed authoritarian. The 
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community that prioritizes group harmony over individual "authenticity" is diagnosed as 
repressive. 

This pathologization extends to entire cultures and communities. Rural communities that value 
stability over change, tradition over innovation, and loyalty over cosmopolitan mobility become 
seen as "backward" or "left behind." Religious communities that maintain distinct boundaries, 
exclusive truth claims, and traditional moral standards are labeled as lacking "perspective 
skills" or "inclusive mindset." 

The framework thus becomes a tool for what Mary Douglas called "pollution behavior"—the 
process by which societies identify and exclude elements deemed dangerous to their purity. 
Traditional consciousness becomes the pollution that must be cleansed through development, 
training, and education. 

The Therapy of Normalization 

When traditional consciousness is pathologized, therapeutic intervention becomes justified—
even mandatory. Those who resist the framework's values don't need respect for their different 
perspective but help overcoming their resistance. They need what the framework calls 
development but what Foucault would recognize as normalization—the process of making 
deviant subjects conform to dominant norms. 

This therapeutic normalization is particularly insidious because it presents itself as care. The 
diversity training that challenges "unconscious bias," the coaching that develops "emotional 
intelligence," the education that cultivates "global mindset"—all claim to serve the interests of 
those being normalized. As Thomas Szasz warned about therapeutic authority, it derives its 
power precisely from its claim to heal rather than control. 

Implications of Elite Capture 

The problem of elite capture and cultural imperialism in the IDG framework has several serious 
implications: 

First, it represents a form of undemocratic governance, where global elites define human deve-
lopment without meaningful input from or accountability to the communities affected. 

Second, it functions as cultural imperialism, imposing WEIRD values on diverse global com-
munities under the guise of neutral development. 

Third, it creates a soft but real form of tyranny, where institutional power enforces prescribed 
consciousness through therapeutic authority. 

Fourth, it marginalizes and pathologizes traditional, religious, and working-class conscious-
ness, treating different values as deficiencies requiring correction. 

Fifth, it undermines the pluralism necessary for human flourishing, replacing diverse app-
roaches to the good life with standardized global consciousness. 

These concerns do not negate the framework's genuine insights or the real challenges it aims to 
address. But they reveal how even well-intentioned development initiatives can become tools 
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of cultural domination when they emerge from elite institutions, embed particular values as 
universal norms, and acquire institutional power to enforce compliance. The next section will 
examine what conservative philosophy teaches about the permanent limitations of human 
nature and the dangers of ignoring them. 
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Part IV: Human Nature and the Limits of Development 

The Permanent Realities of the Human Condition 

The Fact of Original Sin 

At the heart of the conservative understanding of human nature lies what G.K. Chesterton called 
"the only part of Christian theology which can really be proved"—the doctrine of original sin. 
Whether understood theologically as inherited guilt from the Fall or philosophically as the 
inherent flawedness of human nature, this doctrine represents the foundational conservative 
insight: human beings are morally compromised creatures whose capacity for evil matches their 
capacity for good. 

Reinhold Niebuhr, the great Christian realist, articulated this understanding in "The Nature and 
Destiny of Man." Humans are unique in creation—capable of transcending nature through 
spirit, yet bound by nature through flesh. This paradox creates what Niebuhr called "the anxiety 
of finitude," which leads inevitably to sin as humans try to overcome their limitations through 
pride or escape them through sensuality. No amount of development, education, or conscious-
ness-raising can eliminate this fundamental predicament. 

The IDG framework, like most progressive schemes, lacks a serious account of sin and evil. It 
assumes that with proper development of qualities like self-awareness, empathy, and systems 
thinking, humans will naturally choose the good. But as Niebuhr warned, "The tendency to 
claim God as an ally for our partisan values is the source of all religious fanaticism." The 
framework's qualities can serve evil as readily as good—the self-aware narcissist, the em-
pathetic manipulator, the systems-thinking tyrant. 

The Persistence of Conflict 

Isaiah Berlin's famous essay on "The Crooked Timber of Humanity"—taking Kant's phrase that 
"from the crooked timber of humanity, no straight thing was ever made"—articulates another 
permanent reality: the inevitability of moral conflict. Human goods are multiple, incompatible, 
and incommensurable. Liberty conflicts with equality, justice with mercy, tradition with 
innovation, individual fulfillment with communal obligation. 

The IDG framework implicitly assumes that proper development can harmonize these conflicts. 
If we all develop sufficient "perspective skills" and "co-creation skills," we can find win-win 
solutions to our disagreements. If we cultivate enough "empathy and compassion," we can 
understand each other across differences. If we achieve adequate "systems thinking," we can 
optimize for all values simultaneously. 

This represents what Berlin called "monism"—the belief that all genuine values are ultimately 
compatible in some perfect synthesis. But as he demonstrated, this is a dangerous illusion. 
Tragic choices between incompatible goods are not failures of development but permanent 
features of the human condition. The framework's suggestion that consciousness development 
can transcend these conflicts is not just wrong but harmful, setting up impossible expectations 
and delegitimizing the genuine moral dilemmas that define human existence. 
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The Limits of Knowledge 

Friedrich Hayek's insight about "the fatal conceit"—the pretense that we can fully understand 
and control complex social phenomena—applies directly to human development. The human 
person is the most complex phenomenon we know, involving biological inheritance, psycho-
logical formation, social conditioning, cultural context, and spiritual dimension in ways that no 
framework can fully capture. 

The IDG's 25 qualities represent a radical simplification of human complexity. They assume 
we can identify the key variables in human flourishing, understand their interactions, and engi-
neer their optimization. But as Michael Oakeshott argued in "Rationalism in Politics," human 
conduct is not technical activity that can be reduced to rules and methods but practical activity 
guided by traditions, habits, and tacit knowledge that cannot be fully articulated. 

Consider the quality of "inner compass." The framework treats this as a developable skill, but 
what shapes moral intuition involves countless factors: genetic temperament, early childhood 
experiences, cultural narratives, religious formation, peer influences, traumatic events, 
moments of grace. No training program can engineer an inner compass; at best, it can provide 
concepts and exercises that may or may not catalyze development depending on countless 
factors beyond our knowledge or control. 

The Tragedy of Unintended Consequences 

The conservative emphasis on unintended consequences, articulated by thinkers from Adam 
Smith to Thomas Sowell, recognizes that human interventions in complex systems often pro-
duce results opposite to those intended. This "law of unintended consequences" applies espe-
cially to attempts at consciousness transformation. 

The IDG framework aims to develop qualities that address global challenges, but each quality 
can produce perverse results. "Openness and learning mindset" can become paralytic inability 
to commit to anything. "Empathy and compassion" can enable emotional manipulation and 
codependency. "Systems thinking" can produce analysis paralysis and excuse for inaction. 
"Long-term orientation" can justify present suffering for hypothetical future benefits. 

History provides sobering examples. The Soviet attempt to create the "New Soviet Man"—
selfless, collective-minded, scientifically rational—produced instead cynicism, corruption, and 
cruelty. The 1960s counterculture's emphasis on authenticity and self-expression contributed to 
family breakdown and social fragmentation. The self-esteem movement in education, intended 
to help struggling students, produced narcissism and grade inflation while academic 
performance declined. 

The Wisdom of Constraints 

Boundaries as Conditions for Flourishing 

Roger Scruton, in his profound meditations on beauty and order, argued that human flourishing 
requires constraints—boundaries that give life shape, meaning, and direction. Just as a river 
without banks becomes a swamp, human potential without limits becomes dissipation. The IDG 
framework's emphasis on openness, flexibility, and transcendence of limitations misunder-
stands the essential role of constraints in human development. 
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Consider how creativity actually works. The framework presents creativity as "ability to gene-
rate new ideas, approaches or solutions that are unconventional or innovative." But as poets, 
artists, and musicians have long known, creativity flourishes within constraints—the sonnet's 
fourteen lines, the fugue's formal structure, the painter's canvas edge. Complete freedom 
produces not creativity but chaos. T.S. Eliot captured this paradox: "When forced to work 
within a strict framework, the imagination is taxed to its utmost—and will produce its richest 
ideas." 

The same principle applies to moral development. Character forms not through unlimited 
choice but through accepting limitations—the marriage vow that forecloses other options, the 
religious commitment that constrains behavior, the professional obligation that demands 
sacrifice. These constraints don't diminish freedom but create it, providing the structure within 
which genuine choice becomes possible. 

The Gift of Givenness 

The conservative philosopher Robert Spaemann wrote extensively about what he called "the 
gift of givenness"—the aspects of existence we don't choose but receive. Our bodies, our 
families, our cultures, our historical moment—these givens are not constraints to be overcome 
but gifts to be received with gratitude. The IDG framework's emphasis on transformation, 
visioning, and creating new realities reflects modernity's rebellion against givenness. 

But wisdom lies in accepting what cannot be changed. As the Serenity Prayer recognizes, we 
need not just courage to change what we can but serenity to accept what we cannot. Our sex, 
our mortality, our dependence on others, our location in history—these are not problems to be 
solved but realities to be acknowledged. When we spend our energy fighting against givenness 
rather than working within it, we waste the limited power we have for genuine good. 

The framework's quality of "presence" hints at this acceptance, but frames it as a psychological 
skill rather than a philosophical stance. True presence means not just mindful awareness but 
grateful acceptance of the given—what Wendell Berry calls "the grace of the world." This is 
not passive resignation but active reception, working with rather than against the grain of 
reality. 

The Necessity of Authority 

One constraint the IDG framework consistently undermines is authority—the legitimate right 
of some to direct others. The framework emphasizes co-creation over hierarchy, inclusive 
processes over decisive leadership, inner compass over external direction. While these have 
their place, the rejection of authority as inherently problematic reflects progressive prejudice 
rather than empirical wisdom. 

Russell Kirk argued that "order is the first need of all"—without structure and authority, neither 
freedom nor development is possible. Children need parents who set boundaries. Students need 
teachers who possess knowledge. Citizens need legitimate government that maintains peace. 
Believers need religious authorities who preserve and transmit tradition. The absence of 
authority doesn't produce freedom but chaos, in which the strong dominate the weak without 
restraint. 
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The framework's "co-creation skills" assume roughly equal participants collaborating volun-
tarily. But most human contexts involve necessary inequalities—parent and child, teacher and 
student, employer and employee, officer and soldier. Pretending these inequalities don't exist 
or trying to eliminate them through inclusive process doesn't produce justice but dysfunction. 
As Robert Nisbet observed, the attack on traditional authority doesn't eliminate power but 
transfers it to bureaucracy and therapy, which exercise control without accountability. 

The Illusion of Solvability 

Problems Versus Predicaments 

The philosopher Michael Oakeshott distinguished between "problems" (which have solutions) 
and "predicaments" (which must be managed but cannot be solved). The IDG framework treats 
human challenges as problems that proper development can solve, but many are actually 
predicaments inherent in the human condition. 

Scarcity is not a problem to be solved but a predicament to be managed. No matter how much 
we produce, human desires will exceed available resources. Death is not a problem but a predi-
cament—we can delay it but not defeat it. Moral conflict between legitimate values is not a 
problem but a predicament—we must choose between goods, sacrificing something valuable 
whatever we decide. 

The framework's implicit progressivism assumes that with sufficient development, we can 
transcend these predicaments. If we all develop "conscious use of resources," we can overcome 
scarcity. If we cultivate enough "connectedness," we can harmonize conflicting interests. If we 
achieve adequate "long-term orientation," we can optimize outcomes for all. This is not wisdom 
but what Oakeshott called "rationalist politics"—the dangerous delusion that technical 
knowledge can replace practical wisdom. 

The Permanence of Trade-offs 

Thomas Sowell's distinction between the "constrained" and "unconstrained" visions of human 
possibility directly challenges the IDG framework's assumptions. The constrained vision 
recognizes that all human goods involve trade-offs—we cannot maximize all values simulta-
neously but must choose what to prioritize. The unconstrained vision believes that with 
sufficient wisdom and good will, we can have it all. 

The framework consistently reflects the unconstrained vision. It suggests we can have both 
"inner compass" (individual autonomy) and "connectedness" (communal belonging). We can 
maintain both "openness" (to new ideas) and "integrity" (consistency with values). We can 
achieve both "presence" (acceptance of now) and "long-term orientation" (focus on future). 
These aren't complementary qualities but often conflicting demands requiring choice. 

Real wisdom lies not in imagining we can transcend trade-offs but in making them consciously 
and accepting their costs. The parent who chooses career success may sacrifice family close-
ness. The community that maintains strong boundaries may sacrifice cosmopolitan openness. 
The organization that prioritizes efficiency may sacrifice resilience. These are not failures of 
development but necessary choices in a world of constraints. 
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The Danger of Utopian Thinking 

The IDG framework's vision—humans developing qualities that enable collective addressing 
of global challenges—represents a form of utopianism. Not the hard utopianism of perfect 
society achieved through revolution, but the soft utopianism of transformed consciousness 
producing harmonious cooperation. This utopian element makes the framework not just 
unrealistic but dangerous. 

As Karl Popper argued in "The Open Society and Its Enemies," utopian thinking leads inevi-
tably to totalitarianism. When we believe we know what perfect human development looks like, 
we feel justified in forcing others toward that ideal. When we think we can solve fundamental 
human predicaments, we become impatient with those who resist our solutions. When we 
assume that disagreement stems from lack of development rather than legitimate difference, we 
stop listening to dissent. 

The horrors of the twentieth century—communist gulags, fascist camps, killing fields—all 
stemmed from utopian visions of human transformation. The perpetrators weren't monsters but 
idealists convinced they were creating better humans for a better world. The IDG framework is 
obviously far removed from such extremes, but it partakes of the same dangerous confidence 
that we know what humanity should become and how to get there. 

Human Nature as Mixed and Unchanging 

The Persistence of Vice 

Perhaps the most dangerous illusion in the IDG framework is the suggestion that proper deve-
lopment can eliminate vice and dysfunction. If everyone develops sufficient self-awareness, 
empathy, and systems thinking, we can overcome selfishness, cruelty, and shortsightedness. 
This represents what Thomas Sowell calls "the vision of the anointed"—the belief that human 
problems stem from lack of enlightenment rather than permanent features of human nature. 

But conservatives, informed by both religious tradition and empirical observation, recognize 
that vice is not a developmental deficit but a permanent human possibility. The Seven Deadly 
Sins—pride, greed, lust, envy, gluttony, wrath, and sloth—are not primitive impulses we can 
develop beyond but permanent temptations that resurface in every generation, often in 
sophisticated forms. 

Indeed, development can enable rather than eliminate vice. The self-aware narcissist mani-
pulates more effectively than the unconscious egoist. The systems-thinking criminal plans more 
comprehensive schemes than the impulsive thief. The empathetic sadist knows exactly how to 
cause maximum suffering. The framework's qualities are tools that can serve any end, not 
guarantees of virtue. 

The Need for Perpetual Vigilance 

If human nature is permanently flawed, then civilization requires not developmental transcen-
dence but perpetual vigilance. As Edmund Burke warned, "The only thing necessary for the 
triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing." This vigilance must be both individual and 
institutional—personal discipline to resist vice and social structures to constrain it when 
discipline fails. 
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The IDG framework's optimism about development undermines this necessary vigilance. If we 
believe that properly developed humans will naturally choose good, we relax the disciplines 
and institutions that constrain evil. We replace law with therapy, punishment with rehabili-
tation, moral authority with individual authenticity. The result is not liberation but license, not 
flourishing but chaos. 

The American Founders understood this in designing a government of checks and balances. As 
Madison wrote in Federalist 51, "If men were angels, no government would be necessary." 
Because humans are not angels, we need external constraints—law, custom, reputation, and 
force—to maintain civilization. No amount of consciousness development changes this 
fundamental reality. 

Implications for Development 

Understanding the permanent limitations of human nature has profound implications for how 
we approach development: 

First, we must abandon utopian aspirations for transformation and accept incremental improve-
ment within permanent constraints. 

Second, we must recognize that development can enable evil as readily as good, requiring moral 
formation not just skill development. 

Third, we must maintain the disciplines, institutions, and authorities that constrain vice, rather 
than assuming development will eliminate the need for them. 

Fourth, we must accept tragic trade-offs between incompatible goods rather than imagining we 
can maximize all values simultaneously. 

Fifth, we must approach development with humility, recognizing the limits of our knowledge 
and the certainty of unintended consequences. 

These recognitions don't negate the value of human development but properly situate it within 
realistic understanding of human nature. The next section will articulate an alternative con-
servative framework that takes these realities seriously while still pursuing genuine human 
flourishing. 
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Part V: An Alternative Conservative Framework for 
Human Flourishing 

Virtue Within Order 

The Classical-Christian Synthesis 

Rather than inventing new frameworks for human development, conservatives draw on the deep 
wells of classical and Christian wisdom that have nourished Western civilization for millennia. 
The cardinal virtues identified by Plato and Aristotle—prudence, justice, temperance, and 
courage—combined with the theological virtues proclaimed by Christianity—faith, hope, and 
charity—provide a time-tested framework for human flourishing that transcends the limitations 
of contemporary psychological approaches. 

These virtues differ fundamentally from the IDG's qualities in several respects. First, they are 
not skills to be developed but excellences to be pursued, requiring not just training but trans-
formation of character through practice, discipline, and grace. Second, they are not neutral 
capacities that can serve any end but inherently moral qualities oriented toward the good. One 
cannot use true prudence for evil ends; by definition, prudence means practical wisdom oriented 
toward virtue. Third, they are not individualistic achievements but communal possessions, 
learned through imitation of exemplars and sustained through institutional practices. 

Consider how prudence—what Aristotle called phronesis—differs from the IDG's "perspective 
skills" or "critical thinking." Prudence is not merely the ability to see multiple viewpoints or 
analyze arguments but the wisdom to discern right action in particular circumstances. It requires 
not openness to all possibilities but judgment about which possibilities are worthy. It develops 
not through exposure to diversity but through formation within a tradition that provides 
standards for evaluation. 

Virtue as Habituation 

Aristotle's insight that virtue develops through habituation rather than instruction challenges 
the IDG framework's implicit pedagogy. We become virtuous not by learning about virtue but 
by acting virtuously until it becomes second nature. As Aristotle explained, we become just by 
performing just acts, temperate by performing temperate acts, brave by performing brave acts. 
This is not consciousness development but character formation through disciplined practice. 

This understanding has profound implications for how we approach development. Rather than 
workshops on "inner compass," we need institutions that require and reward integrity. Rather 
than training in "empathy and compassion," we need practices of concrete service to others. 
Rather than exercises in "systems thinking," we need responsibilities that reveal consequences 
over time. Virtue forms through doing, not through developing abstract capacities. 

The role of habit and custom, so disparaged by progressive thought, becomes essential from 
this perspective. As Edmund Burke argued, prejudice—in the sense of pre-judgment inherited 
from tradition—provides the moral reflexes that guide action when reflection would be too slow 
or uncertain. The person who must consciously decide to be honest in each situation lacks 
integrity; the person of genuine integrity acts honestly from habit formed through countless 
repetitions. 
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The Authority of Moral Tradition 

The conservative framework locates moral authority not in the individual's inner compass but 
in traditions of virtue tested across generations. As Alasdair MacIntyre argues in "After Virtue," 
moral reasoning always occurs within particular traditions that provide the context, categories, 
and criteria for evaluation. The attempt to develop universal qualities abstracted from all 
traditions produces not moral clarity but confusion. 

Different traditions emphasize different virtues and understand them differently. The Homeric 
tradition valorized warrior virtues—courage, loyalty, honor. The Aristotelian tradition empha-
sized civic virtues—justice, friendship, magnanimity. The Christian tradition elevated spiritual 
virtues—humility, charity, purity of heart. The modern commercial society rewards bourgeois 
virtues—industry, frugality, reliability. Each tradition provides a coherent framework for 
human development, but they cannot be simply combined into a universal synthesis. 

This means development must be rooted in particular traditions rather than abstract frameworks. 
A young person develops virtue not by selecting from a menu of 25 qualities but by being 
formed within a tradition that provides exemplars to imitate, practices to engage, stories to 
internalize, and communities to sustain virtue across time. The monastery, the military 
academy, the craft guild, the religious congregation—these institutions of formation work 
precisely because they maintain particular traditions of virtue rather than offering generic 
development. 

The Social Architecture of Virtue 

Yuval Levin's insight that institutions are "formative" rather than merely "performative" 
suggests how social architecture shapes character. Institutions don't just organize collective 
action; they mold the people within them through repeated practices, established expectations, 
and embodied wisdom. The question is not whether institutions will form character—they 
inevitably do—but what kind of character they form. 

The traditional institutions conservatives defend—family, church, local community, profess-
sional guild—developed over centuries to cultivate particular virtues. The family teaches 
loyalty, sacrifice, and unconditional love. The church cultivates reverence, humility, and hope. 
The local community develops neighborliness, reciprocity, and place-based identity. Profes-
sional guilds foster craftsmanship, reliability, and mutual aid. These institutions work not 
through explicit training but through participation in their practices. 

The IDG framework, by contrast, imagines development happening through generic training 
programs delivered by experts. But virtue cannot be mass-produced through standardized 
curricula. It develops through particular relationships in specific contexts with concrete 
practices. The good parent, wise pastor, skilled master, respected elder—these figures form 
character through personal influence that no framework can replicate. 

Subsidiary Development 

The Principle of Subsidiarity 

Catholic social teaching offers the principle of subsidiarity—that nothing should be done by a 
larger and more complex organization which can be done as well by a smaller and simpler 
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organization. Applied to human development, this means formation should happen at the most 
intimate level possible, only moving to higher levels when lower levels prove insufficient. 

The family is the first and most fundamental school of virtue. Children learn trust through 
parents' reliable care, discipline through consistent boundaries, love through unconditional 
acceptance. These lessons cannot be taught abstractly but must be lived concretely in the daily 
rhythms of family life. When development frameworks bypass the family or treat it as one 
institution among many, they violate subsidiarity and undermine the most powerful formative 
influence in human life. 

The local community—neighborhood, parish, small town—provides the next level of forma-
tion. Here individuals learn to live with others not chosen but given, to contribute to shared 
projects, to maintain reputation through consistent behavior over time. As Wendell Berry 
argues, community membership requires accepting limitation and obligation that cosmopolitan 
mobility avoids. But these limitations and obligations are precisely what develop virtue. 

Only when family and local community prove insufficient should broader institutions engage 
in formation. The school supplements but cannot replace parental instruction. The employer 
builds on but cannot substitute for character formed in youth. The state may need to constrain 
vice but cannot create virtue. When we reverse this order—expecting global frameworks to 
develop qualities that should be formed in families—we get the weak simulacra of virtue rather 
than the real thing. 

Place-Based Formation 

The conservative emphasis on rootedness recognizes that virtue develops in particular places 
with specific histories, landscapes, and cultures. The IDG framework's placeless universality—
qualities equally applicable in Tokyo or Nairobi, Silicon Valley or rural Montana—ignores how 
place shapes character in irreducible ways. 

Rural communities develop different virtues than cities—self-reliance born of isolation, 
cooperation necessitated by shared challenges, humility before nature's power. Coastal peoples 
develop different character than mountain dwellers, desert inhabitants different temperaments 
than forest peoples. These are not accidents but adaptations, virtues fitted to particular 
circumstances that cannot be captured in universal frameworks. 

As Roger Scruton argued, love of place—oikophilia—provides the motivation for stewardship 
that abstract environmentalism cannot generate. People sacrifice for particular places they love, 
not for "the planet" in general. They maintain traditions that give their place meaning, not 
universal best practices. They pass on inheritances to their actual descendants, not future huma-
nity in abstract. Development rooted in place has motivational power that placeless frameworks 
lack. 

The Family as Primary Developer 

The contemporary neglect of family formation represents one of the gravest errors in modern 
approaches to development. The IDG framework mentions relationships and collaboration but 
treats the family as just another social unit rather than the fundamental formative institution. 
This reflects progressive discomfort with the family's particularity, hierarchy, and exclusivity—
all characteristics that violate inclusive, egalitarian ideals. 
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Yet the family possesses unique formative power that no other institution can replicate. The 
unconditional love of parents provides the secure base from which children can explore and 
develop. The natural hierarchy of generations teaches both authority and care. The involuntary 
membership—we don't choose our families—teaches acceptance of givenness. The 
permanence of family bonds, persisting through conflict and change, demonstrates commitment 
that transcends feeling. 

Mary Eberstadt's research on the family's decline documents its devastating effects on human 
development. Children from broken families struggle with trust, commitment, and identity 
throughout life. Communities where families fragment lose social capital, civic engagement, 
and collective efficacy. Societies that fail to support family formation face demographic 
collapse and cultural decay. No amount of institutional programming can compensate for weak 
families. 

Religious Communities as Moral Formators 

The secularization assumed by the IDG framework ignores religion's irreplaceable role in moral 
formation. Religious communities don't just teach ethics; they provide comprehensive ways of 
life that shape every aspect of character. They offer what Charles Taylor calls "strong 
evaluation"—judgments about what is worthy and unworthy, noble and base, sacred and 
profane—that give moral development direction and meaning. 

Consider how different religious traditions form character through distinct practices. Jewish 
Sabbath observance teaches rhythm, restraint, and reverence. Christian liturgy cultivates patien-
ce, receptivity, and communal identity. Islamic daily prayer develops discipline, submission, 
and God-consciousness. Buddhist meditation fosters detachment, compassion, and awareness. 
These practices work not through conscious skill development but through repeated bodily 
engagement that gradually transforms consciousness. 

Religious communities also provide what Peter Berger calls "plausibility structures"—social 
arrangements that make religious truths seem real and motivating. When surrounded by others 
who share your faith, pray together, and hold each other accountable, virtue becomes not just 
an ideal but a lived reality. The framework's secular approach cannot provide comparable 
motivation or support for moral development. 

Professional Guilds and Craft Excellence 

The conservative appreciation for mediating institutions extends to professional guilds and craft 
communities that develop excellence through apprenticeship and practice. The medieval guild 
system, while economically obsolete, provides a model for how specialized communities can 
form character alongside skill. 

The master craftsman teaches not just technique but also patience, precision, and pride in work. 
The apprenticeship system develops humility through starting at the bottom, perseverance 
through years of practice, and excellence through gradual mastery. The guild provides standards 
that transcend individual preference, traditions that preserve hard-won knowledge, and mutual 
aid that supports members through difficulty. 

Modern professions at their best maintain something of this guild structure. Medicine's em-
phasis on clinical apprenticeship, law's articling system, architecture's studio culture—these 
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preserve the recognition that professional excellence requires more than technical knowledge. 
It requires formation through practice under supervision within a community that maintains 
standards. The IDG framework's generic qualities cannot capture the specific excellences 
differrent crafts require. 

Humility Before Mystery 

The Limits of Framework Thinking 

The very attempt to capture human development in a comprehensive framework reveals modern 
rationalism's hubris. As Michael Oakeshott argued, the rationalist "stands for independence of 
mind on all occasions, for thought free from obligation to any authority save the authority of 
'reason.'" But human development involves mysteries that reason cannot fully comprehend—
the uniqueness of each person, the unpredictability of grace, the paradoxes of growth through 
suffering. 

The conservative tradition maintains what Russell Kirk called "the sense of mystery"—recog-
nition that existence contains depths no framework can plumb. Why does suffering sometimes 
embitter and sometimes ennoble? Why do some children from terrible circumstances flourish 
while others from privilege flounder? How does conversion—sudden transformation of 
character—occur? These mysteries humble our attempts at systematic understanding. 

This doesn't mean abandoning efforts to support development, but it does mean approaching 
them with humility. We work with partial knowledge, uncertain outcomes, and unintended con-
sequences. We respect what we don't understand, preserve what we can't explain, and remain 
open to surprise. The person who develops in unexpected ways may be following wisdom we 
lack rather than failing our framework. 

The Priority of Wisdom Over Knowledge 

The distinction between wisdom and knowledge, largely lost in modern education, remains 
central to conservative understanding of development. Knowledge involves facts, theories, and 
techniques that can be transmitted through instruction. Wisdom involves judgment, prudence, 
and understanding that develop only through experience, reflection, and often suffering. 

The IDG framework consists entirely of knowledge—definitions, categories, techniques—that 
can be taught in workshops. But the wisdom to apply such knowledge appropriately, to know 
when openness becomes dissolution or when systems thinking becomes paralysis, cannot be 
transmitted through training. It develops through years of experience, reflection on failure, and 
absorption of tradition's distilled insights. 

This is why conservatives value elders, tradition, and precedent—they embody wisdom that no 
amount of knowledge can replace. The grandmother who has raised children, weathered 
hardship, and observed life across decades possesses wisdom about human development that 
no framework can capture. The tradition that has guided communities through centuries con-
tains insights that no committee can generate. Chesterton's "democracy of the dead"—giving 
our ancestors a vote—recognizes that wisdom accumulates across generations in ways that 
knowledge does not. 
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The Grace of Givenness 

Robert Spaemann's concept of "the gift of givenness" challenges the framework's emphasis on 
intentional development. Much of what makes us who we are—our bodies, our families, our 
talents, our limitations—we receive rather than achieve. Development involves not just 
cultivating qualities but accepting gifts, not just transformation but gratitude for what is. 

This givenness includes what Christians call grace—unearned gifts that exceed human effort 
or explanation. The moment of insight that resolves long struggle, the encounter that changes 
life's direction, the strength that emerges in crisis—these cannot be programmed or produced 
by frameworks. They come as gifts to be received rather than achievements to be claimed. 

The role of suffering in development particularly defies systematic understanding. The 
framework emphasizes positive qualities—appreciation, hope, creativity—but says nothing 
about how suffering shapes character. Yet as Viktor Frankl discovered in the concentration 
camps, unavoidable suffering can become the crucible of meaning. The person who has never 
suffered deeply may lack capacities that no amount of training can provide. 

The Virtue of Gratitude 

If much of development is gift rather than achievement, then gratitude becomes not just a nice 
attitude but a fundamental virtue. The conservative disposition, as described by Scruton, begins 
with gratitude—for existence, for inheritance, for the sacrifice of previous generations. This 
gratitude motivates conservation, stewardship, and transmission to future generations. 

The IDG framework mentions "appreciation" but frames it as a quality to be developed rather 
than a response to recognized gifts. True gratitude begins with humility—recognizing that we 
are not self-made but dependent on others' generosity. It continues with responsibility—
stewarding what we've received for others' benefit. It culminates in generosity—passing on 
gifts to future generations. 

This gratitude extends to difficulty and limitation. As Solzhenitsyn discovered in the Gulag, 
even imprisonment and suffering can become occasions for gratitude when they reveal spiritual 
depths that comfort could never uncover. The framework's exclusive focus on positive 
development misses this paradoxical truth—that what seems negative often proves most 
developmental. 

A Conservative Approach Summarized 

The conservative alternative to the IDG framework can be summarized in several principles: 

Rootedness over abstraction: Development happens in particular places, traditions, and 
communities rather than through universal frameworks. 

Formation over training: Character develops through participation in formative institutions 
rather than through workshops and exercises. 

Virtue over skills: The goal is excellence of character oriented toward the good, not neutral 
capacities that can serve any end. 
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Authority over autonomy: Development requires submission to legitimate authority—
parental, traditional, transcendent—not just following an inner compass. 

Acceptance over transformation: Wisdom involves accepting givens and working within 
constraints, not constantly trying to transform reality. 

Gratitude over entitlement: Recognizing development as gift motivates stewardship and 
generosity rather than demanding rights. 

Mystery over system: Maintaining humility before what we don't understand rather than 
pretending comprehensive knowledge. 

These principles don't reject all development efforts but properly situate them within realistic 
understanding of human nature, social order, and transcendent meaning. The next section will 
explore how conservatives might practically engage with frameworks like the IDG while 
maintaining these principles. 
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Part VI: Conservative Engagement with Progressive 
Development Frameworks 
The preceding analysis has identified both what conservatives can affirm and what we must 
resist in the Inner Development Guide framework. This raises a practical question: How should 
conservatives engage with such initiatives? Should we reject them entirely as incompatible with 
our understanding of human nature and social order? Should we attempt to reform them from 
within? Or should we simply ignore them and focus on building our own institutions? 

The answer requires navigating between extremes. Wholesale adoption would mean abando-
ning conservative principles for fashionable but flawed progressive assumptions. Complete 
rejection would mean forfeiting opportunities to influence important conversations about 
human formation and missing common ground where it exists. The path forward requires what 
we might call "faithful presence"—engaging thoughtfully while maintaining our distinctive 
commitments. 

The Principle of Faithful Presence 

The concept of faithful presence, articulated by James Davison Hunter, offers guidance for how 
communities with deep commitments can engage constructively with institutions and move-
ments they don't fully control or endorse. It means being present to the challenges of our time, 
faithful to our deepest convictions, and committed to the flourishing of all—even while 
rejecting the regnant ideologies of our age. 

Present Without Compromise 

Faithful presence means neither withdrawal nor capitulation. We do not retreat into enclaves 
that ignore the world's challenges, nor do we compromise our principles for the sake of 
acceptance or influence. Instead, we engage substantively with the real questions that 
frameworks like the IDG attempt to address—questions about human formation, institutional 
design, and collective action for the common good. 

When an organization adopts the IDG framework, a conservative within that organization need 
not resign in protest nor enthusiastically endorse what is problematic. Instead, she can engage: 
"I appreciate the framework's emphasis on character formation and relationship. I share 
concerns about addressing complex challenges. However, I understand human development 
differently, rooted in older traditions that have proven wisdom. May I contribute from that 
perspective?" 

This approach acknowledges genuine goods the framework identifies—self-awareness, per-
spective-taking, collaboration—while maintaining different understandings of their source, 
development, and purpose. It creates space for alternative voices without demanding 
dominance or threatening exit. 

Faithful to Tradition 

Faithful presence requires articulating our convictions clearly and persuasively. Too often, 
conservatives in progressive institutions remain silent about their deepest commitments, either 
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from fear of marginalization or from lack of confidence in tradition's wisdom. This silence 
betrays both our convictions and those who might benefit from hearing them. 

When the IDG framework emphasizes "inner compass" as self-created moral guidance, the 
conservative voice should speak: "Traditional wisdom suggests that moral truth is not self-
created but discovered—that we align our compass by reference to transcendent goods, not 
merely personal preference. This isn't obscurantism but recognition that moral autonomy 
unmoored from truth produces arbitrary will." 

When systems thinking is presented as sufficient for addressing complexity, we should add: 
"Systems thinking is valuable but insufficient. Human systems involve moral agents with free 
will, not mechanical parts following deterministic laws. Sustainable solutions require not just 
understanding systems but moral transformation grounded in virtue." 

Such contributions don't obstruct progress but enrich conversation. They prevent the narrowing 
of perspective that occurs when only progressive voices speak into development frameworks. 

Committed to Flourishing 

Faithful presence is motivated by genuine concern for human and social flourishing, not by 
partisan advantage. We engage because we believe conservative wisdom offers resources for 
addressing real challenges, not merely to score points against progressives. 

This means acknowledging where progressive insights have value. The IDG framework's 
emphasis on psychological safety in organizations is warranted—people cannot develop well 
in climates of fear and manipulation. Its recognition of perspective-taking's importance is 
correct—we do need to understand others. Its concern for long-term thinking is valid—short-
term thinking produces preventable disasters. 

Conservatives should affirm these goods while offering deeper accounts of their foundations 
and proper expression. Psychological safety is important, but it cannot be the highest organi-
zational value—sometimes people need to hear hard truths that temporarily disturb their 
comfort. Perspective-taking matters, but some perspectives are more correct than others, and 
discernment is necessary. Long-term thinking is essential, but not all visions of the future are 
equally valid or desirable. 

Working Within Flawed Institutions 

Most conservatives find themselves working within institutions whose official frameworks and 
operating assumptions differ from their own convictions. Universities, corporations, govern-
ment agencies, and even religious institutions increasingly adopt progressive developmental 
frameworks. How should conservatives navigate such environments? 

Strategic Compliance and Selective Resistance 

Not every element of a framework requires resistance. The IDG framework asks people to 
develop self-awareness—conservatives can affirm this while understanding self-knowledge 
differently than therapeutic individualism suggests. It encourages relationship-building—we 
can enthusiastically support this while adding that relationships require commitment, not just 
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psychological safety. It promotes systems thinking—we can develop such capacity while insis-
ting systems thinking alone is insufficient for wisdom. 

Strategic compliance means participating in developmental initiatives where doing so doesn't 
compromise core convictions. If an organization offers training in perspective-taking or 
communication skills using the IDG framework, conservatives can participate, learn what's 
valuable, and quietly supplement with resources from our own traditions. Not every moment 
requires a prophetic denunciation. 

Selective resistance means identifying where compliance would compromise integrity and 
respectfully declining. If developmental work requires affirming that all moral frameworks are 
equally valid social constructions, or that traditional institutions are merely oppressive 
structures requiring deconstruction, principled conservatives must object or abstain. Silence in 
such moments becomes complicity. 

The key is discernment—knowing when to engage, when to object, and when to simply decline 
participation. This requires both wisdom and courage: wisdom to distinguish essential from 
peripheral matters, courage to take principled stands when necessary. 

Creating Space for Alternative Voices 

Rather than merely reacting to progressive frameworks, conservatives should create oppor-
tunities to articulate alternative visions. This might mean: 

Proposing classical alternatives: When an organization is considering the IDG framework, 
suggest also examining classical virtue ethics or Christian anthropology. Not as replacement 
necessarily, but as complement that provides deeper historical and philosophical grounding. 

Building networks of support: Find others who share concerns about progressive frameworks' 
limitations. Create reading groups studying classical texts on human formation. Develop infor-
mal mentorship relationships transmitting wisdom not found in official training programs. 

Contributing resources: Write articles, create presentations, or develop materials articulating 
conservative approaches to the challenges IDG addresses. Make these available to colleagues 
who might benefit from alternative perspectives. 

Asking difficult questions: In discussions about development frameworks, raise questions 
about assumptions: "This framework assumes moral autonomy—but what if moral truth is 
objective rather than self-created? How would that change our approach?" Such questions, 
asked in good faith, open intellectual space for conservative wisdom. 

Protecting What's Valuable 

While engaging with progressive frameworks, conservatives have responsibility to protect 
what's valuable in traditional approaches that might be displaced or marginalized. This means: 

Defending substantive training: When therapeutic workshops replace serious study of ethics, 
history, or philosophy, conservatives should advocate for intellectual substance. Human 
formation requires engagement with great texts and ideas, not merely experiential exercises and 
self-reflection. 
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Preserving institutional pluralism: Organizations increasingly mandate particular frame-
works for all members. Conservatives should advocate for allowing different approaches to 
development, respecting conscientious disagreement about human nature and formation. 

Maintaining traditional practices: If an organization has traditional practices that form 
character—mentorship relationships, serious study, apprenticeship, shared mission—these 
should be protected even as new frameworks are adopted. Old and new can coexist if newer 
approaches don't become mandatory orthodoxy excluding alternatives. 

Supporting those harmed: Some individuals are psychologically or spiritually harmed by 
developmental approaches that contradict their deepest convictions or that push them toward 
therapeutic perspectives incompatible with their religious commitments. Conservatives should 
provide support and advocate for their right to alternative approaches. 

Discerning When Engagement Is Impossible 

Faithful presence has limits. Some situations make genuine conservative engagement impos-
sible, requiring either exit or prophetic denunciation. Discerning these situations requires 
wisdom. 

When Core Convictions Cannot Be Maintained 

If organizational adoption of a framework requires affirming beliefs that contradict core con-
servative or religious convictions, continued participation may become impossible. For 
example: 

• If "development" requires affirming that all ways of life are equally valid, with no 
objective standards of human flourishing 

• If participation requires denying that human beings have a given nature requiring 
respect 

• If the framework treats traditional institutions—family, church, inherited communi-
ties—as merely oppressive structures requiring deconstruction 

• If dissent from progressive orthodoxy on human development results in punishment or 
marginalization 

In such situations, conservatives face a choice: capitulate to remain, or maintain integrity at 
cost. The answer depends on circumstances, but compromising core convictions is never the 
right choice. Sometimes faithful presence means prophetic absence. 

When the Organization Has Become Inhospitable 

Organizations sometimes become so thoroughly captured by progressive ideology that 
conservative voices are not merely minority but actively unwelcome. Warning signs include: 

• Mandatory adherence to progressive frameworks with no allowance for alternative 
approaches 

• Punishment of dissent from prevailing orthodoxy about human development 
• Systematic marginalization of those who articulate traditional wisdom 
• Reduction of all human goods to progressive categories with no acknowledgment of 

other traditions 
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• Explicit hostility to religious or traditional communities and their wisdom 

In such environments, continued presence may simply legitimize institutions hostile to 
conservative values while accomplishing nothing constructive. Exit then becomes the faithful 
response—not in angry protest necessarily, but in quiet recognition that one's gifts are better 
used elsewhere. 

Building Parallel Institutions 

When engagement with progressive institutions proves impossible or futile, conservatives must 
build alternatives. This is not tribalism but necessity. If mainstream institutions will not allow 
space for traditional approaches to human formation, we must create institutions that will. 

This might mean: 

Educational alternatives: Schools, universities, and training programs rooted in classical-
Christian educational philosophy rather than progressive developmental psychology. 

Professional communities: Associations of professionals who share commitment to traditional 
approaches to excellence and character formation within their fields. 

Organizational alternatives: Businesses, nonprofits, and social enterprises that embody 
conservative principles in their structure and culture, demonstrating that traditional wisdom can 
address contemporary challenges. 

Cultural institutions: Publications, think tanks, and media that articulate conservative wisdom 
for contemporary audiences and provide intellectual resources for those seeking alternatives to 
progressive frameworks. 

These are not enclaves of retreat but outposts of faithful presence—institutions where conser-
vative wisdom can be developed, refined, and offered to those seeking it. 

Practical Guidelines for Engagement 

Drawing these considerations together, here are practical guidelines for conservative engage-
ment with progressive development frameworks like the IDG: 

Before Engagement: Discernment 

Understand the framework thoroughly: Don't critique or engage based on superficial 
understanding. Read the materials carefully, understand the assumptions and goals, identify 
both what's valuable and what's problematic. 

Clarify your own commitments: Know what you believe about human nature, development, 
virtue, and flourishing. Ground your convictions in tradition, not merely in reaction to 
progressivism. 

Assess the context: Is this an organization where alternative voices are welcomed or merely 
tolerated? Are there others who share your concerns? What are the costs and benefits of 
engagement versus exit? 
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Seek wisdom: Consult with mentors, trusted friends, and communities that share your convic-
tions. Don't make major decisions about engagement or resistance in isolation. 

During Engagement: Strategy 

Affirm genuine goods: Acknowledge what the framework gets right before critiquing what it 
gets wrong. Show that conservative engagement is motivated by concern for truth and flouri-
shing, not merely by partisan opposition. 

Ask questions rather than making pronouncements: "Have you considered how classical 
virtue ethics might enrich this framework?" is more productive than "This framework is 
fundamentally flawed." Questions open dialogue; pronouncements close it. 

Contribute from tradition: Offer resources from classical, Christian, or other traditional 
sources that address the challenges the framework attempts to solve. Show that old wisdom 
remains relevant. 

Build alliances: Find others—including thoughtful progressives—who share concerns about 
particular aspects of frameworks, even if they don't share your comprehensive worldview. 
Common concerns can create space for your voice. 

Maintain perspective: Remember that institutional frameworks are not ultimate reality. What 
matters most is how you actually form character in your daily work and relationships, not what 
the official framework says. 

After Engagement: Sustainability 

Protect your own formation: Don't let engagement with progressive frameworks undermine 
your own rootedness in tradition. Maintain practices—worship, study, fellowship—that nourish 
your own soul and intellect. 

Support others: Help colleagues who share conservative commitments navigate institutional 
pressures. Create informal networks of support and encouragement. 

Document and share: Write about your experience engaging with progressive frameworks 
from conservative perspective. Help others learn from your successes and failures. 

Reassess regularly: Situations change. What was possible last year may not be possible now. 
What seemed impossible may become feasible. Maintain discernment about when continued 
engagement is productive and when it's time to redirect energy elsewhere. 

Remember the long game: Cultural and institutional change happens slowly. Don't expect 
immediate transformation. Play the long game, maintaining faithful presence over years and 
decades, not demanding immediate vindication. 

Examples of Constructive Engagement 

To make these principles concrete, consider some examples of how conservatives might engage 
constructively with the IDG framework in different contexts: 
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In a Corporation 

A conservative manager in a corporation adopting the IDG framework might: 

• Participate in leadership training that uses the framework, learning what's valuable 
while quietly supplementing with resources from classical virtue ethics 

• When asked to implement IDG-based development for her team, add components em-
phasizing excellence, craftsmanship, and institutional loyalty alongside the framework's 
individualistic elements 

• Advocate for mentorship programs that transmit organizational wisdom and profess-
sional virtue, not just facilitate self-discovery 

• In feedback sessions about the framework, affirm its emphasis on relationship while 
suggesting that character formation requires more than psychological safety—it 
requires substantive ethical training and embodiment in practice 

• Build relationships with other managers who share concerns, creating informal network 
for mutual support and alternative approaches 

In a University 

A conservative professor in a university adopting IDG might: 

• Teach courses on human development that engage the IDG framework critically along-
side classical and religious alternatives, showing students multiple perspectives 

• In faculty discussions about developmental goals for students, insist that intellectual 
virtue—love of truth, interpretive charity, logical rigor—matters as much as emotional 
intelligence 

• Mentor students individually in ways shaped by traditional educational philosophy, not 
merely facilitating their self-directed growth 

• Publish scholarship examining development frameworks through classical lenses, 
contributing conservative voice to academic literature 

• Protect space for religious students whose faith commitments might conflict with 
therapeutic individualism implicit in some development frameworks 

In a Nonprofit 

A conservative working in a social justice nonprofit adopting IDG might: 

• Affirm the framework's concern for systems thinking while insisting that addressing 
systemic injustice requires moral courage rooted in transcendent goods, not merely 
capacity for complexity 

• Advocate for practices that form virtue—service, solidarity with the marginalized, 
sacrificial giving—alongside the framework's emphasis on skills development 

• Raise questions about whether the framework's individualistic assumptions adequately 
account for the communal nature of human flourishing 

• Build relationships with faith communities that share the organization's justice 
concerns, creating partnerships that embody alternative approaches to formation 

• In strategy discussions, bring religious and philosophical resources that have 
historically motivated justice work, showing they remain relevant 
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In a Church 

A conservative church leader whose denomination is adopting IDG-influenced approaches 
might: 

• Acknowledge that churches must attend to psychological and relational health while 
insisting these are penultimate goods subordinate to spiritual formation 

• Develop Christian formation programs that address the same concerns as IDG—
awareness, perspective, collaboration—but ground them in Scripture, theology, and 
spiritual disciplines 

• Protect traditional practices—liturgy, catechesis, spiritual direction, works of mercy—
that have formed saints for centuries, ensuring they aren't displaced by therapeutic 
innovations 

• Create resources helping laypeople navigate secular workplaces where progressive 
frameworks are mandatory, showing how to engage faithfully 

• Build networks with other church leaders resisting therapeutic reduction of Christian 
faith, sharing resources and mutual encouragement 

These examples show that engagement is possible without compromise. It requires wisdom, 
courage, and creativity—but conservative wisdom has resources for all three. 

The Larger Challenge: Cultural Formation 

Individual conservatives navigating institutional frameworks face a challenge they cannot solve 
alone: the progressive cultural formation system that produces frameworks like the IDG and 
makes them seem obviously correct to contemporary audiences. 

Universities, media, entertainment, and increasingly K-12 education are dominated by pro-
gressive assumptions about human nature and development. These institutions form successive 
generations in progressive ways of seeing the world. By the time people encounter frameworks 
like the IDG in workplace or professional contexts, they've been prepared by two decades of 
progressive cultural formation to find them plausible and attractive. 

Conservatives cannot solve this challenge through clever engagement strategies alone. We need 
our own formative institutions and cultural works. This means: 

Educational institutions that form young people in classical and Christian wisdom from early 
childhood through graduate education. These must be rigorous and excellent, not merely reac-
tionary. 

Cultural works—literature, film, music, art—that embody conservative vision of human 
flourishing and make traditional wisdom imaginatively available to contemporary audiences. 

Intellectual institutions—think tanks, journals, conferences—that develop conservative 
thought about contemporary challenges at the highest level, showing tradition's ongoing 
vitality. 

Professional networks that support conservatives in various fields, providing alternative 
community and wisdom when mainstream professional organizations are captured by 
progressive ideology. 
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Practices and rhythms that form people counter to dominant culture—liturgical worship, 
household economies, local community involvement, intergenerational relationships, hospi-
tality. 

Building such institutions and cultures is the work of generations, not individuals. But each 
individual contribution matters. The conservative professional who mentors younger colleagues 
in traditional virtue, the parent who forms children in substantive faith rather than therapeutic 
spirituality, the writer who articulates old wisdom in contemporary idiom—all participate in 
the larger work of cultural formation. 

Conclusion to Part VI: Realistic Hope 

This section has attempted to provide practical guidance for conservatives engaging with 
progressive development frameworks. The task is difficult—requiring wisdom to know when 
to engage and when to abstain, courage to maintain convictions under pressure, patience to play 
the long game without demanding immediate vindication. 

But the difficulty should not produce despair. Conservative wisdom has survived and periodi-
cally flourished through cultural seasons far more hostile than our own. The permanent truths 
about human nature, virtue, and flourishing remain true regardless of fashionable theories. 
Traditional institutions—families, churches, local communities—continue forming people in 
wisdom despite cultural headwinds. And cracks are appearing in progressive confidence, as 
frameworks that promised transformation produce disappointing results. 

Our task is faithfulness: maintaining and transmitting wisdom received, engaging thoughtfully 
when possible, building alternatives when necessary, and trusting that truth has a way of 
vindication in the long run. The IDG framework and others like it will have their moment. 
Conservative wisdom will remain when they pass, as it remained when previous progressive 
enthusiasms faded. 

We engage not because we expect to dominate contemporary discourse but because we have 
something to offer—wisdom tested by centuries, grounded in reality, directed toward genuine 
goods. We engage faithfully, present to our time while rooted in timeless truths, committed to 
human flourishing in its fullness. 

The final section will draw the essay together, reflecting on what this examination of the IDG 
framework reveals about the deeper conflict between conservative and progressive visions of 
human development and social change. 
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Conclusion: Tradition, Development, and the Human 
Future 
This essay has examined the Inner Development Guide framework from a conservative philo-
sophical perspective, attempting to understand both what it offers and what it lacks. The 
analysis has revealed fundamental differences between progressive and conservative visions of 
human development—differences not merely of emphasis or strategy but of basic commitments 
about human nature, the sources of wisdom, and the paths to flourishing. 

Yet the examination has also revealed surprising convergences. Both progressives creating the 
IDG framework and conservatives drawing on classical-Christian wisdom recognize that 
addressing complex global challenges requires human development. Both understand that 
technical solutions alone are insufficient—we need virtuous people with developed capacities 
for wisdom and right action. Both appreciate that individual and collective goods are inter-
twined, that isolated autonomy is insufficient for human flourishing. These agreements are 
significant, even as disagreements remain profound. 

What This Examination Reveals 

The detailed analysis of the IDG framework illuminates several important truths about con-
temporary approaches to human development and the conservative alternative. 

The Persistence of Permanent Questions 

The IDG framework, for all its contemporary language and progressive assumptions, wrestles 
with questions that have occupied serious thinkers for millennia: What capacities do humans 
need to flourish? How are these capacities developed? What role do community, tradition, and 
transcendent meaning play in human formation? What is the relationship between individual 
growth and collective good? 

These permanent questions cannot be avoided or dissolved. Every age must address them, and 
the answers have consequences. The IDG framework offers distinctly modern answers—
emphasizing autonomy, self-creation, systems thinking, and therapeutic self-awareness. 
Conservative wisdom offers different answers—emphasizing virtue, given order, practical 
wisdom, and formation within tradition. 

Neither set of answers can be proven with scientific certainty. These are philosophical and 
ultimately religious questions about the nature of reality and the human place within it. What 
this examination reveals is that the IDG framework, despite presenting itself as evidence-based 
and pragmatic, rests on contestable philosophical foundations. It is not neutral science but a 
particular worldview—one that can and should be examined critically rather than accepted 
uncritically. 

The Limits of Systematic Frameworks 

The very existence of the IDG framework—a comprehensive, systematic attempt to map and 
develop all necessary human capacities—reflects a modern assumption that conservative 
wisdom questions: the assumption that human flourishing can be comprehensively specified, 
systematically cultivated, and engineered through proper frameworks and interventions. 
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Classical-Christian wisdom suggests otherwise. Human development is too complex, too 
dependent on grace and circumstance, too shaped by mystery and transcendence, to be captured 
in any framework. The most important human goods—wisdom, virtue, sanctity—cannot be 
directly trained but must be cultivated through lifelong habituation within traditions that have 
refined their practices over generations. 

This doesn't mean we should abandon all systematic thinking about development. But it 
suggests humility about what frameworks can accomplish and danger in treating them as 
comprehensive guides. The IDG framework risks the hubris of comprehensive rationaliza-
tion—the belief that if we just map all the capacities and create proper training, we can produce 
the humans we need. 

Conservative wisdom offers a corrective: development requires submission to orders not of our 
making, formation within inherited traditions, and openness to sources of wisdom that cannot 
be captured in contemporary frameworks. We need less confidence in our systematic schemes 
and more appreciation for the accumulated wisdom in practices, institutions, and communities 
that have formed humans well for centuries. 

The Insufficiency of Individualism 

One of the sharpest contrasts between the IDG framework and conservative wisdom concerns 
the relationship between individual and community. The IDG framework, despite its dimen-
sions of "Relating" and "Collaborating," remains fundamentally individualistic. It treats deve-
lopment as something that happens primarily within individuals, even if it requires social 
context and has social expression. 

Conservative wisdom understands development differently. We become who we are through 
membership in communities that precede us, formation within traditions we didn't create, and 
relationships that constitute our identity rather than merely supporting our individual growth. 
The family that forms a child, the church that shapes a believer, the profession that cultivates 
expertise, the nation that claims loyalty—these are not merely contexts for individual 
development but constitutive of personhood itself. 

This has practical implications. If development is primarily individual, then the main work is 
psychological—helping people develop inner capacities. If development is primarily 
communal, then the main work is institutional—building and sustaining the communities, 
traditions, and relationships within which persons are formed. 

The IDG framework's individualism may be its deepest limitation. By focusing on developing 
individuals, it neglects the prior work of building and sustaining the institutions that actually 
form people. No amount of training in "inner compass" can substitute for strong families that 
transmit values across generations. No workshops on "systems thinking" can replace 
professional communities that cultivate disciplinary wisdom. No exercises in "connectedness" 
can substitute for churches that bind persons to God and neighbor. 

The Question of Authority 

Perhaps most fundamentally, this examination reveals different attitudes toward authority and 
its role in human development. The IDG framework reflects modern resistance to authority—
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its emphasis on "inner compass," "openness," and "self-awareness" all point toward auto-
nomous self-direction rather than submission to legitimate authority. 

Conservative wisdom recognizes that development requires proper submission to proper 
authority. Children need parental authority that guides their formation. Students need teachers 
who transmit knowledge and correct error. Novices need masters who embody excellence they 
should emulate. All humans need the authority of moral truth to order their choices. 

This doesn't mean arbitrary or oppressive authority. Conservative wisdom distinguishes legiti-
mate from illegitimate authority and recognizes that even legitimate authority can be abused. 
But it rejects the modern assumption that authority as such is suspect and that authentic 
development requires maximum autonomy. 

The contemporary crisis of authority—where all traditional sources of authority are questioned 
while new forms of therapeutic and bureaucratic authority expand unchecked—makes this 
especially urgent. The IDG framework, by emphasizing autonomous "inner compass," inadver-
tently contributes to this crisis. It suggests that individuals should determine their own values 
and direction, with authorities serving merely as facilitators of self-discovery rather than guides 
toward truth. 

Conservative wisdom offers an alternative: development requires recovering proper under-
standing of legitimate authority, rebuilding institutions that exercise it well, and cultivating 
disposition toward appropriate submission. This is not regression to authoritarianism but 
recognition of permanent truths about how humans learn and grow. 

What Progressives Might Learn from Conservative Critique 

This essay has been critical of the IDG framework's progressive assumptions. But criticism, if 
sound, serves truth and ultimately those it critiques. Progressives genuinely concerned about 
human development might learn several things from conservative wisdom: 

The Necessity of Substantive Goods 

Progressive frameworks often try to remain neutral about substantive human goods, focusing 
instead on capacities that can serve any purpose—communication skills, systems thinking, 
emotional awareness. This reflects admirable pluralistic instincts but creates a problem: 
development without direction toward substantive goods produces capable people who might 
use their capacities for any end. 

Conservative wisdom insists that development must be oriented toward substantive goods—
truth, justice, beauty, sanctity. We cannot develop humans generally; we can only develop them 
toward particular excellences. The question is whether we choose these excellences 
deliberately, drawing on tested wisdom about human flourishing, or leave them to be chosen 
arbitrarily by individuals or imposed by fashionable ideology. 

The IDG framework, despite aspirations to neutrality, is not actually neutral—it embodies 
particular progressive values about autonomy, inclusion, and ecological responsibility. 
Recognizing this openly would be more honest and would allow genuine dialogue about 
whether these are the right goods to pursue and whether the framework pursues them well. 
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The Priority of Virtue over Skills 

The IDG framework's language of "skills," "capacities," and "competencies" reflects a technical 
orientation that conservative wisdom questions. Development is not primarily about acquiring 
skills but about becoming a certain kind of person—a person of virtue, wisdom, and character. 

This distinction matters practically. Skills can be trained through exercises and practice. Virtues 
must be cultivated through habituation within communities that embody them. Skills are neutral 
capacities that can serve any purpose. Virtues orient persons toward goods and provide internal 
motivation for right action. 

The IDG framework would be strengthened by recovering virtue language and recognizing that 
what it calls "qualities"—integrity, humility, courage—are not merely capacities to be develop-
ped but excellences of character to be formed through lifelong moral education within traditions 
that have refined their cultivation. 

The Importance of Institutional Wisdom 

Progressive frameworks often treat traditional institutions—families, churches, inherited pro-
fessional communities—with suspicion, seeing them as sites of oppression requiring reform or 
replacement. This reflects real historical experience of institutional failure but risks throwing 
away accumulated wisdom. 

Conservative wisdom recognizes that institutions, for all their imperfections, carry knowledge 
about human formation that cannot be easily replicated. The family's irreplaceable role in early 
formation, the church's transmission of transcendent meaning, the professional guild's cultiva-
tion of excellence—these represent generations of refined practice in human development. 

Rather than replacing these institutions with systematic frameworks, we should ask how to 
reform and strengthen them, learn from their wisdom, and build new approaches that com-
plement rather than compete with them. The IDG framework's individualism and its neglect of 
traditional institutions represents a significant missed opportunity. 

The Limits of Human Power 

Perhaps most importantly, progressives might learn from conservative wisdom about the limits 
of human power to engineer outcomes. The confidence that if we just develop the right frame-
work and implement it properly we can produce the transformed humans and societies we 
need—this confidence is not warranted by historical experience or realistic anthropology. 

Humans are complex, social life is irreducibly uncertain, and our understanding of both is 
partial. This doesn't counsel despair but suggests appropriate humility about systematic 
schemes for transformation. It recommends working with the grain of human nature and social 
order rather than trying to radically reconstruct them. It values incremental improvement over 
revolutionary transformation. 

The IDG framework would benefit from this humility—less confidence that comprehensive 
development can be specified and trained, more appreciation for the role of tradition, grace, 
circumstance, and mystery in human formation. 
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What Conservatives Might Learn from Progressive Innovation 

While this essay has critiqued the IDG framework from conservative perspective, intellectual 
honesty requires acknowledging that progressives sometimes see clearly what conservatives 
miss or neglect. Several aspects of the IDG framework, despite problematic framing, point 
toward genuine goods that conservatives should engage more seriously: 

The Challenge of Systemic Complexity 

The IDG framework's emphasis on systems thinking, complexity awareness, and long-term 
orientation addresses a real challenge. Contemporary problems—climate change, economic 
instability, technological disruption—involve systemic complexity beyond what traditional 
local wisdom can easily grasp. 

Conservative wisdom's emphasis on local knowledge, practical wisdom, and incremental 
change remains valid. But conservatives sometimes retreat into localism that ignores unavoi-
dable systemic challenges requiring coordinated response at larger scales. We need wisdom 
that operates at multiple scales—local and global, immediate and long-term, particular and 
systemic. 

The IDG framework's attempt to develop capacity for complexity thinking, even if framed 
problematically, points toward a genuine need. Conservatives should engage this challenge, 
drawing on resources from our traditions—Catholic social teaching's principle of subsidiarity, 
Reformed theology's sphere sovereignty, natural law tradition's understanding of properly 
ordered relationships—to develop conservative approaches to systemic challenges. 

The Reality of Psychological Damage 

The IDG framework's emphasis on psychological safety, emotional awareness, and healing 
from trauma reflects real human suffering that conservatives sometimes minimize or ignore. 
Traditional institutions and practices, for all their wisdom, sometimes damage people—through 
excessive authority, rigid expectations, shaming rather than forming, or simple cruelty 
disguised as discipline. 

Conservative wisdom rightly warns against therapeutic individualism and the reduction of all 
problems to psychological categories. But this warning should not blind us to real psychological 
suffering or prevent us from learning from therapeutic insights where they prove valuable. 

The challenge is integrating psychological wisdom within larger frameworks of moral and 
spiritual formation—recognizing emotional health as important without making it ultimate, 
using therapeutic insights without adopting therapeutic worldview, addressing trauma while 
maintaining that humans are more than their wounds. 

The Necessity of Perspective-Taking 

The IDG framework's emphasis on perspective-taking, inclusive mindset, and intercultural 
competence addresses genuine challenges of pluralistic societies. Conservatives rightly worry 
that these emphases can become tools for relativism and cultural dissolution. But we cannot 
simply retreat into homogeneous communities ignoring those who differ. 
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Conservative wisdom has resources for engaging difference well—natural law tradition's 
recognition of common human nature beneath cultural variation, Reformed theology's under-
standing of common grace, classical liberal tradition's framework for pluralistic society. These 
resources need development and application to contemporary diversity challenges. 

The IDG framework's attempts at cross-cultural engagement, while sometimes naive about deep 
cultural differences, point toward necessary work. Conservatives should engage this work more 
seriously, showing how tradition-rooted wisdom can facilitate genuine encounter across differ-
rence without collapsing into relativism. 

The Urgency of Ecological Wisdom 

The IDG framework's concern for ecological sustainability and connection to the living world 
reflects serious challenges that conservatives sometimes dismiss as progressive alarmism. 
Whatever debates remain about particular predictions or policy proposals, it's clear that human 
relationship with the natural world requires wisdom we've often lacked. 

Conservative wisdom has deep resources for ecological thinking—stewardship theology, 
natural law tradition's understanding of properly ordered relationship, agrarian wisdom about 
working with natural limits. These resources need recovery and contemporary application. 

The IDG framework's ecological emphasis, even when framed within questionable assumptions 
about human-nature relationships, points toward urgent need for ecological wisdom. 
Conservatives should lead rather than follow in developing such wisdom, drawing on our 
traditions' understanding of creation, limits, and proper human place within natural order. 

The Path Forward: Integration and Dialogue 

This examination suggests neither wholesale acceptance nor complete rejection of frameworks 
like the IDG. Instead, it points toward the necessity of genuine dialogue between progressive 
and conservative approaches to human development—dialogue that takes seriously both 
contemporary challenges and permanent truths, both innovation and tradition, both individual 
capacity and institutional formation. 

Such dialogue requires several commitments from both sides: 

Intellectual Honesty About Foundations 

Progressives should acknowledge that frameworks like the IDG rest on contestable philosophi-
cal assumptions—about autonomy, the nature of self, the sources of value, the possibility of 
comprehensive rationalization. These aren't scientific certainties but worldview commitments 
open to challenge. 

Conservatives should acknowledge that our alternative frameworks also rest on philosophical 
and religious commitments that cannot be proven empirically. We advance tradition's wisdom 
not because it's scientifically verified but because we judge it true, tested by experience, and 
oriented toward genuine goods. 

Such honesty permits genuine debate about foundations rather than pretending one approach is 
purely evidence-based while the other is merely ideological. 
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Humility About Knowledge and Certainty 

Progressives should cultivate humility about the limits of systematic frameworks and expert 
knowledge. The history of failed comprehensive schemes for human improvement should teach 
caution about confident claims to have mapped all necessary capacities and designed optimal 
developmental paths. 

Conservatives should cultivate humility about tradition's automatic superiority and avoid 
simple appeals to "how things have always been." Traditions carry wisdom but also incorporate 
historical mistakes, cultural accidents, and situational adaptations no longer appropriate. 
Tradition requires critical appropriation, not blind repetition. 

Both sides should acknowledge uncertainty about complex questions of human formation and 
recognize that different approaches may work better for different persons and contexts. 

Willingness to Learn 

Progressives should be willing to learn from traditional wisdom about human formation—from 
classical virtue ethics, Christian moral theology, professional craft traditions, indigenous 
knowledge systems, and other sources of tested insight about human development. 

Conservatives should be willing to learn from contemporary insights—about psychological 
dynamics, systemic complexity, organizational behavior, and other domains where careful 
study has yielded genuine knowledge, even if accompanied by problematic ideology. 

Both sides should recognize that truth is not the possession of any faction and that wise 
development requires drawing on multiple sources of insight. 

Commitment to Human Flourishing 

Finally, both sides should maintain primary commitment to human flourishing itself rather than 
to ideological victory. The point is not to win debates about development frameworks but to 
help actual persons develop well and to build societies where flourishing is possible. 

This requires asking always: Does this approach actually form people toward wisdom, virtue, 
and right action? Does it build or erode the institutions that make such formation possible? 
Does it serve genuine human goods or merely fashionable preferences? Does it respect human 
nature or try to reconstruct it according to ideology? 

Where progressive innovations genuinely serve human flourishing, conservatives should ack-
nowledge and support them. Where traditional wisdom proves enduringly valuable, progres-
sives should learn from and incorporate it. The measure is not ideological purity but human 
good. 

The Enduring Contribution of Conservative Wisdom 

As this essay concludes, it's worth stating clearly what conservatives believe we offer to the 
urgent work of human development: 
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Realism About Human Nature 

Conservative wisdom provides realistic anthropology that acknowledges human limits, the 
persistence of sin and selfishness, the necessity of moral formation, and the insufficiency of 
technical solutions to moral problems. This realism prevents naive utopianism while main-
taining hope grounded in grace and tradition. 

Appreciation for Institutional Wisdom 

We recognize that the institutions, practices, and traditions that have formed humans well for 
generations carry irreplaceable wisdom. Rather than replacing them with novel frameworks, 
we should reform and strengthen them, learning from their accumulated insight about human 
formation. 

Orientation Toward Substantive Goods 

We insist that development must be oriented toward real goods—truth, justice, beauty, sancti-
ty—not merely toward neutral capacities. This provides direction and purpose to developmental 
efforts and grounds them in reality beyond human construction. 

Humility Before Mystery 

We maintain appropriate humility about human power to engineer outcomes and about the 
comprehensibility of human development. We acknowledge mystery, grace, and transcendence 
as essential to human flourishing—goods that cannot be captured in systematic frameworks. 

Patience for Incremental Change 

We value incremental improvement over revolutionary transformation, working with human 
nature and social order rather than trying to reconstruct them, and accepting that genuine 
transformation requires time measured in generations rather than funding cycles. 

Integration of Individual and Community 

We understand that persons develop within communities, that individual good and common 
good are inseparable, and that strong institutions—families, churches, professional communi-
ties—are essential infrastructure for human formation. 

These contributions are not merely conservative talking points but essential correctives to 
progressive tendencies toward utopianism, individualism, rationalistic overconfidence, and 
institutional destructiveness. A development framework that incorporated these conservative 
insights while learning from progressive attention to psychological health, systemic thinking, 
and contemporary challenges would be far superior to either purely progressive or purely 
conservative approaches. 

Final Reflections: Development as Pilgrimage 

Perhaps the deepest lesson from this examination is that human development should be 
understood not as self-creation or systematic training but as pilgrimage—a journey through life 
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toward fullness of being, guided by wisdom greater than ourselves, undertaken in company 
with others, oriented toward goods we did not invent. 

This metaphor captures several truths that the IDG framework misses: 

Development requires a destination: Pilgrimage has a goal—not merely any change but 
movement toward something worthy. Human development requires substantive vision of 
human flourishing, not merely capacity-building in service of self-determined purposes. 

Development requires guidance: Pilgrims follow paths others have walked, guided by maps 
others have drawn, helped by those who have traveled before. Development requires 
submission to legitimate authority, learning from tradition, and trust in accumulated wisdom. 

Development is communal: Pilgrimage is undertaken in company, and fellow pilgrims are 
essential to the journey—for support, correction, encouragement, and shared experience. 
Development happens within communities, not merely in aided by social support. 

Development takes time: Pilgrimage cannot be rushed. There are no shortcuts to the 
destination, and attempts to skip stages or hasten arrival usually lead astray. Development 
requires patience, persistence through difficulty, and acceptance that transformation is lifelong 
work. 

Development involves grace: No pilgrim reaches the destination by effort alone. Grace—
unmerited help from sources beyond self—is essential. Development requires openness to 
transcendence, recognition that our efforts alone are insufficient, and gratitude for gifts freely 
given. 

Development honors what's given: Pilgrims respect the terrain, work with its features rather 
than trying to remake it, and learn from what the landscape teaches. Development requires 
accepting givens about human nature and social order, not trying to reconstruct reality 
according to ideology. 

The IDG framework, with its emphasis on self-directed growth, systematic capacity-building, 
and individual autonomy, loses these truths. It treats development as project we undertake and 
complete through proper method rather than as lifelong pilgrimage undertaken in humility, 
guided by wisdom, sustained by grace, and oriented toward goods beyond our invention. 

Conclusion: The Permanent and the Timely 

This essay has examined the Inner Development Guide framework from conservative per-
spective, identifying both what can be affirmed and what must be resisted. The analysis reveals 
fundamental tensions between progressive and conservative visions of human development—
tensions reflecting different philosophical foundations, different assessments of human nature, 
different sources of authority, and ultimately different understandings of what it means to 
flourish as human beings. 

Yet the examination also reveals that beneath these differences lie shared concerns: How do we 
develop the capacities humans need to address serious challenges? How do we form character 
in an age that treats character skeptically? How do we cultivate wisdom when expertise 
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proliferates but wisdom seems scarce? How do we build communities and institutions that serve 
genuine human flourishing? 

These questions admit no easy answers. Both progressive frameworks and conservative wisdom 
have insights to offer and limitations to overcome. The path forward requires neither capitula-
tion nor conquest but genuine dialogue—dialogue where different traditions of thought engage 
respectfully, learn from each other where possible, maintain their distinctive convictions where 
necessary, and together seek truth about human development and flourishing. 

For conservatives, this means engaging thoughtfully with contemporary challenges and inno-
vations while remaining rooted in permanent truths about human nature and social order. It 
means neither retreating into defensive traditionalism nor abandoning tradition for fashionable 
novelties. It means offering wisdom from our traditions while learning from contemporary 
insights, maintaining our distinctive voice while seeking common ground where it exists. 

The IDG framework, for all its limitations from a conservative perspective, represents a serious 
attempt to address serious challenges. It deserves serious engagement rather than dismissive 
rejection. Such engagement, conducted in good faith and with intellectual rigor, serves truth 
and ultimately serves human flourishing—which is, after all, what both progressives and 
conservatives ultimately seek, however much we may differ about its nature and how to achieve 
it. 

As we face the challenges of our age—challenges that do indeed require development of human 
capacity for wisdom and right action—we need all the resources we can muster: ancient wisdom 
and contemporary insight, tradition and innovation, individual formation and institutional 
strength, human effort and divine grace. The work is too important for ideological purity or 
partisan victory. What matters is truth, human good, and the flourishing of persons and 
communities in ways that honor both our dignity and our limits. 

This is the permanent challenge that each generation must address anew, drawing on inherited 
wisdom while responding to contemporary circumstances. The IDG framework is one 
contemporary attempt to address it. Conservative wisdom, properly understood and faithfully 
applied, offers essential resources for the same enduring work. May both traditions serve truth 
and human flourishing, and may their dialogue prove fruitful for the urgent work ahead. 

 

 




