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The pollsters tell us that conservatives 
outnumber liberals two to one. Yet the 
liberals control our government . . . our 
schools . . . our churches. Why? 

Some blame the media. The unions. The 
radical professors. The fashionable mi¬ 
norities. Others point to the two major 
parties: if only the conservatives would all 
join one party and the liberals the other, 
then Americans would rally around the 
conservative banner. 

Traditionalist Craig Schiller thinks there 
is a deeper reason why the Right is making 
so little headway. Conservatives lack a co¬ 
herent philosophy. How can you win if 
you don’t know what you’re fighting for? 

American conservatives are split into 
half a dozen philosophical camps. One 
group aims at restoring the Constitution. 
Another mans the ramparts for free enter¬ 
prise. A third wants to defeat Commu¬ 
nism. Still another works for a revival of 
religion. The esthetes hope to save 
Western culture. And the libertarians—at 
war with all the others—yearn to breathe 
the air of freedom unpolluted. 

What binds these groups together? 
What tenets do they share with European 
conservatism? Mr. Schiller believes he 
has found the common denominator. This 
book is the first serious attempt by an 
American to outline a body of conservative 
belief common to all times and places— 
from ancient Athens to medieval France 
to 20th-century America. 

Craig Schiller has not written another 
“my conservatism is better than your con¬ 
servatism” tract. He seeks to unite. All 
legitimate conservatives, he says, reject 
moral relativism and “ideology” (the left¬ 
ist notion that human nature can be 
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An Apology 

"In unity there is strength." This wise maxim has too often gone 

unheeded by conservatives. The history of the Right is clouded over 

with frequent displays of self-defeating internecine warfare. One 

need only recall, in this vein, the consistent inability of European 

counterrevolutionaries of both the corporate nationalist and monar- 

chial restorationist schools of thought to come to terms with each 

other and offer a unified rightist alternative in their respective 

countries. American conservatives have similarly engaged in nu¬ 

merous and at times exceptionally vicious internal struggles, as 

individualists have feuded with Burkeans, "conservative moder¬ 

ates" with the "far right," and so on. Instead of getting down to 

their prime obligation in this crucial epoch of world history—which 

is, obviously, to defeat the forces of leftism—rightists seem content 
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to squander their intellectual and practical efforts on holier-than- 

thou criticism of their comrades-in-arms. 

Many conservative setbacks are directly traceable to this distinct 

tendency of rightists to promote their own private denominations of 

conservatism at the expense of the common good. Whether we are 

talking about the failure of the different elements of the French 

Right to pull together during the turbulent events in Paris on Feb¬ 

ruary 6, 1934, or the startling reluctance of leading American con¬ 

servatives to support the presidential-primary campaign of Gover¬ 

nor Ronald Reagan, the rightist performance in the public forum 

has been severely hampered by this conservative weakness of los¬ 

ing sight of one's primary objectives. 

It is therefore with a certain degree of trepidation that I offer the 

following volume to the public. In the pages to come many leading 

conservative politicians and thinkers, periodicals and organiza¬ 

tions, will be scrutinized and criticized. I sincerely hope, though, 

that these criticisms will not be misinterpreted. My intention is not 

to add yet another title to the list of "my conservatism uber alles" 

books. Heaven knows, we have seen enough of these in recent 

decades. On the contrary, one of the major themes of this work is 

that there exists a core level of unity among all the varying forms of 

legitimate rightism, despite their apparent differences. In order to 

explain the nature of this unity and to offer what I hope is helpful 

advice on the basis of it, I have sometimes found it necessary to 

chide certain rightists who, by virtue of their sincere and often even 

profound devotion to only one aspect of conservatism, have hurt the 

movement. The reader is urged to keep in mind that the conserva¬ 

tive shortcomings discussed here stem merely from doctrinal in¬ 

completeness or from an unrealistic approach to practical politics 

These are not serious errors in a moral sense, but as will be amply 

shown later they have proved extremely damaging on the practical 

level. King Solomon speaks in the Proverbs of an "open reproof" 

t at issues forth from "hidden love." It is in this spirit that the 

reader should interpret the volume he now holds. 
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-| The Great 
I Retreat 

Shortly after Richard Nixon's overwhelming victory 
over George McGovern in the 1972 presidential election, several 

mainstream1 thinkers of the American Right cast a long, hard 

glance in the mirror and attempted to size up the successes and 
failures of the postwar conservative movement. Commenting on the 

Republican landslide and the prospects of four more years of Nix- 

onism. National Review called attention to the fact that 

American conservatism has been largely smothered as a dis¬ 

tinctive doctrine and movement . . . Those who still think of 

themselves as conservative face the duty of reviewing and re¬ 

evaluating what they believe and what they do, and this is a 

job that belongs on the immediate agenda.2 

As R. Emmett Tyrrell, editor of the Alternative (lately renamed 

the American Spectator) and favorite of young American rightists, 

expressed it in a letter to National Review on December 8, 1972, 

American conservatism suffers from "a continual political drift."3 

That the once clearly spelled-out doctrines of American conserva¬ 

tism have become extremely blurred was acknowledged by William 

F. Buckley, Jr., the generally recognized symbolic leader of the 
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intellectual Right in America, as early as 1969 when he wrote of a 

"new conservatism"4 that had emerged to take the place of the "old 

conservatism" of the fifties, adopting "new forms"5 and "different 

. . . positions"6 from those of its predecessor. 

Unfortunately, conservative thinkers did not pause long enough 

to examine exactly how much the movement had, in fact, evolved 

since the days of its rebirth in the late forties and subsequent 

further articulation in the fifties and early sixties. It would prob¬ 

ably be a highly sobering experience for contemporary rightists to 

take down from their shelves that classic work of early conserva¬ 

tism, The Conscience of a Conservative by Senator Barry Goldwa- 

ter, or even the somewhat more serene (and probably therefore 

considerably less popular) work of Senator John Tower of Texas, A 

Program for Conservatives, and examine the positions advanced 

therein. (Perhaps the Arizonan and Texan themselves could simi¬ 

larly benefit by rereading their earlier works.) For the "bourgeois 

conservatism" of the seventies (the phrase is Donald Atwell 

Zoll's)7 has largely repudiated the major principles of the early 

rightist revival. I use the word principles, as opposed to policies or 

programs, because the abandonment of fifties conservatism by the 

leading rightist thinkers of the seventies appears to have basic 

philosophical significance. It is not merely that conservatives no 

longer call for unleashing the 500,000 Nationalist Chinese troops to 

attack the mainland; no longer call for invading Cuba, tearing 

down the Berlin wall, or liberating Albania (to cite a few random 

examples from the litany of conservative foreign-policy proposals 

twenty years ago). Rather, they seem no longer cognizant of the 

underlying philosophical commitment that originally led them to 

embrace these positions. This commitment was based upon the 

belief that, to quote Frank Meyer in 1958: 

We have to recognize what the Communists know and 

openly proclaim, that Communism and Western civilization 
cannot both survive.8 

On a deeper level fifties conservatives believed with Frederick 

Wilhelmsen that 

the West today has lost the courage to face up to the only 

political end which can really interest any decent man in the 

second half of the twentieth century: the business of beating 

Communism or getting beaten at the try.9 
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Sentiments such as these are not the stuff of which pragmatic 

compromise politics is made. Accordingly, conservative politicians 

felt with Senator Tower that the goal of American international 

strategy should be "the vanquishment of Communism,"10 or as 

National Review summed things up in its "Credenda," which ap¬ 

peared in the journal's maiden issue: 

The century's most blatant force of satanic utopianism is com¬ 

munism. We consider "coexistence" with communism neither 

desirable nor possible, nor honorable; we find ourselves irrev¬ 

ocably at war with communism and shall oppose any substi¬ 

tute for victory.11 

It is only reasonable to suspect upon reading statements such as 

the foregoing that when the leading intellectuals of the Right sur¬ 

rendered the practical proposals of fifties conservatism, they began 

hedging on the root assumptions of the movement as well. William 

F. Buckley, Jr. admitted as much when he wrote in 1969 that 

"somewhere along the line" since Khrushchev's visit to America in 

1959, 

the word had gone out, and its force on conservatives was not 

lost, that it is vulgar to raise one's voice against the 

Communists. 

Therefore, concluded the editor of National Review, "conserva¬ 

tives . . . look for new forms with which to express themselves." 

What precisely should these "new forms" of conservatism be? 

Buckley gave three examples: (l) defense of the democratic pro¬ 

cess, (2) defense of due process of law, and (3) defense of "upward 

[economic] mobility."12 In 1975 the man who probably contributed 

more than any other rightist to the resurgence of the movement was 

still explaining this "new conservatism" and contrasting it to that 

of National Review's earlier years. Interviewed by Lee Edwards of 

Conservative Digest, Buckley declared: 

More and more I find that the challenge that we face at 

National Review, and all conservatives face, is to lay down the 

distinction between their way of life and our own way of life. 

It's one thing to say, okay, the Ukraine is going to stay 

under Communist despotism for as long as I can see into the 

future. It's not going to be liberated in any way which we 

thought it might be 25 years ago. But it is another thing to say 
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as some people are saying, for instance, about China, that life 

there is preferable to life here.13 

It would seem at first glance (we shall shortly return to the 

matter in greater detail) that conservatism in the seventies finds 

itself stripped of both its former programs and its theoretical first 

principles. Rightists cannot have it both ways. Either the "only 

decent thing to do" is to vanquish Satanic utopianism or, alterna¬ 

tively, one opts for coexistence, which was once considered 

"neither desirable, nor possible." There is no philosophical com¬ 

mon ground upon which the crusading anti-Communism of the 

fifties can stand with Buckley's call for an elucidation of the bene¬ 

fits of Anglo-Saxon liberties, however worthwhile such an en¬ 

deavor most assuredly is. 

The retreat is clearly documented (although it is not the author's 

intention to do so) in George Nash's recent book The Conservative 

Intellectual Movement in America since 1945.14 This book traces 

the theoretical development of the American right wing from the 

late forties, when conservatism was an almost totally forgotten 

persuasion in America, up to the present day. In the process it 

demonstrates with vivid clarity how the conservative position on 

issues like foreign policy, internal security, free enterprise, and 

constitutional interpretation has radically changed over the past 

three decades. Nash, however, is determined to draw optimistic 

conclusions about the future of American conservatism from the 

data he has assembled; so, except for a few soul-searching pas¬ 

sages,15 his study pays little attention to the phenomenon of "re¬ 

spectable"16 conservatism's continually receding profile, which 

emerges unmistakably from his history of the movement. 

Let us now document in some detail the history of the conserva¬ 

tives' retreat from their firm stands of the fifties, which places them 

today in virtual agreement with the positions of fifties liberalism. 

Most of what is to follow has already been said by L. Brent Bozell, 

the editor of Triumph magazine (which recently ceased publica¬ 

tion). Bozell charged that American conservatives had, during the 

1964-68 period, "simply abandoned" the basic propositions of the 

movement. He spelled out this analysis in the March 1969 issue of 

Triumph in an open letter to American rightists entitled "Letter to 

Yourselves." Without attempting to define conservatism, choosing 

instead to describe it empirically as it "has 'come on' to the country 

as a political movement . . . after World War II," he outlined the 

basic positions of the movement as follows: 
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There is anti-statism, as represented by Taft. There is na¬ 

tionalism, as represented by MacArthur. There is anti-com¬ 

munism, as represented by (Joseph) McCarthy. The fourth is 

constitutionalism, which has never had a champion of the 

status of the others, but which may be recalled by thinking of 

Bricker, or more recently Thurmond.17 

Bozell went on to observe that “on every front" where conserva¬ 

tives have confronted the Left they have seen their basic assump¬ 

tions defeated: 

Consider . . . your campaign against big government, 

against Keynesian economics, against compulsory welfare; 

your defense of states' rights and the constitutional preroga¬ 

tives of Congress; your struggle for a vigorous anti-Soviet 

foreign policy; your once passionate stand for the country's 

flag and its honor. Is there a single field where the secular 
liberals have had to yield . . . ?18 

William F. Buckley, Jr., commenting (quite critically) on the 

“Letter to Yourselves," said in 1971: 

To which dirge Mr. Bozell might have added, had he been 

writing two years later. Consider your stand against Commu¬ 

nist China; your opposition to unbalanced budgets; your re¬ 

sentment of Supreme Court decisions that transfer the First 

Amendment into an anti-religious instrument of Bolshevik 

ruthlessness.19 

Bozell, with Buckley's help, has outlined the dimensions of the 

conservative retreat in broad detail. In order to demonstrate the 

essential truth of his thesis, it will be necessary to trace the con¬ 

servative stand on some sample issues from the fifties to the pres¬ 

ent. I have selected the areas of civil rights and foreign policy, key 

issues during the past two decades to Americans in general and 

rightists in particular. 

In its attitude to the Negro equal-rights movement. National 

Review magazine passed through three distinct stages of editorial 

policy. In its early years the magazine defended the Southern sys¬ 

tem, with its various forms of racial discrimination, on three 

grounds. First, because of “the median cultural superiority of white 

over Negro." In an August 24, 1957 editorial entitled “Why the 

South Must Prevail," National Review declared: 
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... a valid distinction exists between a culture pre-eminently 

white and one which would issue upon the political predomi¬ 

nance of Southern Negroes in their present stage of develop¬ 

ment . . ,20 

On September 7 of that year "A Clarification" appeared: 

National Review believes that the South's premises are cor¬ 

rect. If the majority wills what is socially atavistic, then to 

thwart the majority may be, though undemocratic, enlight¬ 

ened . . .21 

Second, the fifties conservatives were convinced that even if inte¬ 

gration was sociologically or ethically desirable (this was Goldwa- 

ter's position, and it seems to have been adopted by National Re¬ 

view in later years), still the federal government had no 

constitutional right to force the South to grant equal rights to Ne¬ 

groes, with the possible exception of the right to vote. Goldwater 

spelled out this position in his best-selling book The Conscience of 

a Conservative, when he wrote in relation to the famous Brown 

decision of the Supreme Court (which declared de jure segregated 

schools to be in violation of the Fourteenth Amendment): 

It may be wise or just or expedient for Negro children to 

attend the same schools as white children, but they do not 

have a civil right to do so which is protected by the federal 

government.22 

What were the Southern states to do in order to protect their 

sovereign rights? The 1964 GOP nominee, again in The Con¬ 

science, trumpeted the answer: massive noncompliance with the 

Court's decision, apparently through some form of the old doctrine 

of state "interposition" or "nullification" of federal laws. He 
wrote: 

I therefore support all efforts of the states, excluding vio¬ 

lence of course, to preserve their rightful powers over 

education.23 

In 1957, when the South, in the person of Arkansas governor 

Orval Faubus, attempted to defy the Eisenhower administration's 

enforcement of the 1954 desegregation rulings. National Review, 
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while noting that the ' situation in Little Rock [admits of] no just 

solution," emphatically supported the governor's action: 

Unless we are prepared to abandon the whole scheme of 

limited, mixed and divided sovereignty, we must defend Gov¬ 

ernor Faubus and his right and duty to preserve and defend 

the domestic peace of his state according to his oath of office.24 

The third part of the rightist critique of the civil rights movement 

stressed that integration in the South ran contrary to the estab¬ 

lished customs, traditions, and mores of the region. It was there¬ 

fore doomed to failure. On this basis conservatives concluded that 

even if integration was desirable on moral grounds, presumably 

even if enforcing it was a rightful prerogative of the federal govern¬ 

ment, it should still be rejected on pragmatic grounds as a utopian 

goal that the empirical evidence of the human condition showed 

to be unattainable. On September 9, 1956 National Review 

editorialized: 

In principle Liberalism rejects custom, revelation and tradi¬ 

tion, in order to base its doctrine and program exclusively on 

reason . . . 

Now, school segregation is nonrational. Though it is possi¬ 

ble to state arguments for segregation that are not anti-ra¬ 

tional, the motives upon which it primarily rests are ancestral 

custom, deep feeling and time-honored prejudice. Yet many 

men and whole communities share the custom, feeling and 

prejudice, and may even believe that these are guides to the 

conduct of life more reliable than reason itself. 

. . . The cult of reason divorced from tradition and faith ends 

in the brute appeal to force . . ,25 

The fifties rightist supported the South in its efforts to defend the 

discriminatory system—on various grounds and in a lively and 

uncompromising style. By the early sixties, though, the syndrome 

of conservative retreat had already set in. In 1963, when George 

Wallace, then governor of Alabama, sought to thwart the federally 

ordered integration of the University of Alabama, using the same 

rhetoric and ideological justifications as did Governor Faubus in 

1957, National Review was no longer enthusiastic. "The South," 

NR observed, "has clearly had it." As for Governor Wallace, there 

was no talk of his upholding his oath of office or "defending the 
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whole scheme ... of sovereignty" a la Faubus. On the contrary. 

National Review editorialized that the governor 

got off a pretty flat performance, and one which, moreover, 

evoked those awful spectacles of white children jeering at Ne¬ 

gro children, riding the waves of undirected spite . . ,26 

Gone was the talk of customs and "time-honored prejudices." 

Gone were the fiery talk of the Tenth Amendment and the call for 

"interposition." In 1964 Goldwater also capitulated—publicly. 

Writing in his book Where I Stand, he amazingly maintained: 

In the schools the Attorney-General probably has the neces¬ 

sary authority through court decrees to effect integration ... if 

more authority must be granted in this area, any additional 

legislation should be tightly drawn . . ,27 

By mid-1964, with their opposition to Negro suffrage and school 

desegregation long behind them, mainstream American conserva¬ 

tives retreated to their next line of defense: disapproval of the pub¬ 

lic accommodations and equal employment sections of the 1964 

civil rights bill. By this time, though, traditional and empirical 

arguments against integration had ceased to be a part of the right¬ 

ist apologetic. Everybody who was anybody on the American 

Right had long since gone on record as favoring equal rights in 

principle. (The only holdouts were a few Dixiecrats.) The last ves¬ 

tige of their once formidable structure of doctrine on civil rights 

that conservatives still spoke about was constitutionality. Indeed, 

on June 18, 1964, the day before he voted against the civil rights 

bill, Goldwater explained his position in an address to the Senate: 

I find no constitutional basis for the exercise of federal regu¬ 

latory authority in either of these areas [public accommoda¬ 

tions and employment]; and I believe the attempted usurpa¬ 

tion of such power to be a grave threat to the very essence of 

our basic system of government. . ,28 

When Goldwater received the nomination, his platform pledged 

him to enforcement of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. In his public 

pronouncements during the campaign the senator supported this 

plank of his platform. Apparently Goldwater had abandoned his 

old position of advocating that states disobey "unconstitutional" 
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measures. Of course, political expediency may have dictated Gold- 

water's change of heart. But that was certainly no reason for Na¬ 

tional Review to relinquish its support for the Southern policy of 

massive noncompliance. James Jackson Kilpatrick (who during the 

heyday of the fifties called for using "every device of interposition" 

in opposition to "federal usurpations") wrote in a special section of 

National Review that appeared at the time of the 1964 Republican 

convention of San Francisco: "As President, Mr. Goldwater will be 

expected to enforce the 1964 law. The South must understand 

this." 

All this was quite a comedown from the views Goldwater had 

put forth in The Conscience, where he called for, first, state defi¬ 

ance of the 1954 Supreme Court decision (which was "not the law 

of the land") and, second, 

a Constitutional amendment that would reaffirm the States' 

exclusive jurisdiction in the field of education.29 

By 1964 Goldwater had reversed his logic. "If it is the wish of the 

American people" to extend the federal government's jurisdiction 

to include public accommodations and employment, he said, then 

"a constitutional amendment" was the way to do it.30 

In any event, by the late sixties all the rightist fury that had been 

raised against Brown, against the Voting Rights Act, and against 

the civil rights bills of the mid-sixties was completely forgotten. No 

conservative spoke of "Negro inferiority," no conservative opposed 

universal suffrage for colored people, no conservative called for 

state nullification of Brown, much less of the Civil Rights Act of 

1964. "Sociology," the Tenth Amendment, and "customs and feel¬ 

ings" were forgotten. 

In May 1970, during an interview with Playboy, William F. 

Buckley, Jr. tried to revive the language of fifties conservatism's 

opposition to Brown. In examining his statement, though, it be¬ 

comes apparent that the popular conservative polemicist was 

merely using the rhetoric of the "old conservatism" to defend a 

"new conservative" position, namely, the seventies rightist opposi¬ 

tion to forced school integration through busing, quotas, and the 

like. He said: 

I continue to think it [Brown] was lousy law historically and 

analytically . . . There are unfortunately increased grounds for 
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believing that it was also bad sociology. Coerced massive inte¬ 

gration is simply not working . . . checkerboarding the class¬ 

room [does not produce better education] . . .31 

Of course, the Brown decision did not advocate "coerced massive 

integration" or "checkerboarding the classroom." It merely de¬ 

clared de jure segregation in the schools to be unconstitutional. 

Later court decisions broadened this doctrine to include forced bus- 

ing as a remedy. The words of fifties conservatism were not really 

germane to the issue Buckley was discussing. 

In recent years American conservatives have retreated further 

and further on the Negro question, defending other vantage points 

deeper in their own territory. They have attacked the violence and 

extremism of radical elements in the black community. They have 

denounced such leftist concepts as the collective guilt of Western 

civilization for its "persecution" of the Third World. They have 

opposed busing, quotas ("reverse discrimination"), and other 

manifestations of the egalitarianism of the seventies. Despite all 

their efforts in these directions, though, it was obvious that con¬ 

servatives had moved away from the principles concerning civil 

rights that they had espoused in the fifties. With the exception of 

the "remnant" segment of the movement (see page 30), the position 

of seventies conservatives on questions of equal rights for blacks 

was, in the final analysis, indistinguishable from the antisegrega¬ 

tion (de jure) stance of the liberalism of the fifties. In the seventies 

the editorial pages of National Review frequently made reference to 

articles written by fifties liberals in periodicals like Commentary 

and the Public Interest, for they, too, while opposing legally sanc¬ 

tioned discrimination, condemned the other extreme of quotas, af¬ 

firmative action, busing, and so on. In the broad overview, one 

could say that as mainstream liberalism registered victory after 

victory over the Right in the fifties and sixties—on every issue from 

school desegregation to literacy tests—the Left moved on to advo¬ 

cate the various programs described today as "reverse discrimina¬ 

tion." During this same period a small cadre of fifties liberals 

remained seemingly satisfied with the establishment of "equality of 

opportunity" as opposed to "equality of result." This group, typi¬ 

fied by the Commentary and Public Interest writers, remained 

loyal to the programs of Adlai Stevenson and John Kennedy. Ac¬ 

cordingly, when National Review and mainstream conservatives 

began their long retreat leftward, they met, ideologically, along the 
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way this small group of (mostly Jewish) liberals still manning the 

guns of the old liberalism. The rightists liked the company of this 

group, so, to continue the metaphor, they set up camp with them, 

apparently unaware that they had once viewed their new habitat as 
a very bad place to be. 

The area of foreign policy is another example of how the conserv¬ 

ative game plan of the fifties has been shelved. I have already 

quoted the National Review "Credenda" on foreign policy, which 

centered on the principle of defeating Communism. Goldwater in 
The Conscience laid it out a bit more explicitly: 

The key guidepost [of U.S. foreign policy should be] the 

Objective, and we must never lose sight of it. It is not to wage 

a struggle against Communism, but to win it. . ,32 

* * * 

... we [must] summon the will and the means for taking 

the initiative, and wage a war of attrition against [the Com¬ 

munists]—and hope thereby, to bring about the internal disin¬ 

tegration of the Communist empire.33 

Although such a course, Goldwater conceded, "runs the risk of 

war," it was to be favored because it "holds forth the promise of 
victory." How was this goal of victory over Communism to be 

achieved? In a chapter of his book entitled "The Soviet Menace" he 

offered several specific proposals. He called for making NATO and 

SEATO into offensive alliances as opposed to their current posture, 

which he described as "completely defensive in nature and out¬ 

look."34 "Foreign aid," he wrote, should be limited to "military 

and technical assistance to those nations . . . that are committed to 

a common goal of defeating world Communism."35 He called for 

an end to all cultural-exchange programs; they were simply "a 

Communist confidence game."36 The captive nations should be 

"encouragfed] to overthrow their captors."37 Should a revolt occur 

inside Red China, "we should encourage South Koreans and the 

South Vietnamese to join Free Chinese forces in a combined effort 

to liberate the enslaved peoples of Asia."38 As a matter of moral 

principle, the Arizonan wrote, "we should withdraw diplomatic 

recognition from all Communist governments, including that of the 

Soviet Union, thereby serving notice on the world that we regard 
such governments as neither legitimate nor permanent."39 

Such was the tone of early conservatism in its foreign-policy 
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statements. Translated into day-to-day commentary in the pages 

of National Review, it resulted in such firm pbsitions as that ex¬ 

pressed in the famous Hungary Pledge adopted by the American 

Friends of the Captive Nations, which received the magazine's 

warm endorsement. It stated: 

The Soviet regime having by the Hungarian massacre dem¬ 

onstrated once again its isolation from the moral community, I 

pledge that until all Soviet troops and police are withdrawn 

from Hungary, I will enter into no economic, social, political 

or cultural relations with that regime ... or with any persons 

or institutions freely condoning the Hungarian massacre. . . . 

In fact. National Review found the pledge not quite strong 

enough. The editors felt constrained to add that it did not "pre¬ 

commit them in any way to a softened view of Soviet Communism 

even should the troops be withdrawn from Hungary."40 

In the same issue in which the pledge appeared (December 8, 

1956), there was another editorial that lashed out at the Eisenhower 

administration for joining in the U.N. General Assembly resolution 

of November 24, 1956 condemning Britain, France, and Israel for 

failing to withdraw forthwith from conquered Egyptian territory in 

the aftermath of the Suez war. In a mood that epitomized the 

approach of fifties conservatism they declared: 

... the historical meaning of the United States vote on the 

"Afro-Asian resolution" emerges: Cher the humiliated forms 

of our two oldest and closest allies, we clasp the hands of the 

murderers of the Christian heroes of Hungary* as we run in 

shameless and vain pursuit of the "good will" of Asia and 

Africa's teeming pagan multitudes . . . 

. . . Can we suppose that the alien cultures of Asia will 

prove allies more dependable than the Christian nations of 

Europe? . . ,41 

What should have been the American reaction to the plight of the 

Christian heroes of Hungary"? Fifties conservatives believed, as 

Goldwater put it in The Conscience, that in a situation such as 

occurred in Budapest in 1956 

*Italics are NR's 
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. . . we ought to present the Kremlin with an ultimatum for¬ 

bidding Soviet intervention, and be prepared, if the ultimatum 

is rejected, to move a highly mobile task force equipped with 

appropriate nuclear weapons to the scene of the revolt. . . . An 

actual clash . . . would be unlikely; the mere threat of Ameri¬ 

can intervention, coupled with the Kremlin's knowledge that 

the fighting would occur amid a hostile population and could 

easily spread . . . would probably result in Soviet acceptance 

of the ultimatum.42 

Having failed to respond this way, the editors of National 

Review thought, the only decent thing for America to do 

would be to break off diplomatic relations with the aggressor 

government and its puppet and to move at once for their expul¬ 

sion from the U.N. . . ,43 

In general. National Review believed, in the words of a 1957 

editorial, that one of the prime goals of United States foreign policy 

in relation to Russia should be "To Keep the Pot Boiling." NR 

exclaimed: 

How irrational and absurd, then, the frantic Western eager¬ 

ness to "relax tensions"! Should we not, rather, tighten every 

tension that can exacerbate the Kremlin's inner conflicts? How 

absurd, by a T.V. screen or a disarmament offer or a "summit 

conference," to build up the prestige of a Communist chief. 

... If we were rational, would we not rather give our careful 

concern today to moves that would deflate and denigrate 

Khrushchev and Zhukov, hold them up to embarrassment, 

ridicule and scorn? . . ,44 

Today, the clear, moralistically phrased policies of fifties con¬ 

servatism have gone the way of the dodo. In their place American 

rightists have turned to a bland, neo-Mettemichean policy of "two- 

way-street detente" and "containment"—which in reality is the 

same policy that was advanced by the fifties liberals whom the "old 

conservatives" found incapable of defending Western civilization 

some twenty years ago. 

The retreat had already begun in the early sixties. William F. 

Buckley, Jr. in a National Review article in 1964 sought to explain 

away the hard-line views of then presidential-primary candidate 

Goldwater. He wrote that when Goldwater spoke of "victory" over 
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the Soviet Union he only meant it in the sense of frustrating the 

Soviets7 declared ambition 7/to bury us.77 As for liberation of the 

captive nations, Buckley explained that all Goldwater wanted was 

their "ultimate liberation. ... It is not likely that we can effect their 

liberation in the immediate future.77 

Buckley's moderating words stand in stark contrast to Goldwa- 

ter's stated "Objective77 of United States foreign policy, namely, 

"the disintegration of the Soviet empire." As for the satellite coun¬ 

tries, Goldwater, when writing in National Review in March of 

1961, did not seem quite as patient as did Buckley three years later. 

He said: 

[Our policy on Eastern Europe must] begin by having seri¬ 

ous designs on it . . . American policy must be geared to the 

offensive. Our appetite for Communist territory must be just 

as keen as theirs for non-Communist territory. Our efforts to 

extend freedom behind the Iron Curtain must be no less vigor¬ 

ous than their never-ending campaign to spread the influence 

of Communism in the free world. 

We should encourage the captive peoples to revolt against 

their Communist rulers. . . . 

We must ourselves be prepared to undertake military opera¬ 

tions against vulnerable Communist regimes. . . ,45 

The metamorphosis of James Burnham's foreign-policy views 

serves to illustrate the general erosion of the once firmly held prin¬ 

ciples of fifties conservatives. Burnham, whom Nash describes as 

having provided the "theoretical formulation" of the "militant, 

global anti-Communism" of the early Right, seems to have evolved 

from an "evangelistic"46 rhetoric of liberation to a policy of con¬ 

tainment and coexistence. Thus, in 1947, he wrote that our foreign 

relations with the Communists will never be settled until "the pres¬ 

ent Soviet regime is overthrown, and world Communism as a 

whole rendered impotent."47 Likewise in 1953, Burnham still be¬ 

lieved that "liberation is the only defense against a Soviet world 

victory."48 By 1957, though, the former advocate of establishing 

counterrevolutionary military units to liberate Eastern Europe had 

decided to throw in the towel, signifying the end of round one of his 

ideological retreat. Bemoaning the "rhetorical intransigence" of 

"hard anti-Communists" for whom "it is more congenial to sit 

undisturbed" in their "vague" denunciations of "the 1949-56 stabi¬ 

lization," he called for a "withdrawal of all occupation [foreign] 
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troops from all of Central and Eastern Europe" and "military neu¬ 

tralization of the entire area."49 By 1964 Burnham had gone a bit 

further. No longer was the overthrow of the Soviet government, or 

even the neutralization of Europe, to be the goal of our foreign 

policy, only the "reduction of the power of the Communist enter¬ 

prise." How much reduction? Only as much as necessary to make 

it impossible for the Soviets to "threaten the security of America." 

Finally, by 1972 Burnham had, according to Nash, opted for a 

moderate "balance of power strategy." Gone from his columns in 

National Review was all talk of liberation, victory, heightening of 

tensions, or overthrow of the Soviet regime. Instead, the author of 

The Coming Defeat of Communism (1950) was urging that we 

attempt to "open up" Soviet society somewhat by asking for inter¬ 

nal political changes in the Russian system in return for increased 

U.S. trade. The result of this would be "the most promising of 

auguries for both peace and decency."50 Burnham had come a long 

way from 1947, when he called "the defeat and annihilation" of the 

United States "probable"51 unless we pursued a policy of victory. 

As if to seal the abdication of the victory theme, the 1976 presi¬ 

dential hopeful of the American Right, Governor Ronald Reagan of 

California, limited his proposals on foreign affairs basically to fif¬ 

ties liberal containment coupled with some hard-sounding noises. 

In his 1968 book The Creative Society Reagan wrote that the goal 

of American policy in Vietnam must be "victory." The "victory" of 

which Reagan spoke was, however, vastly different from the 

"liberation" or "disintegration of Communism" envisioned in the 

fifties. One relevant passage in a chapter with the tough-sounding 

title "What Price Peace?" goes as follows: 

The war in Vietnam must be fought through to victory, 

meaning first, an end to North Vietnamese aggression, and 

second, an honorable and safe peace for our South Vietnam 

friends.52 

The goal of Reagan's foreign policy was not Goldwater's old 

"Objective" of winning the war against Communism. The former 

California governor summed it up as follows: 

Our policy should be . . . that we are going to supply and 

encourage people in other nations who are not communists, 

and that we'll use our technological might to keep those na- 
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tions free. The ultimate of all this defense will be that: the 

Soviet Union and other communist nations will realize that 

they cannot destroy freedom in the world. . . ,53 

Truman, Stevenson, Acheson, Rusk, and McNamara could eas¬ 

ily have lived with such a policy. At this point it is largely unneces¬ 

sary, I believe, to document the gradual conservative acquiescence 

on other issues, once considered essential, like welfare statism, 

internal security, taxation, and a host of other concerns. Only the 

remnant of "extreme" rightists has clung to the classic positions of 

fifties conservatism. 

Let us now consider the various detrimental effects that this 

retreat has had on the political fortunes of the American Right. In 

order for conservatism—or any other political doctrine—to remain 

viable, it must stand for certain specific things, or at the very least 

create various impressions to which the public can relate. Now, 

Anglo-Saxon politics tends to be conducted in somewhat vaguer 

terms than the politics of continental Europe, especially of the Latin 

countries. Despite its subdued character, though, there is still a 

historically demonstrable need, even in the English political tradi¬ 

tion, for a comprehensibly articulated public philosophy. Having 

abandoned its basic positions, American conservatism no longer 

represents a clear body of doctrine. As the European conservative 

Erik von Kuehnelt-Leddihn has observed, what the American Right 

needs at the moment is a "blueprint" that is "concrete, magnetic, 

[and] dynamic."54 These sentiments have been echoed by the 

American political analyst Kevin Phillips, who has called for con¬ 

servatives to devise "positive approaches to housing, education, 

unemployment, productivity, and the rest of our national 
challenges."55 

It can safely be said that until such time as fifties conservatism 

can be revived (a highly unlikely prospect), or an equally forceful 

and energetic program offered in its place, the right wing in Amer¬ 

ica will be unable to present itself as a distinct and attractive move¬ 

ment to the American people. A simple defense of the basic institu¬ 

tions of Anglo-Saxon liberty, to which Buckley summoned the 

new conservatives" in 1969, will not be enough to demonstrate the 

necessity of a separate conservative cause. As a matter of fact, it 

was precisely for this "sin" of failing to spell out a clear-cut con¬ 

servatism that would contrast starkly with the doctrines of liberal¬ 

ism that the mainstream conservatives in the fifties had anathema- 
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tized the rightism of such men as Peter Viereck and Clinton 

Rossiter. Any sort of conservative revival in America must be 

preceded by a reformulation of conservatism as a political entity 

with an important message for the seventies and beyond. 

The virtual evaporation of clear working notions of conservatism 

has had a second damaging effect: it has broken down the old 

allegiances of hard-core conservatives and shattered their united 

front. In recent years we have witnessed the once undisputed politi¬ 

cal leaders of the American Right seemingly selling their souls to 

the forces of what they once bitingly described as "me-too Republi¬ 

canism." In 1968, 1972, and especially 1976 the foremost political 

spokesmen of the movement, men like Senator Carl Curtis of Ne¬ 

braska, Senator Strom Thurmond of South Carolina, and the pre¬ 

viously mentioned Senators Goldwater and Tower, supported the 

vapid, pragmatic, middle-of-the-road emptiness of Presidents 

Nixon and Ford. In an apparent repudiation of everything they had 

fought so hard for in the Republican Party for so many years, the 

conservative elite of the GOP backed Nixon over Governor Reagan 

in 1968, thereby sabotaging any hopes the former actor had for the 

nomination that year. Again in 1972, when Congressman John 

Ashbrook of Ohio launched a courageous, and probably career- 

destructive, symbolic challenge to President Nixon, the top-name 

conservatives ignored the opportunity to popularize conservative 

opposition to Nixon's obviously leftward course—wage-price con¬ 

trols, appeasement of Red China, SALT accords, and many other 

things. Ashbrook was left to struggle virtually alone as the Gold- 

waters and Towers remained loyal to Nixon. Goldwater and Tower 

finally relinquished the mantle of conservative leadership in 1976 

when both men, at times stooping to the same rhetorical low blows 

that their opponents had used against them in the early sixties, 

assailed Governor Reagan's bid to deprive Ford of the Republican 

nomination. It is quite conceivable, indeed, that given the slim 

margin by which Ford eventually triumphed at the Kansas City 

convention, the opposition of Goldwater, Tower, and Curtis ac¬ 

tually caused the Californian's defeat.56 The shock and surprise of 

conservatives at the desertion of the leadership ("Et tu, Barry?" 

was the Human Events headline) were magnified when, amaz¬ 

ingly, the former Mr. Conservative began attacking Reagan for 

advocating positions that Goldwater himself had warmly espoused 

in the early sixties! 

A few leading conservative intellectuals loudly bemoaned Gold- 
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water as a Benedict Arnold. William Rusher, the publisher of Na¬ 

tional Review> suggested that "Goldwater's grip on conservative 

principles just isn't (and perhaps never was)* the absolutely de¬ 

pendable thing we believed it to be."57 In my opinion, however, 

Goldwater's weird statements during the 1976 campaign—about 

Reagan's "dangerous frame of mind," Rockefeller's potential to be 

"a damn good president," and Ford's conservatism ("indistin¬ 

guishable from Reagan's")—were the direct result of the failure of 

rightist intellectuals to stand firm and man the dikes against the 

tide of events in the sixties. By abandoning in their books and 

periodicals nearly everything that Goldwaterism had once repre¬ 

sented, the conservative thinkers enabled the 1964 GOP nominee 

tacitly to surrender his position of leadership in the movement. As 

any perceptive person could have easily seen even in the early 

sixties, Goldwater was never an especially profound thinker. To 

answer Rusher's query, the Arizonan's grip on his principles was 

probably no worse than that of the average politician in a universal- 

suffrage democracy. He was merely the spokesman and, above all, 

the symbolic representation of fifties conservatism. As the theoreti¬ 

cians of that conservatism began to forsake its tenets, Goldwater 

no longer found any reason to continue to champion a cause that 

clearly (to paraphrase Karl Hess) would never triumph. 

To illustrate the erosion of conservative Republican opposition to 

the middle-of-the-road-ism of so-called moderates in their party, 

we need only look back to April 8, 1957, when the freshman sena¬ 

tor from Arizona, Barry Goldwater, rose in a near-empty Senate 

chamber to deliver a lengthy attack on the liberal economic policies 

of the Eisenhower administration. Lashing out at the "fiscal irre¬ 

sponsibility [of] this Republican administration," calling it "a be¬ 

trayal of the people's trust," the man who was soon to be cast as 

Mr. Conservative denounced 

the faulty premises of "Modem Republicanism," [which is a] 

splinterized concept of Republican philosophy ... [a] strange 

and mysterious force seems to have descended upon 

Republicans.58 

In reality, Goldwater's censure of Eisenhower Republicanism 

merely gave political voice to the intellectual elite of the Right, 

^Italics are Rusher's. 
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which at that time had not yet progressed to an acceptance of 

"mainstream Republicans." When Eisenhower left office in 1961, 

National Review, for one, bid him good riddance. Describing the 

general as "the goodhearted man providence inflicted on the 

West," the editors of NR summarized his foreign and domestic 

policies in a manner and style typical of early sixties conservatism: 

The Communists had the measure of Dwight Eisenhower. 

... It was Dwight Eisenhower who concluded in Korea . . . 

a strategically indefensible treaty . . . who stood by while 

Red China consolidated its hold on the wretched masses of 

Asia . . . who instituted those pernicious circumlocutions that 

go by the name of "cultural" and “economic" exchange . . . 

who invited Khrushchev to come over here and to test, at first 

hand, the moral idiocy of the West . . . 

. . . When the time came to defend ourselves against those 

who would push us further toward Socialism, all we had to 

offer was the mechanical reincarnation of Mr. Eisenhower's 

Progressive Moderation, Richard Nixon. Oh Lord! 

. . . We pray [Eisenhower] will never realize what a total, 

desperate failure he was, compared with what he might have 

been.59 

Today, of course, neither National Review nor any other self- 

respecting rightist publication would ever print an equivalent con¬ 

demnation of the Nixon or Ford administrations, for the simple 

reason that respectable conservatism no longer possesses the vital¬ 

ity and firmness that a strong grasp of basic principles, together 

with starkly advanced programs, automatically results in. Accord¬ 

ingly, when National Review in 1961 lashed out at the half-hearted 

Eisenhower-Nixon resistance to the "forces that gnaw at the 

strength of our country . . . the bureaucratic parasites, the labor 

union monopolists, the centralizers," deriding it for being "so theo¬ 

retically anemic as to leave us disarmed," conservative politicians 

such as Goldwater followed suit in the political forum. Today, 

despite the obvious fact that the Nixon-Ford opposition to bureauc¬ 

racy, Big Labor, Communism, and the like is just as "theoretically 

anemic" as was Eisenhower's, National Review no longer editorial¬ 

izes about it. Apparently, the Eisenhower anemia was contagious. 

As Donald Atwell Zoll wrote in 1974: 

. . . the mood of conservatism has perceptibly changed ... it 

has lost much of its compelling grandeur, its elemental sense 
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of passion. ... It has, in contrast, become increasingly pros¬ 

perous (in a comparative sense), respectable . . . cautious and, 

if you will forgive, fat—the antithesis of that almost classical 

leanness characteristic of conservative thought and writing in 

those recent eras when conservatism felt itself on the verge of 

being swept away and with it the civilization it had sought to 

maintain.60 

"Contemporary conservatism," continues Zoll, "lacks the crys¬ 

talline hardness" that would enable it to hammer out a philosophy 

and resultant programs and positions as it once did. L. Brent Bozell 

saw this tendency toward doctrinal retreat among conservatives as 

early as 1969. In his open letter addressed to the conservative 

movement (see page 14) he suggested the underlying reason behind 

the decision of leading conservatives to support Nixon over Reagan 

in 1968: 

Reagan . . . was the obvious heir ... of Goldwater and the 

conservative program. . . . You neglected him because Nixon 

was early in the field, had initiative, momentum; to push 

Reagan in the circumstances would have required the kind of 

energy that carried the day in San Francisco. But you no 

longer had much energy, which is a function of will, which in 

turn is a function of conviction. . . .61 

Seen in this light, was not Goldwater's startling animosity to 

Reagan more the result of the views of conservative intellectuals 

than a denial of them? The titular head of the conservative move¬ 

ment was never more than the sum of the parts of rightism as 

articulated by its thinkers. As the thinkers themselves led the 

movement into a posture of drift and vagueness, the Arizona sena¬ 

tor could quite logically conclude that Nixon and Ford were true 

representatives of the "new conservatism." 

So, too, the confusion of rightist principles has led to a break¬ 

down of unity among American conservatives, with various feud¬ 

ing factions making their appearance. For convenience sake, let us 

call them the "true believers," "the soft-liners," and "the rem¬ 

nant." The "true believers" belong to such groups as Young Amer¬ 

icans for Freedom and the American Conservative Union.62 These 

groups seem totally unaware of the rightist abandonment of fifties 

conservatism. Disregarding the obvious fact that their conserva¬ 

tism (which in reality advocates nothing more than "containment" 
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abroad and modified welfarism at home) is to all intents and pur¬ 

poses the equivalent of the liberalism of the late forties and fifties, 

they serenely view themselves as the only true keepers of the tab¬ 

lets and are surprised and hurt when their reformed conservatism is 

not universally accepted by conservative politicians, or by pure 

libertarians (who took the laissez-faire of fifties conservatism liter¬ 

ally), or by pure metaphysical conservatives (who took the anti- 

Communism of fifties conservatism literally), or by pure constitu¬ 

tionalists (who took the strict-construction doctrines of fifties con¬ 

servatism literally). These "true believers" have come a long way, 

to judge from what George Nash says in his intellectual history of 
the movement: 

In the 1960s [the conservative] revolt against the state be¬ 

gan to seem less . . . doctrinaire.63 

* * * 

... a subtle change [occurred] in the conservative foreign 

policy of the early 1970s . . . conservative foreign policy more 

and more came to resemble the old liberal policy of 

containment.64 

If, as Nash points out, fifties liberalism and seventies conserva¬ 

tism are identical in many respects,65 may we not conclude that the 

"true believers" equate the true expression of the political Right 

with whatever that expression happens to be at any given historical 

moment? "True believer" conservatism extends its nihil obstat at 

different times to thinkers ranging from such fifties favorites as 

Willi Schlamm, Medford Evans, E. Merrill Root, and Revilo P. 

Oliver to such seventies luminaries as Walt W. Rostow, Dean 

Acheson, Nathan Glazer, and Norman Podhoretz. In sum, then, 

the "true believer" is not dedicated to conservatism as a matter of 

principle but essentially as an expression of nondoctrinal party 

loyalty. Whatever programs happen to be identified publicly as 

conservative he will seize upon and call his own. With the exclu¬ 

sionary zeal of party loyalists, the "true believers," despite their 

increasingly vague program, have sought to shut out of their ranks 

any and all dissidents who fail to toe their line. And they have 

largely succeeded. 

The "soft-liners" are rightists who have come to feel that fifties 

conservatism was a purist, utopian movement that inevitably mel¬ 

lowed as it began to experience the realities of political and intellec- 
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tual life. Unlike the "true believers," the "soft-liners" readily ad¬ 

mit the existence of this evolutionary process and welcome it. They 

continue to regard themselves as conservatives. Indeed, they see 

their moderate conservatism as the true maturation of the Ameri¬ 

can Right. A fitting representative of this school of thought would 

perhaps be Ralph de Toledano, who advocated conservative sup¬ 

port for the Richard Nixon type of Republican long before it be¬ 

came fashionable to do so among the National Review group. This 

"soft-line" conservatism fits in easily with Goldwater and Tower's 

current position, which favors "moderate" Republicans as opposed 

to conservatives. 

The "remnant" is generally not talked about by mainstream 

conservatives.66 National Review read the "remnant" out of the 

movement in 196567 and George Nash sweeps it out of The Con¬ 

servative Intellectual Movement in America with two short sen¬ 

tences in his introduction.68 The "remnant" includes the John Birch 

Society, the Conservative Society of America, the Christian Cru¬ 

sade, and (on a far more reasoned, but no less doctrinally pure 

level) the ever-struggling Americans for Constitutional Action. For 

all its excesses (and these, of course, seem much greater today than 

they did in the fifties because of the leftward movement of main¬ 

stream conservatism since then), which generally center on some 

sort of conspiratorial view of recent history,69 the "remnant" re¬ 

mains just that: a remnant of conservatives who still advocate vic¬ 

tory over Communism70 and support both laissez-faire and doctri¬ 

naire constitutionalism. 

The inability of conservatives to agree, in Eliseo Vivas' words, on 

"some working notion as to which of our values are basic and 

which are not' has resulted in all sorts of internecine warfare be¬ 

tween competing conservative groups. On the one hand, the 

"remnant" (ever given to absurdities) regards the centrists as at 

best dupes of "The Conspiracy" and at worst its conscious agents. 

On the other hand, the "true believers" have written the "soft- 

liners" out of the movement ("Goldwater and Tower, Exit Stage 

Left" headlined YAF's New Guard on its June 1976 cover) and 

consigned the "remnant" to, in Russell Kirk's words, "the lunatic 

fringe." Finally, the "soft-liners," with little conservatism left to 

speak of, have joined the ranks of the mindless pragmatism of the 

Eisenhower-Nixon-Ford triumvirate and look upon other conserva¬ 

tives as "extremists": e.g., Goldwater speaking of Reagan. 

The third damaging effect that the increasing haziness of Ameri- 
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can conservatism has had in recent years has been in relation to the 

"new" or, alternatively, emerging Republican majority of tradi¬ 

tionally minded Americans. Basically, the thesis of New Majority 

advocates like Kevin Phillips and William Rusher is that (l) the 

Sun Belt of America, that is, the South and the West and to a lesser 

degree the Plains states, has become a bastion of conservative 

strength, and (2) the middle to lower-middle and even lower class 

white, big-city ethnics, as well as their somewhat more affluent 

suburban counterparts, are ready to embrace traditionalist con¬ 

servatism. The theory optimistically continues to say that by some 

amalgamation of patriotism, conservative morality, strong foreign 

policy, religiosity, and (here is the hitch!) economic activism, 

presto, there appears an overwhelming electoral majority guaran¬ 

teed to sweep the nation. The thesis is alluring and resembles in 

many respects both the European rightist strategy (in both its mon¬ 

archal and nationalist incarnations) and the traditionalist-populist 

battle plan that we in America associate with the William Jennings 

Bryan campaign of 1896 and the Union Party effort of William 

Lemke in 1936. In a crude way the American Party in its George 

Wallace days71 also attempted to forge such a coalition. 

Now, if the Right had some clearly articulated first principles, 

and programs derived from such principles, it would be a great deal 

easier to evaluate the proposed new coalition. Conservatives could 

subject the political policies that the alignment calls for to a search¬ 

ing critique and determine whether they can be reconciled with 

"essential" conservatism. 

Instead, conservatism drifts along on its fragmented course. The 

"remnant" continues to advance the case of fifties conservatism 

and, thanks to its own further fragmentation, offered two micro¬ 

scopic minor parties to the American voter in 1976, the American 

Party and the American Independent Party. The "remnant" re¬ 

mains true to its doctrinally pure self and prepares itself (in the true 

spirit of fifties conservatism) to go down with the sinking wreck of 

Western civilization. For the likes of Tom Anderson and Lester 

Maddox,72 the New Majority philosophy is a heretical conserva¬ 

tism to which they pay no attention. 

The "true believers," despite their quiet recognition of the fact 

that their rhetoric of "severely limited government . . . appears to 

be electorally vulnerable,"73 as National Review recently acknowl¬ 

edged editorially, and that "people today . . . expect an activist 

economic policy," as Jeffrey Hart has written, still seem deter- 
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mined to run the movement like a closed church. They not only 

exclude from their ranks their natural allies, the “soft-liners” and 

the “remnant,” but by conveying the image of McKinley-Hoover 

Republicanism—looking, in Hart's words, “as if they just stepped 

out of a corporate board room”—and by exuding “a rote hostility to 

organized labor,”74 they have cut themselves off from the second 

part of the New Majority, the white ethnics. This became espe¬ 

cially evident in 1976 when the Reagan campaign all but ignored 

the urban industrial states populated by blue-collar conservatives, 

such as New York, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and Ohio. In so 

doing the Reagan people turned their backs on the advice of the 

chief theoretician of the New Majority, William Rusher, who holds 

that the new coalition must appeal to a broader base by “moder- 

at[ing] the near-Puritan severity of traditional conservative eco¬ 

nomics” in the spirit of the early papal social encyclicals75 (Rerum 

Novarum, Quadragesimo Anno, etc.) and by affirming clearly that 

it is the government's responsibility “that no one in the country 

ever need go without adequate food, clothing, shelter, or medical 

care.”76 Perhaps, as National Review suggested, Reagan's choice 

of Senator Schweiker for vice-president was a tacit admission of 

these realities. It did not appear so, however, for just a few mo¬ 

ments after Reagan had lost the nomination, John Sears, his cam¬ 

paign manager, declared in a national television interview that the 

Reagan effort had not been “ideological,” but had been undertaken 

merely to demonstrate the superior personal virtues of the Califor¬ 

nia governor! Since Sears reportedly conceived of the Schweiker 

gambit, it is unlikely that this young pragmatist was cognizant of 

any deeper issues when he chose the Pennsylvania senator. 

At this point it may appear that my analysis contradicts itself. I 

have been lambasting my fellow rightists in the form of two seem¬ 

ingly contradictory critiques. I first attacked their surrender of 

basic principles and now I accuse them of not surrendering enough 

of those principles to woo the New Majority. To clear up this 

objection, I wish to underscore that I have not yet discussed the 

relative merits of the various planks of fifties conservatism or, for 

that matter, of the New Majority philosophy. For the moment, all 

that is necessary is that these two points be made: (1) that conserv¬ 

atives have fumbled the opportunity to recast the movement in an 

attractive package that could appeal to the various groups of the 

New Majority, and (2) that fifties conservatism is dead and has not 

bequeathed to the American Right a legitimate successor. 
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It would seem that as conservatives contemplate their long re¬ 

treat of the past twenty years, they would be prompted to search 

out and reexamine their own philosophical foundations. If conserv¬ 

atism is not what it was claimed to be in the fifties, then what, 

precisely, is it? If the American Right today would view with sur¬ 

prise its own positions of the fifties, then how would it appraise its 

stances of the 1920s or 1890s?77 Is conservatism nothing more than 

the reflective conscience of triumphant liberalism? Is the philoso¬ 

phy of the Right irresistibly swept along in a stream of constantly 

evolving positions?78 

Rightists in America must return to their basic premises and ask 

themselves what in the movement is permanent. Russell Kirk 

comes close to fingering the problem when he writes: 

By and large, radical thinkers have won the day. For a 

century and a half, conservatives have yielded ground in a 

manner which, except for occasionally successful rear-guard 

actions, must be described as a rout.79 

Alas, Kirk neglects the central philosophical problem: Are con¬ 

servatives at all interested, either practically or theoretically, in 

regaining the ground they have given up? Thomas Molnar puts 

things in somewhat clearer perspective when he says: 

Through 1789,1917, and 1945 the “substance of inner life," 

as Salazar put it, evaporated, although after each date some, 

always fewer, old forms still survived, creating the impression 

that the loss is tolerable. Thus after each turning point, the 

domain of what the counter-revolutionaries considered as es¬ 

sential diminished, while increasingly more had to be jetti¬ 

soned as inessential.60 

Although Molnar goes on to say that these changes are not 

philosophical but “enforced by necessity," it is by no means ob¬ 

vious that such is the case in the long run. For example, the gradual 

abandonment by American conservatives of the theme of opposi¬ 

tion to democracy, while pragmatic when it began, has become 

essentially philosophical. As the “pro-republic, anti-democracy" 

forces in America lost, in 1800 to the Jeffersonian Democrats, in the 

1820s to the forces of Jacksonian democracy, in the teens of this 

century to the proponents of popular senatorial elections, in the 

1920s to the women's-suffrage movement, and in the 1960s to the 
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anti-poll-tax contingent, they seemed to adopt the positions of their 

previous opponents and to incorporate them into their own ideolog¬ 

ical baggage. One can think of no conservative politician today 

who would not regard all the leftist-originated elements of our 

system as part and parcel of American democracy. 

In sum, the American Right is confronted with two deeply sig¬ 

nificant questions, which go to its very raison d'etre. First, what is 

the real meaning (if any) of American conservatism, now that it 

has given up its attachment to laissez-faire, strict construction, and 

victory over Communism, just as earlier generations of American 

rightists dropped their doctrines of theocracy (the Puritan-Pilgrim 

stage of Cotton Mather, John Winthrop, John Cotton, etc.), a 

strong elitist federal government (the early Federalist stage of Al¬ 

exander Hamilton, Fisher Ames, John Marshall, etc.), antidemo¬ 

cracy (the anti-Jackson stage of Daniel Webster, Joseph Story, 

James Kent, etc.), states rights (the Southern resistance of John 

Randolph, John Calhoun, John Taylor, etc.), the Protestant work 

ethic (the extreme laissez-faire of William Graham Sumner, Justice 

Stephen Field, Justice George Sutherland, etc.), anti-Catholic Re¬ 

publicanism (the "Rum, Romanism, and Rebellion" stage of James 

Blaine, Rutherford Hayes, and Elihu Root, etc.), manifest destiny 

(the imperialist stage of Josiah Strong, Alfred Mahan, and Henry 

Cabot Lodge, Sr., etc.), and neutrality in foreign affairs (the isola¬ 

tionist stage of Charles Lindbergh, John T. Flynn, and Oswald 

Garrison Villard, etc.). Second, what in the final analysis is the 

essence (if any) of conservatism, if its public stance can change 

with such amazing rapidity? Briefly, is there any real meaning to 

conservatism in general and to American conservatism in 
particular? 

If the answer to these questions is that conservatism does have 

meaning (and I hope to elucidate exactly what that meaning is in 

later chapters), then the natural result will be that rightists must 

express their intellectual underpinnings in coherent and positive 

terminology. It will not suffice for them simply to battle against 

those who would exile God from the cosmos and substitute the 

valueless, relativist, subjectivist universe of the amoral enemies of 

mankind. This task is, of course, important and is best represented 

by the work of the late Leo Strauss. Similarly, it will not be enough 

for conservatives to war against those who would make God imma¬ 

nent m man and substitute the gnostic, magical ideologies of Com¬ 

munists, Comtean positivists, and the like for reality as we see it. 
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Eric Voegelin81 has carried the conservative case on these matters 

to the public. The success of these undertakings, while basic to any 

conservative victory plan, will not be enough to construct a clear 

conservative alternative to these diabolical systems. This does not 

mean that conservatives must construct political "final solutions" 

to the problems of mankind a la the Left. On the contrary, it is my 

view (more on this later) that a program of practical politics is 

secondary to the real chore of the political Right, which is to under¬ 

stand its own theoretical foundations and to package them 

attractively. 

However, we are getting somewhat ahead of ourselves. For the 

present we can clearly see that the task that lies before us is to 

understand the inner reality of conservatism and to seek to express 

that reality in terms that can be politically advantageous in the 

seventies. Thus, Chapter 2 will be an attempt to point out the 

underlying unity in the seemingly diametrically opposed philoso¬ 

phies of metaphysical conservatives, empirical conservatives, and 

historical conservatives. I hope to arrive at a definition of conserva¬ 

tism broad enough to embrace a metaphysical conservative like 

Donoso Cortes, an empirical conservative like David Hume, and a 

historical conservative like Edmund Burke. (In contemporary terms 

this would mean showing the essential agreement between a Fred¬ 

erick Wilhelmsen, a Donald Zoll, and a Russell Kirk, for example.) 

The third chapter will examine how the basic principles of conserv¬ 

atism were symbolized in America at various times and in some¬ 

times contradictory political forms, while remaining true to the 

central essence. Chapter 4 will look at the reasons for the failure of 

the American Right to win popular support in post-1932 America. 

Contrasting with this recent inability of conservatives to advance 

their case successfully will be the bright outlook for the Right if it 

can develop a new form of popular expression that draws on the 

experience of European conservatives, who have in some respects 

achieved greater success than American conservatives in the twen¬ 

tieth century.82 This will be covered in the fifth chapter, where I 

will raise the prospect that conservatism could become a dominant 

force in America if it learns to appeal to Sun Belters, Southerners, 

and the white middle- and lower-class labor forces. In Chapter 6 I 

will weigh the chances for such a renewal and offer some practical 

suggestions. 

Conservatives, the determined defenders of Judeo-Christian 

Western civilization and the bearers of the empirical truths of the 
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human condition, have been fleeing in defeat from battle after bat¬ 

tle with the twin heresies of mankind, namely, relativism and ideol¬ 

ogy. This flight, which began in the eighteenth century, has be¬ 

come vastly more desperate of late. Many perceptive rightists have 

expressed concern over the lateness of the hour. John Hallowell 

believes we are currently living through the "last pains of a dying 

Western civilization."83 Erik von Kuehnelt-Leddihn views the fail¬ 

ure of the Right as so complete that the "Western world moves 

nearer and nearer to the abyss"84 and except for "a few straws in 

the wind" there is "little ground for hope."85 Thomas Molnar has 

described the situation in stark terms. He wrote in his book The 
Counter-Revolution: 

To sum it up, the relentless and organized revolutionary 

assault has finally reached the United States as the embodi¬ 

ment of the pre-1789 political order, and the church, as the 

embodiment of the transcendental order. Our civilization will 

no doubt come to an end the day the Catholic Church and the 

United States join the revolution.86 

America at present appears to have very little understanding of 

its all-important role. Even Rome has of late been sending out 

increasingly upsetting signals that it, too, no longer has a clear 

grasp of its historical mission in the world. If the eternal values and 

revelatory truths of Western civilization are to command the loyalty 

of more than a small remnant of modem men, conservatives must 

give force, coherence, and energy to their program. They can do so 

by vigorously defending, without recourse to half-hearted compro¬ 

mise, the truths of traditional faith, while seeking to understand— 

and answer—the questions put forth by an extremely man-centered 

age. In the ensuing pages I hope to lay the groundwork for such an 

endeavor, in the hope that the "camp of the saints" will never be 
surrounded. 
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What Is 
Conservatism? 

I he epoch-making historical circumstances of the 

past two hundred years have created the impression that conserva¬ 

tism is by its very nature a negative persuasion. This popular 

misconception has been fed by the constant tendency of rightists to 

wage a defensive struggle against the various leftist forces of the 

modern era. However, conservatism is not by nature a negative 

mode of thought. As rightist setbacks have multiplied in recent 

centuries, conservatives have invariably been forced to think, 

speak, and act defensively. Should conservatives succeed in halting 

and eventually reversing the swift-flowing leftist current of modem 

times, thus gaining an opportunity to exhibit their intellectual and 

practical wares at leisure to the public, then we can be assured that 

this situation will change. Conservatism would undoubtedly, un¬ 

der such favorable conditions, garb itself in a wide variety of origi¬ 

nal and constructive forms just as it did in earlier historical periods. 

For the time being, though, as the Left continues to vanquish the 

forces allied against it on almost every major battleground—in¬ 

deed, in almost every minor skirmish—conservatives are contin¬ 

ually obliged to play the role of what appears to be a defeated 

remnant of perpetual naysayers. 

But there is a hidden blessing for the Right in this posture of 
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dissent. It has prompted conservative thinkers over the past two 

hundred years or so to seek to formulate clearly the philosophical 

underpinnings of their political, social, and religious theories. That 

conservatives are willing to engage in self-appraisal is of course 

due in no small measure to the unfortunate straits in which the 

right wing has found itself in recent history. There is much more 

Monday morning quarterbacking in the skull sessions of the de¬ 

feated than in those of the victors. In contrast to their ancestors in 

pre-Enlightenment Europe, where the philosophical first principles 

of what was eventually to become the ancien regime were pretty 

much taken for granted, the post-1789 restorers of the old order 

were forced to reexamine their fundamentals in order to articulate 

their position in the hostile surroundings of leftist-dominated socie¬ 

ties. To illustrate this we need only refer to the example of Russian 

conservative theory under the czars. Because of imperial Russia's 

seeming unmunity to the proverbial sneeze that Paris gave on July 

14, 1789, the Russian Right was never called upon to meditate its 

reason for existence. Accordingly, Russian conservatism was in all 

probability the most underdeveloped school of rightism in conti¬ 

nental Europe. Adversity inevitably tends either to destroy a theory 

or, alternatively, to refine and strengthen it. When the once widely 

held conservative beliefs about religion, political theory, and the 

like were questioned on a large scale, the result was that they were 

either defeated or purified by fire. The past two hundred years, 

then, have seen a large amount of profound intellectual activity by 
thinkers of the Right. 

Despite some doctrinal haziness of late, which I have discussed 

in Chapter 1, the resurgent American conservative movement of the 

post—World War II period has also shown a distinct interest in 

probing its own rationale for existence. By contrast, the contempo¬ 

rary American Left, with the smug complacency of the successful, 

takes its own theoretical assumptions for granted: egalitarianism, 

the innate goodness of man, and the infinite plasticity of human 

nature. As Jeffrey Hart once pointed out, 

conservative intellectuals . . . are willing to debate first princi¬ 

ples. (When was the last time first principles were debated in 

the pages of the New Republic or the Nation?) The liberals 

would seem to have agreed for so long on their assumptions 

that they have forgotten what they are.1 

One of the manifestations of this rigorous self-analysis to which 
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rightists have subjected themselves is the frequent attempt by some 

leading conservative thinker to define the precise "essence," 

"nature," "meaning," and so on of conservatism. Over the years 

many popular conservative thinkers have put forth their ideas on 

what the credo of the Right does, or else should, consist of. On the 

whole these efforts have not succeeded. They have failed to unify 

rightist intellectuals or to excite the fancy of the conservative rank- 

and-file. Despite their occasional unity in the'practical arena, con¬ 

servatives find themselves unable to come to terms with one an¬ 

other in the theoretical drawing room. Thus, it would appear at the 

outset that conservatives are doomed to pursue a course of improv- 

isational activism without recourse to first principles, or at best to 

feel with Peter Viereck that conservatism "is not science, but art."* 

In line with Viereck's desire to reduce conservatism to "[a] bal¬ 

ancing and harmonizing ... [a] transcending of isms"2 is the 

question raised, or if it is not raised, at least it is sensed by many 

American rightists: Do we really need a "philosophy of conserva¬ 

tism"? The reasoning of this group is that it would be far better for 

rightists to concentrate their energies on activism—on attractively 

packaging their program for the public. Now, I readily grant that 

American conservatives must seek out more creative and appealing 

methods of carrying their case to the nation. I heartily endorse the 

idea. But all the activism in the world cannot do away with the need 

to formulate some suitable definition of conservatism. On the con¬ 

trary, it is my contention that the development and clarification of 

conservative theory are ultimately the only means of reviving the 

sagging political fortunes of American conservatism. 

*Of course, Viereck is right to a certain extent. Conservatism is not a 

"science" in the sense of being a final solution, an ideological cure-all for 

mankind's woes. As I hope to show later, however, it is a great deal more 

than an "art." Actually, Viereck himself, with his crusading antitotalitari¬ 

anism, his distinct brand of extremely humanistic and moralistic conserva¬ 

tism, and his philosophic commitment to pluralism and tolerance, is far 

from being a mere "artist." Instead, he seems to have very definite ideas 

about what conservatism is and how to translate this meaning into practi¬ 

cal politics. 

By the way, now that National Review has made its peace with both the 

welfare state and containment foreign policy, isn't it time that it took the 

works of Viereck and Clinton Rossiter off the Index of mainstream con¬ 

servatism? After all, these men's supposed sins had never been on the level 

of conservative theory. They had read their Burke and Mettemich well, but 

their fault was merely their rejection of McKinley-Hoover Republicanism. 

By adopting such a position they simply outdistanced the NR group by 

about fifteen years. 

41 



In the previous chapter the abandonment of fifties conservatism 

and its adverse effects on the Right were noted. Let us now turn to a 

related theme, the necessity of providing a working doctrinal 

framework for conservatism and the impossibility of engaging in 

any form of sustained political or social activism without one. Con¬ 

sider for a moment the conservative attitude toward the welfare 

state. This is an area where the failure of the American Right to 

return to the philosophical locker room and hold some tough skull 

sessions has taken an immense toll politically. 

In the fifties the American rightist position on the welfare state 

was expressed clearly, but was carelessly sustained from a theoret¬ 

ical standpoint. The position, as spelled out in the "Credenda" of 

National Review's maiden issue, was: 

It is the job of centralized government (in peacetime) to 

protect its citizens' lives, liberty and property. All other activi¬ 

ties tend to diminish freedom and hamper progress. The 

growth of government—the dominant social feature of this 

century—must be fought relentlessly.3 

Translated into practical terms, this meant that, as Frank Meyer 

expressed it in 1959: 

The conservative believes . . . that the New Deal represents 

the breakthrough of socialism and that only by its reversal can 

a free society in America be guaranteed.4 

As I pointed out in the first chapter, conservatives today have 

traveled a long way from the doctrinaire antistatism of the fifties. 

In 1972 Jeffrey Hart admitted as much when he wrote: 

Conservative criticism of one or another welfare scheme 

has, as a matter of fact, been based not so much on ideology as 

on the argument that the specific scheme . . . will not produce 

the results desired . . ,5 

Our concern at the moment, however, is not to document yet 

another example of the great retreat of the American Right. In¬ 

stead, let us take a look at the nature of the apologetics that con¬ 

servatives have offered over the past century to support their free- 

market position. The American Right has put forth a wide variety 

of defenses for laissez-faire, including: (l) a Calvinist work ethic 
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that promised material success for a predestined elite; (2) Social 

Darwinism ("the survival of the fittest") of the William Graham 

Sumner variety; (3) strict construction of the Constitution, person¬ 

ified by Elihu Root; (4) a selfishness "ethic" based upon some form 

of Objectivism, a la Nathaniel Branden; (5) a belief that the free 

market delivers more goods for more people than any other system, 

ala Henry Hazlitt; (6) a conviction that capitalism is the economic 

system most in line with the Great Tradition of Western civiliza¬ 

tion, as Frank Meyer maintained; (7) a fear of being led down the 

"road to serfdom" (Friedrich Hayek); and (8) a moral affection for 

the humaneness of the free market (Wilhelm Roepke). 

The list of alternative apologies for the free market could perhaps 

be extended. But for our present purposes this is enough. The 

question at hand is: Can the American right wing hope to make 

sense philosophically while calling upon such a hodge-podge of 

contradictory theories? It is readily apparent that some of the eight 

positions outlined above are diametrically opposed to one another. 

They differ sharply on such monumental topics as God, human 

nature, the legitimacy and purpose of the state, the nature of com¬ 

munity, and so on. How can the American Right field a winning 

team when the players disagree about the objectives of the game? 

Clearly, what conservatives need to do is to sit down and seri¬ 

ously ask themselves: What is the philosophy of American con¬ 

servatism on the welfare state? On the one hand, the adherents of 

positions 5-8 could quite conceivably come to terms with the eco¬ 

nomic activism of the post-New Deal era. For the 1-4 contingent, 

on the other hand, the outlook for such a compromise is obviously 

very bleak. Indeed, it seems safe to say that in certain circumstan¬ 

ces—for example, to help those who are destitute of food, clothing, 

shelter, and medical care—the proponents of positions 5-8 could 

actually favor government intervention, whereas the 1-4 team 

clearly could not. (The 3ers could perhaps amend the Constitution 

if they so desired.) Now, my intention here is not to argue the 

relative merits of the 5-8ers as opposed to those of the l-4ers, but 

merely to show that the distance from the serene confines of politi¬ 

cal theory to the stormy battlefields of activism is not as great as it 

may at first seem. 

The prospects for conservative advances on the practical level 

depend upon a clarification of the philosophical underpinnings of 

the Right. To continue with the example of welfare statism: if, on 

the one hand, conservatives should opt in theory for some form of 
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positions 1-4, they must rush back to the works of Albert Jay Nock 

and Frank Chodorov and to the images of McKinley-Hoover Re¬ 

publicanism, perhaps polished up a bit with the new libertarian 

rhetoric, in order to present a coherent package of beliefs to the 

public. If, alternatively, conservatism should be defined along the 

lines of the 5-8ers, rightists can begin to contemplate recasting 

themselves as traditionalist friends of the common man and the 

little guy, with moral and patriotic orientations. We see, therefore, 

that a reliable understanding of the meaning of conservatism is a 

prior requirement for any attempt to revitalize the American Right. 

The pro-activism-anti-theory" group, moreover, has no objec¬ 

tive yardstick for measuring victories or defeats. To cite a typical 

example, let us contrast how mainstream conservatives reacted to 

the Russian invasions of Hungary in 1956 and Czechoslovakia in 

1969. In 1956 the American Right screamed its indignation against 

the liberals for their indecision, saying in effect, "Liberals! You 

have committed a terrible crime by not sending American military 

aid to the heroic Hungarian freedom fighters! Your heinous deed 

will never be forgotten." In 1969 the Right merely intoned know- 

ingly. Liberals . . . See, we told you so. Look at Prague. Those 

Communists aren't as decent as you thought they were." There is 

quite a theoretical gulf separating these two reactions. Now, if 

fifties conservatism had built its anticoexistence rhetoric on the 

firm philosophic grounds then offered by Frederick Wilhelmsen, L. 

Brent Bozell, or even Peter Viereck, it is highly unlikely that the 

Right would have interpreted the invasion of Prague any differently 

than it did the rape of Budapest." In fact, however, the liberation 

rhetoric of many of the early conservatives was to a very great 

extent based upon a skin-deep neo-Wilsonian "philosophy" of cru¬ 

sading for the spread of democracy, or else upon pure machismo- 

jingoism of the sort made popular by Teddy Roosevelt. It was not 

very difficult for these conservatives to abandon a philosophy that 

merely amounted to fanciful stick waving. 

Despite their almost complete abandonment of tough anti-Com- 

munism of any variety, whether it be metaphysical, Wilsonian, or 

imperialistic, mainstream conservatives appear totally unaware 

that they have surrendered one of the first principles of the move¬ 

ment. This is due to the fact that the American Right only vaguely 

sees itself as embodying a system of thought. Conservatives stroll 

calmly from rout to rout in the public arena, while unbeknown to 

them their entire theoretical structure is falling to pieces. Since the 
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conservative team has no clear game plan, it cannot weigh the 

results of the contest. 

Another weakness from which a purely activist conservative 

stance suffers is that it is helpless to break out of media-imposed 

stereotypes. The media have decided which public figures should 

be labeled conservative. This has resulted in the current stagnation 

of conservative images—“vibes" in the vernacular—conveyed by 

the leading rightist personalities. For example, the media have cho¬ 

sen to label Senator Jesse Helms and Governor Reagan as conserv¬ 

ative, while pompously describing Congressmen John Rousselot 

and Larry McDonald as "ultraconservative." It seems that those 

who dictate the terms of American politics are more than ready to 

call men conservatives if they can feel assured that by so doing they 

will reinforce the public impression of rightists as penny-pinching 

fat cats. All this leaves conservatives precious little to go on. As 

National Review has candidly observed, the Reagan-Buckley 

brand of conservatism appears to be "electorally vulnerable." 

Why does the American conservative movement meekly go along 

with this thinning of its ranks by the media? When will conserva¬ 

tives realize that a whole range of diverse public symbols are in fact 

theirs? Among such symbols would be the big-city mayor of the 

old school: traditionalist, anti-Communist, strong on law and or¬ 

der, religiously oriented—a Richard Daley or Frank Rizzo. Or how 

about union leaders like AFL-CIO president George Meany? The 

antiabortion candidacy of Ellen McCormack in the 1976 Demo¬ 

cratic primaries was surely a rightist symbol. And there are a host 

of others. Unfortunately, and surprisingly, the American Right 

tends to allow the leftist-dominated media to designate who are to 

be the true champions of conservatism. If the Right had a sound 

grasp of its basic philosophy, a situation like this could not arise. 

Conservatives could measure these different symbols of conserva¬ 

tism against the first principles of the movement. 

In any event, rightists have gotten themselves into all kinds of 

difficulties by trying to advance the cause while carrying it, as 

Willmoore Kendall remarked, in their hips instead of their heads. 

But, as we noted before, a number of thinkers have attempted to 

define conservatism in postwar America, and although such activi¬ 

ties have slowed down in recent years, it is to these definers that we 

must turn to begin our search for the real meaning of conservatism. 

It seems fitting at this point, before plunging ahead to the var¬ 

ious definitions of conservatism, to define what we mean by a 
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definition of conservatism. There is an unmistakable "gut level" 

unity among rightists the world over. Through the years, for exam¬ 

ple, the names Franco, Rhee, Salazar, Batista, Chiang Kai-shek, 

and so on tended to evoke the sympathy of American conserva¬ 

tives. The pages of National Review and Human Events have peri¬ 

odically offered apologetic pieces describing the merits and an¬ 

swering the critics of the rightist governments of Chile, Rhodesia, 

South Africa, Spain, Brazil, Taiwan, and, until recently, Greece. 

In addition, American conservatives who engage in historical stud¬ 

ies invariably express their admiration for the monarchial defend¬ 

ers of the old order against the revolutionaries in the 1789-1848 

period, for the Mannheim-Kolchak "whites" in the 1918-1922 pe¬ 

riod, for the Nationalists against the "Loyalists" in civil-war 

Spain, etc. Surprisingly, this affinity between American and for¬ 
eign conservatives is to be found even among the "remnant" right¬ 

ists of the John Birch Society, who generally erect a mythical halo 

of saintliness and infallibility around the American Founding Fa¬ 

thers. For instance, the JBS once offered a series of reprints of 

conservative books called the Americanist Classics, which it said 

proclaimed the "ideals represented by America at its best"—ideals 

upheld by, among others, "the Korean Synghman Rhee." Now, 

any similarities between Patrick Henry, Samuel Adams, or even 

James Madison and John Adams, and Synghman Rhee, are not 

readily apparent. Yet these feelings of unity undeniably exist. It 

would seem that there is some sort of link between the various 

national manifestations of the right wing. When we speak of defin¬ 

ing conservatism, we have in mind the fact that conservatives feel 

some sort of doctrinal kinship with their predecessors from earlier 

periods of history and with their comrades throughout the contem¬ 

porary world. 

It could perhaps be argued that any gut-level affections that may 

exist between, say, Habsburg restorationists and the Americans 

for Constitutional Action, or between Action Fran^aise and the 

Liberty Amendment Committee, are merely fictitious, an illusion 

spawned by a superficial system of political labels that equates one 

right wing with another. I contend, though, that despite the ob¬ 
vious disagreements between rightists on many practical matters, 

there does seem to be some substance to the conservative feelings of 

unity. Rightists do seem to demonstrate the same kinds of loyal¬ 

ties, dislikes, and even moods and temperaments in different coun¬ 

tries and times. They invariably stress the importance of God, 
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family, community, loyalty, and an awareness of man's imperfec¬ 

tions, among other things. So, however far the philosophy of Inte- 

gralisimo Lusitano may be from that of the English Distributists, 

or that of the Carlists from that of the White Citizens' Councils, it 

appears that at some root level conservatives are united. Let us now 

move on to discover the nature and unearth the source of these 

roots. 

I have divided rightist thinkers into three categories. The first is 

composed of those whom I call "provincialist" conservatives, for 

they equate the essence of conservatism with the political traditions 

of a given country, generally their own. "Universalists" is the label 

I apply to conservatives whose philosophy transcends national and 

historical borders. Universalists fall into three different subcatego¬ 

ries, treated below. Finally I turn to an individual whom I refer to 

as a "realist" conservative because his philosophy seems to encom¬ 

pass the other groups and to go a bit beyond them. 

The Provincialist Conservative 
The provincialist or sectarian conservative takes the political 

theories of his own national tradition to be the only legitimate form 

of rightist expression. This tendency is generally to be found 

among conservatives who devote most of their energies to the nitty- 

gritty of day-to-day political struggles. It therefore comes as no 

surprise that one of the prime exponents of rightism as quintessen¬ 

tial^ American is an individual who spends the bulk of his time 

fighting the good fight for the movement out on the public battle¬ 

field, namely M. Stanton Evans, columnist, lecturer, and former 

chairman of the American Conservative Union. Although Evans as 

a rule confines himself to waging conservative wars in the rough- 

and-tumble world of syndicated columns, radio broadcasts, politi¬ 

cal campaigns, and the like, he has on occasion ventured into the 

realm of theoretical inquiry, which is usually left to the armchair 

philosophers of the ivory tower. When functioning in his role as 

polemicist and activist of the Right, Evans does more for the con¬ 

servative movement in one week than the vast majority of rightists 

will manage to do in an entire lifetime. It is for this very reason that 

one hesitates before commenting on one of his infrequent forays out 

of his natural habitat in the pages of Human Events and Battle Line 

into the thicket of Modern Age, an essentially intellectual and 
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scholarly journal. After duly recording all his dedicated service to 

the conservative cause, however, I think it must be pointed out that 

Evans has also inflicted a certain amount of harm on the movement 

by seeming to believe that rightism in its truest sense is the sole 

possession of Anglo-Saxon pluralists who stand up for free 

enterprise. 

In his widely publicized essay, "A Conservative Case for Free¬ 

dom,"6 which originally appeared in the Spring 1961 issue of Mod¬ 

ern Age and was subsequently included in Frank Meyer's anthol¬ 

ogy of conservative thought. What Is Conservatism?, Evans 

attempts to exorcise from the conservative ranks just about every 

rightist who does not toe a delicate line between what he terms 

"libertarianism" and "authoritarianism." As for the "liber¬ 

tarians," we are told that they are wrong because "to exist in 

community . . . some kind of general equilibrium has to prevail." 

The "authoritarians" are equally in error because "virtue cannot be 

legislated."7 By defining conservatism as the attempt "to insure 

that enough governmental authority exists to suppress criminal 

outcroppings of human weakness, but at the same time to insure 

that no man, or group of men, is vested with too much political ‘ 

power," Evans is obviously groping for some way to proclaim that 

American constitutionalism is the only authentic form of conserva¬ 

tive government. Evans admits that putting his brand of conserva¬ 

tism into practice has "proved throughout the centuries to be a 

troublesome undertaking." Actually, he informs us, there has 

really been only one successful solution to the "dilemma of free 

government": 

. . . the problem . . . achieved its highest resolution in the 

compact on which the United States was based . . . 

In a word, the model answer to the dilemma of free govern¬ 

ment is the American constitution, founded in the counter¬ 

poise of interests of colonial North America and fused in the 

sagacious, powerful and combining mind of James Madison.8 

In passages such as these it becomes clear that Evans' conserva¬ 

tism is something that the European Right could not live with, that 

the political systems of the Catholic Middle Ages could not be 

reconciled with, and that, indeed, the great classical Greco-Roman 

political philosophers could not be allied with. For our present 

purposes it is unnecessary to challenge Evans' belief in the unique- 
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ness of the American system of government. We need only note 

that his definition of conservatism is, in reality, no definition at all. 

It is rather an attempt to demonstrate the inherent superiority of 

one form of government over all others. Evans leaves us no clue to 

the real meaning of the word conservatism as it is usually under¬ 

stood and as we hope to understand it in the present context, that 

is, as a philosophy that has been advanced by classical thinkers, by 

medieval theologians, and by rightist philosophers throughout the 

past two and a half centuries. 

It should perhaps be noted in passing that Evans does admit the 

"fallibility” of the Constitution; throughout American history it 

"has, of course, achieved less than perfection." So he seems to be 

something less than a simon-pure ideologue. But any doctrine that 

urges us to idealize the political tradition of one nation above all 

others (not because it is ours, which could make sense, but because 

it is the best and truest tradition around), must be regarded as a 

falsification of conservatism. Whatever else may be said of it, the 

rightist tradition did not begin in 1776 or 1787, as Evans at times 

seems to be saying. In fact, Evans goes so far as to say that "tra¬ 

ditional Western belief" has given us as its "secular by-products" 

the institutions of limited government and the market economy.9 

Now, even a cursory reading of Western history shows that tradi¬ 

tional Western belief, in its Hebraic, Greek, Roman, or Christian 

representations, has only infrequently defended limited govern¬ 

ment and the market economy. Evans' thought is fatally handi¬ 

capped by his idealistic picture of American constitutionalism. 

The rightist patriot faces a perpetual temptation to proceed as 

Evans has done. To the reflective conservative, though, the urge to 

equate the Great Tradition of the West with its assorted temporary 

manifestations must be resisted at all costs. This does not mean 

that rightists cannot be patriots. In fact, quite the reverse is true. 

Conservatism, no matter how one defines it, has invariably been 

associated with the deep-seated human emotions of loyalty and 

reverence for family, locality, region, nation, etc. However, love for 

one's country does not imply a philosophical commitment to the 

proposition that the citizenry or the political presumptions of the 

nation are inherently superior to those of other lands. Consider the 

analogy of familial loyalty and love. We do not feel a kinship with 

our parents, brothers, sisters, children, and so on because we be¬ 

lieve they are necessarily superior to members of other families. 

Similarly, patriotism is a virtue independent of the actions or be- 

49 



liefs of one's homeland. "My country right or wrong/' G. K. Ches¬ 

terton said, "is like 'My father sober or drunk.' We would like to 

have him sober but he remains our father even when drunk." The 

feelings of love, loyalty, and pride that swell up in one's chest when 

he hears "God Bless America" or "America the Beautiful" being 

played, or when he watches the flag go by in a dress parade at 

West Point, are not diminished in the least by one's qualms about, 

say, the wisdom of the First Amendment. 
In reality, there is much to be bemoaned as well as much to be 

admired in the American system of government. The combination 

of liberty and authority that the Founding Fathers put together is 

not the only way of uniting the two. Unless conservatives wish to 

operate in a total historical and theoretical vacuum, they simply 

cannot find the "true" philosophy of the Right embodied in just one 
constitutional system—the American or any other. Besides being 

theoretically erroneous, such a stance would do a grave injustice to 

all the innumerable philosophers, politicians, and saints through¬ 

out the centuries who, despite their loyalty to the central themes of 
Western civilization, would look upon the secular democracy of 

twentieth-century America with a great deal of skepticism. 

(Parenthetically, it is only fair to observe that one gets the feeling 

on reading Evans' other works that he is not quite the Wilsonian 

true believer in Americanism that his essay on freedom seems to 

indicate. Fie too feels the gut affinity with rightists the world over 

that most American conservatives do. His stands on abortion, in¬ 

ternal security, and a host of other matters create a far tougher 

impression than his theories would appear to justify. This tendency 

to adore American institutions in a quasimystical manner while 

harboring basic rightist beliefs, likes, and dislikes that on a theo¬ 

retical level would be hard to reconcile with rugged-individualist- 

libertarian rhetoric is also evident in the zestful and insightful con¬ 

servative writing of his father, Medford Evans. Here we are appar¬ 

ently dealing with what the Bible refers to as "love damaging the 

root." Out of a deep and sincere love for American conservatism, 

especially as it has been expressed during the post-Civil War stage 

of its development, the Evanses and others like them tend to gloss 

over the real root assumptions of the Right. Thus, one can probably 

rest assured that had M. Stanton Evans lived fifty years ago in 

France, he would have chaired the Camelots du Roi with the same 

fervor with which he recently led the American Conservative 
Union.) 
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The late Frank S. Meyer was another American conservative 

who seemed to feel that rightism is the sole possession of constitu¬ 

tional republicans. Meyer hoped to reconcile the differences be¬ 

tween the libertarian and traditionalist elements of the American 

right wing through a philosophy that came to be known as "fu¬ 

sionism." On the level of theory, fusionism claimed that individu¬ 

alism was the necessary basis for any society that wished to pro¬ 

vide the possibility of a virtuous life. Fusionism offered a workable 

common ground for some of the factions of the American conserva¬ 

tive coalition, and by so doing it helped to unify the Right during 

the early postwar years. It is safe to say that all conservatives, with 

the exception of the most doctrinaire libertarians and traditional¬ 

ists, are extremely thankful to the sage of Woodstock for his service 

to the movement. He did much to keep it viable during some diffi¬ 

cult years of its existence. 

But Meyer was not content to leave things on a merely pragmatic 

level. To the contrary. In his eyes fusionism was not merely a 

practical approach, or one of the many legitimate manifestations of 

conservatism (which it definitely is), but the only true expression of 

rightism. As Meyer himself expressed it, fusionism is the only 

philosophy that is capable of overcoming “the nineteenth-century 

bifurcation of the Western tradition."10 Like Evans, Meyer believed 

that the only system of government that has succeeded in reconcil¬ 

ing "the tensed poles of Western thought ... as never before or 

since" was the constitutional government of the United States of 

America: 

The division ... of European thought between the emphasis 

upon virtue and valor and order and the emphasis on freedom 

and the integrity of the individual person was overcome [by] 

the men who created the Republic, who framed the Constitu¬ 

tion and produced that monument of political wisdom, The 

Federalist Papers . . ,1X 

The men who settled these shores . . . established a consti¬ 

tution that for the first time in human history was constructed 

to guarantee the sanctity of the person and his freedom.12* 

*Meyer frequently made reference in his writings to this "sanctity" of 

the individual's freedom. Indeed, his entire doctrine of conservative indi¬ 

vidualism rests in the end on metaphysical assumptions about the impor¬ 

tance of freedom. This belief, in various garbs, has profoundly influenced 
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There is a contradiction in Meyer's thought, apparent upon close 

examination, that sheds a great deal of light on his fusionist philos¬ 

ophy. At times Meyer tells us that fusionism emerges by combin¬ 

ing the theories of two distinct schools of thought. The process 

involves a "hard-fought dialectic" in which "differences of empha¬ 

sis between libertarian and traditionalist cannot be avoided and 

should not be regretted. Conservatism has no monolithic party 

line." Again, more explicitly he writes, "Libertarian and tradition¬ 

alist, as they deepen their understanding in a commonly based 

dialogue, can maintain a common front and a common struggle." 

On the other hand, Meyer could with great ease switch to a quite 

different line and maintain that the Great Tradition of the West is, 

in fact, fusionist! Hence he speaks often of how the tradition split 

only during the last century. In this role, while insisting that fu¬ 

sionism is somehow rooted in the conservatism of antiquity, Meyer 

frequently laments the "nineteenth-century struggle between 

classical liberalism and a conservatism that was too often authori¬ 

tarian."13 At such times Meyer seems to be asserting that the 

political theories of, say, the Manchesterians and the Bourbon 

emigres had at one point been united. Of course, we must con¬ 

stantly keep in mind that Meyer, even when he professes to admire 

the Great Tradition before it "bifurcated," is convinced that 

"Western political theory on the European continent . . . never rose 

the American Right. It would therefore seem worthwhile to consider this 

teaching of Meyer's in the light of orthodox religious principles. 

Catholics, Protestants, and Jews differ on the precise nature of man's 

obligation to God. They agree, however, on one point: that the prime 

reason for man's existence on earth is to glorify God and do His will. Faith, 

sacraments, good works, mitzvot are the means to an end. Thus, it is 

absurd to speak of freedom as the foremost of all the transcendental values. 

At best, freedom presents the individual with an opportunity to pursue 

transcendental goals. It is not a transcendental goal or value by itself. 

The state, the locality, the school, the family, and the individual are 

all sources of authority, which is ultimately derived from and subordinate 

to God. Each of these subdivisions of society has an area in which it 

contributes to the overall communal virtue. These areas should not be 

confused with one another. In a traditional society, for example, property 

belonged to individuals, children were under the authority of their parents, 

and the state sought to prevent severe outbursts of heresy and sin. Free¬ 

dom, then, is not a positive value with religious significance, but a negative 

check that prevents the entities in the social structure from invading each 

other s spheres of authority and upsetting the natural and .organic func¬ 
tions of community. 
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to the creation of a truly Western political philosophy of 

freedom.”14 

This is the third strain of fusionism that Meyer advances. In this 

stance he is quite content to divorce himself from traditional West¬ 

ern thought in no uncertain terms. He writes that "whether Euro¬ 

pean intellectual history blesses us or not” is of no importance for 

fusionists. Brushing aside the criticism that "what is not in the 

tradition of Burke—or of the medieval synthesis—or of Plato— 

cannot call itself conservatism,” he announces that the American 

system is the only "comparatively close approximation to the 

ideal” of a free and virtuous society.15 When writing in this vein 

Meyer willingly severs his philosophy from its supposed roots in 

Judeo-Christian and classical Greek thought. As for the early He¬ 

braic experiences under the judges, kings, and prophets, Meyer 

laments that "a social structure distorted the individual experience 

of transcendence," and the "potentialities for full individuation" 

that the Sinai experience had offered were "collectivized." The 

Greeks also blew their chance, according to Meyer, because "the 

Hellenic spirit was bound still by the necessity of expressing itself 

through a collectivity." This flaw "was an omnipresent limit upon 

[the] genius" of Greek classical thought and was "never over¬ 

come." Christendom similarly failed, in Meyer's view. The prom¬ 

ising "possibilities" inherent in the doctrine of the Incarnation 

"have not been realized" because "the human heritage of the cos¬ 

mological civilizations" has ”distort[ed] its understanding." In¬ 

deed, this heritage of community succeeded in "stifling and de¬ 

stroying the development of the Western genius ... in the political 

sphere." Happily, Meyer concludes that the three failures of the 

Western political genius to realize itself were not final and "the 

stage was set . . . and the United States was constituted," bringing 

the frustrating experience of twenty centuries to a satisfactory (and 

historical) conclusion.16 
Three Frank Meyers thus emerge: the pragmatist, calling liber¬ 

tarians and traditionalists to a temporary coalition against their 

common enemies; the classicist, seeking reassertion of the Western 

tradition as it existed prior to the "bifurcation" of the nineteenth 

century; and the radical, rejecting the experience of the West in 

favor of the one true system of American fusionism. Meyer the 

pragmatist, as we noted before, was invaluable to the American 

Right; Meyer the classicist may, without too much presumption, 

be dismissed as a wishful thinker; while Meyer the radical, con- 
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demning the Hebrews, Greeks, and medieval Christians for their 

failure to anticipate James Madison's theories of government, is as 

good an example as any of a conservative provincialist. 

Meyer's philosophy is perhaps better understood when we real¬ 

ize that underlying his thinking was the need to provide the post- 

World War II conservative movement with a working theoretical 

substratum. Meyer was forced to articulate a philosophy that could 

lend to the Blaine-McKinley-Hoover Republicanism of the 1868- 

1932 period some sort of continuity with classical philosophy and 

Judeo-Christian metaphysics. It was out of this yearning that fu- 

sionism was bom. 

At times the urge to portray one's own national traditions as the 

only possible means of incarnating conservatism becomes uncon¬ 

trollable in Meyer's thought. For example, he often wrote that if 

virtue 'is coerced by human force, it is meaningless." (Of course, 

the difficulty with statements of this sort is that there are so many 

degrees, forms, and institutions of coercion. Does coercion mean 

the threat of death? Imprisonment? Exile? Fine? Ostracism? Does 

it include force imposed by local governments ? Communal group¬ 

ings? Religious orders? Friends? Families? If, as Meyer always 

seems to be saying, a virtuous act is only one that is performed in a 

total vacuum of outside force, can any good deed be called "vir¬ 

tuous"?) Now, when one recalls that Meyer was unhappy with the 

ancient Hebrew monarchy, the Greek polis, the Catholic Middle 

Ages, the European Right, and even traditionalist-leaning Ameri¬ 

can "New Conservatives" because all of them advocated some form 

of "forced virtue," the deficiencies of radical conservative provin¬ 

cialism become strikingly evident. Did Meyer seriously feel that all 

virtue prior to 1776 was "meaningless"? Were the innumerable 

saints and righteous men of two thousand years of Western history 

practicing a form of "meaningless" virtue because they lived in 

societies that sanctioned various kinds of institutional and familial 
coercion ? 

Willmoore Kendall once described Meyer as a "doctrinaire," and 

that would seem to be an apt description of the conservative provin¬ 

cialist. (One wonders how American provincialist conservatives 

would respond to a Spanish or Russian rightist who claimed that 

Integrism or the doctrine of the Third Rome represented "the high¬ 

est resolution of the dilemma of just government"!) For the rightist 

in the post-1789 revolutionary era, the provincialist itch can lead to 

an almost ideological distortion of conservatism. By the term ideol- 
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ogy I refer, of course, to the neognostic utopian thinking that typi¬ 

fies much of the contemporary Left and holds that readjustment of 

man's outward institutions can bring about a significant change in 

human nature. The Communist, who is a prime example of the 

ideologue, believes that by altering man's economic system one can 

completely remake humanity and usher in paradise on earth. Simi¬ 

larly, other Utopians throughout history, such as Saint-Simon, Au¬ 

guste Comte, and Teilhard de Chardin (to cite just a few random 

examples from recent centuries), have offered other means of 

changing the given nature of humanity as it has always been 

known. It would be too much to put the rightist provincialist on a 

par with the leftist ideologue. Yet there are many similarities be¬ 

tween a leftist who believes in "one true system" capable of satisfy¬ 

ing all of mankind's needs and a rightist who feels that the ultimate 

fulfillment of Western civilization was the Philadelphia convention 

and who further claims that only under such a government can 

man's actions be deemed virtuous or moral.17 

Professor Eric Voegelin, who has contributed so much to con¬ 

servative thought with his scholarly dissection of ideological move¬ 

ments, has uncovered traces of rightist utopianism in such surpris¬ 

ing places as the writings of Joseph de Maistre18 and the Holy 

Alliance document of September 26,1815 published in the names of 

the Austrian, Prussian, and Russian monarchies.* 

In his recently published work From Enlightenment to Revolu¬ 

tion, Voegelin describes de Maistre's tendency in many of his 

works but especially in The Pope to believe that a united Europe 

under papal supremacy could wipe out all the revolutionary and 

rationalist evils that were then beginning to shake the foundations 

of the West. Voegelin writes: 

That the critical situation of a whole civilization, which had 

been in the making for centuries, cannot be transformed into 

harmonious order overnight by an act of insight or by an 

agreement between intelligent people, or that something 

might be profoundly wrong not only outside Catholicism but 

*The utopianism of the Holy Alliance,Voegelin says, is evident in its 

chiliastic, eschatological rhetoric. For that reason it is not quite comparable 

to the provincialist-conservative type of utopianism that we are now exam¬ 

ining. Joseph de Maistre, though, is an excellent example of a normative 

provincialist conservative thinker. 
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within the Church itself, was not sufficiently clear to him . . . 

In de Maistre as in Comte we sense the touch of enlightened 

reason that blinds the working of the spirit.19 

In the late 1960s, when the forces of rebellion were vigorously at 

work to destroy the basic structures of American government, edu¬ 

cation, and law enforcement, Frank Meyer reacted to the problem 

as de Maistre did in the eighteenth century. At a time when con¬ 

servative intellectuals ranging from empiricists like James Bum- 

ham20 and Donald Atwell Zoll21 to the Catholic traditionalists of 

Triumph were seriously questioning whether the American consti¬ 

tutional system was capable, in its present form, of defending it¬ 

self,* Meyer was blissfully free of such qualms. To him the system 

would solve all problems. It was inconceivable to him that anyone 

could question "the traditions of the Constitution and the Founding 

Fathers."22 He refused to question the system; it was "the ordering 

principle, fount and end of social being."23 Meyer's response was 

an almost exact replica of de Maistre's call for papal order, except 

that Meyer substituted constitutionalism for Catholicism. As 

Thomas Molnar pointed out at the time: 

All Meyer does is to state that such restoration of order is 

possible if the Constitution and the laws are enforced. But the 

whole debate hinges on the question why are they not en¬ 

forced? ... As Meyer's example shows, it is easier to engage 

in the magic repetition of pleasing words than to analyze, 

without illusions, a situation.24 

Molnar's criticism of Meyer closely parallels Voegelin's of de 

Maistre. The rightist provincialist seems unable, because of his 

total commitment to a given set of conservative symbols (those of 

his own nation or religious faith, for example), to uncover the 

sources of deep social problems or to advocate original, yet con¬ 

servative solutions to such ills. Meyer, like de Maistre before him, 

made the two interrelated mistakes of provincialist conservatism! 

Both men mistook a certain set of conservative symbols for con¬ 

servatism proper. Meyer went so far as to write that conservatism 

is not "some collection of . . . attitudes" but merely "a devotion to 

the restoration of our tradition."25 Second, both men were deter¬ 

mined to defend the symbols of rightism to the bitter end, even if 

*The empiricists lamented the lack of a means to survive, while the 

traditionalists, digging a bit deeper, found that a reason and therefore a 
will to survive was missing. 
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the essentials should perish in the process. The same sort of think¬ 

ing is evident in the position of various European restorationists 

who declined, during the twenties and thirties, to support the right¬ 

ist governments of Dollfuss, Horthy, Franco, Salazar, and Pilsud- 

ski because they were not "legitimate." Here again, the general 

good—a conservative government—must be sacrificed to maintain 

one's pure devotion to the specific form that rightism took during 

the Middle Ages. This line of reasoning, whether it comes from a 

die-hard Bourbon restorationist opposing post-1883 monarchist 

efforts because he rejects the claims of the dukes of Orleans, or 

from Frank Meyer advocating "freedom of the person" in the face 

of anarchy and insurrection,* is provincialist conservatism at its 

self-crippling, ideological worst. 

Let it be said, however, despite all the foregoing, that Frank 

Meyer was a dedicated conservative who contributed much to the 

good fight for the Right in America, just as M. Stanton Evans is 

doing today. But conservatives cannot let their respect for and 

gratitude to these men for their many accomplishments blur the 

fact that both failed to define conservatism so as to do justice to the 

history of the movement and to its relevance in diverse cultural, 

national, and religious contexts. 

There are several other schools of conservative thought that man¬ 

age to overcome the provincialises urge to idealize a particular 

system. These express their rightism in terms that are applicable in 

different times and places. Accordingly, I have labeled the three 

thinkers outlined below "universalist" conservatives; their philoso¬ 

phies meet the qualifications of our "definition of a definition of 

conservatism." They will henceforth command a great deal of our 

interest. 

The Metaphysical Conservative 

Professor Frederick D. Wilhelmsen of the University of Dallas, a 

former editor of Triumph, is one of the most prolific and articulate 

*Of course, the rebellion of the sixties did eventually quiet down, but no 

thanks to the Right. Had the situation continued, or worsened, it would 

have been interesting to see how great a destruction of the "permanent 

things" Meyer would have tolerated in his desire to maintain the fusionist 

position. Would he have admitted at some point that a "free" and "open" 

society is incapable of curing some problems? 
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metaphysical conservatives26 on the American scene. An excep¬ 

tionally broad thinker, Wilhelmsen easily transcends the mis¬ 

guided patriotism that has caused so many American rightists to 

be taken in by the provincialist-conservative fallacy. He has, in 

fact, loudly lamented the "scandal of ignorance in the American 

academic community about just what the European Right is and 

means." American conservatism as a whole is also guilty in this 

respect, having "shown itself alarmingly naive in what often seems 

to be a principled rejection of any serious consideration of things 

politically conservative that takes place outside the Anglo-Saxon 

diaspora of Western conservatism. . . ,"27 Rewardingly, for our 

present purposes, Wilhelmsen's own theories are largely free of 

such naivete. 

Briefly stated, the basis of Wilhelmsen's conservatism is reli¬ 

gion, or more specifically, the Catholic faith. (He has written that 

Protestantism is incompatible with what he calls "incamational 

politics" and Judaism is not so much as mentioned in his works.) 

The Christian religion, he says, is "marked by an internal experi¬ 

ence which consists of two moments," the first being acceptance of 
and dependence on God, while the second is 

our response to the call to sanctify the whole of creation . . . 

This means . . . that whereas there are only seven sacraments 

there are as many potential ;sacramentals ... as there are 

beings themselves. The sacramentalization of the real, be it 

the high act of anointing kings in medieval Christendom or the 

picturesque blessing of the Portuguese fishing fleet today, is 

the essence of what I would like to call the civilizing aspect of 

the Incarnation. We are called upon not only to save our souls 

but, in so doing, to save the world.28 

This process of "hallowing the world," as he calls it, is the only 

true purpose of human endeavor, according to Wilhelmsen. Ideally 

speaking, our attempt to "sanctify the real" should pervade all 

spheres of human activity. Thus Wilhelmsen tells us that "sac- 

ramentalizing the real includes the political and social orders." The 

ultimate goal of public affairs, for a Catholic, is to bring about the 

establishment of a "truly Christian Order of Things," whose 

"customs have been minted in the sacral—whose corporate exist¬ 

ence is thus a sacramental and an actual grace gestured to the 
world . . ,"29 

Wilhelmsen sees metaphysical politics as tending to "weave a 
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golden web of sacrality around the world" by two means: one 

conscious, the other organic. By conscious effort he refers to the 

ongoing attempt by Christians to effect "an extension of the sacra¬ 

mental system by which Christ saves through His Church." The 

organic processes of a theocentric society would, further, automati¬ 

cally result in "the yeast of faith ever working its health into the 

body politic." 

Wilhelmsen avoids the pitfall of equating metaphysical political 

beliefs with the substance of faith itself. He strongly emphasizes 

that the former are merely the natural derivative of the latter. 

"Incamational politics . . . add a dimension to the political order. 

Politics remain politics; [they are] not transformed into religion."30 

Faith, being transcendent, is invisible in this world except to the 

extent that man articulates it, either through religion proper or 

through its various symbolizations and incarnations. Thus: 

The sacredness of the person and the eternal relationship he 

bears to God through Christ are truths of an order which is not 

human, but these truths act within the bowels of society as 

Divine Seeds, conceiving in time a temporal order both per¬ 

sonal and free. This order is Christendom. It is not the City of 

God, but it is within that City, and it is what it is because it is 

the child of Faith.31 

Wilhelmsen is idealistic; one might even be tempted to call him 

lyrical or romantic. He harbors high hopes for the potentialities 

inherent in the human situation. As a result of this, he has even 

attempted to tone down somewhat the natural rightist rejection of 

utopian blueprints for society. "Models" for the perfect society are 

necessary, in his view, not as practical goals to be realized in the 

here and now (as the true totalitarian utopian would believe), but to 

lift the human mind "above the pragmatically given." In fact, Wil¬ 

helmsen goes a step further and believes that social and political 

models are indispensable at this troubled juncture in history, for 

if man, Western man, cannot raise his heart beyond the miser¬ 

ably mediocre moment in which he lives, if he cannot at least 

see "the distant hills," he will risk nothing and he will gain 

nothing. He will lack the charismatic fire needed to purge his 

own miserably corrupt civilization, not only of injustice and 

materialism, but even of gnostic utopianism itself.32 
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Despite his penchant for expressing his ideas in a flowing poetic 

style, and despite his belief in the need for paradigmatic standards 

and goals for society, Wilhelmsen is not a wishful thinker con¬ 

structing theoretical castles out of thin air. He believes that his 

vision (which in the early stages of his career he termed “the con¬ 

servative vision") was, for all practical purposes, realized in the 

Catholic Europe of the Middle Ages. It was there that sacramental 

politics reached its fullest implementation. It was there that reli¬ 

gious men, well aware that "the meaning of existence is fundamen¬ 

tally theological," established governments and cultures in which 

"everything in any sense claiming title to existence was given a 

religious significance." The success of the medieval endeavor was 

manifest in every sphere of social existence: 

Medieval man sacramentalized the whole of being. This 

sense of the symbolic issued into a fruitful and dense mingling 

of things formally distinct. Thus the Holy Roman Emperor 

wore a blue star-spangled robe, representing the arc of the 

heavens, and he carried the imperial globe representing the 

world. He symbolized the temporal fellowship of all Chris¬ 

tians in Christendom and his coronation in Rome at the hands 

of the Pope signified the very dependence of the globe of the 

world on the creative will of God . . . 

As with political existence so with man's life in time and 

space . . . the local church building [was] the extension, the 

situation, of the Incarnation. The church building, in turn, 

stands in the same analogical relation to cemeteries, chapels 

and wayside crosses. In this manner the Church spreads 

through the open spaces and hallows the land. 

The symbolization of space is paralleled by that of time . . . 

The here-and-now takes on a sacred awesomeness psycholog¬ 

ically compelling medieval man to make himself the center of 

the physical cosmos. The eyes of God are upon him . . . Hell is 

at his feet and heaven just above his head . . . 

I am convinced that this medieval dream of this unity of all 

things is the mythic foundation for what I would call the 

conservative vision . . ,33 

It is important to recognize that Wilhelmsen's theories of "in- 

camational" or "sacramental" politics are not merely an empirical 

assessment of man's nature and his yearning to embody that na¬ 

ture in symbolic form. There are many secular anthropologists, 

sociologists, and historians who could readily testify to this human 
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propensity to seek transcendence in the mundane. Wilhelmsen, 

though, parts company with such thinkers over their rejection of 

the element of essential truth, which must be the starting point for 

any legitimate sacramentalization of politics in particular or society 

in general. Once, after a lengthy discussion of the question of the 

individual's right to dissent from the orthodoxy of his community, 

Wilhelmsen concluded that a society that is not based upon reli¬ 

gious truth has no ultimate claim to silence dissidents. In the final 

analysis only truth may claim obedience: 

. . . where the public orthodoxy is guaranteed by transcend¬ 

ence, by the Word of God, then the truths of the soul and of 

society . . . are theoretically guaranteed. Beyond this guaran¬ 

tee, which can be had only as a gift and as a blessing, there is 

no other for any human society born upon this earth.34 (Italics 

added.) 

Truth, or more precisely, God-given truth, is the only reality 

upon which to launch political or social endeavors. According to 

Wilhelmsen, in fact, divine revelation is the only rational ground¬ 

ing for life itself. He has severely attacked Eric Voegelin for writing 

that the ultimate truth about the "question of the Ground of Being" 

(God) is that there is "no answer." To Wilhelmsen a position of 

this sort represents a complete refutation of life itself, because ex¬ 

istence is conceivable only if it is to be considered real in some 

ultimate metaphysical sense. As he expressed it in a highly critical 

review of the fourth volume in Voegelin's Order and History series. 

The Ecumenic Age: 

What matters, for Voegelin, as the late Willmoore Kendall 

once put it to me, is not whether Moses ever lived or not; what 

matters is the "Mosaic experience" . . . 

. . . the entire question of the "historicity" of Christ and His 

Resurrection annoys Voegelin; he finds it vulgar . . . But, Dr. 

Voegelin, "if He be not risen"—in the words of St. Paul—then 

I for one don't give a damn about St. Paul's experience of Him 

. . . Dr. Voegelin is very cranky about the Resurrection but 

unless It happened his entire speculation about history is 

worthless; but then everything else is equally worthless.35 

It is now possible for us to summarize Wilhelmsen's conserva¬ 

tism. The core of it is Catholicism, which he holds to be the one true 

faith. The Faith alone provides politics, philosophy, and life with 
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rhyme and reason. A society that is dedicated to its faith is legiti¬ 

mate and will embody its beliefs in its institutions. 

Is metaphysical conservatism possible only in a Catholic so¬ 

ciety? Wilhelmsen seems to think so. I would argue, however, that 

any community of men that acknowledges the governance of God 

will inevitably function in accordance with Wilhelmsen's theories. 

Even a nation composed of differing religious faiths can exhibit a 

form of metaphysical conservatism if its heritage provides a frame 

of reference for such an undertaking. (The American tradition 

does.) In a pluralist society, of course, metaphysical conservatism 

would stress those areas of religion and morality in which the 

citizenry is in general agreement. 

The logical conclusion that issues from these theories is that 

conservatism as a public cause cannot succeed until the secular 

modem age has played itself out. Wilhelmsen has quite naturally 

reached just such a conclusion: 

. . . we conservatives cannot cure the modem world: we do 

not hold the power, nor is it likely to pass into our hands . . ,36 

In a word every typically Catholic institution in the political 

and social order [has] either disappeared or [has been] re¬ 

duced to a simulacrum of its ancient status . . . 

We Catholics have been robbed of our civilizing role in his¬ 

tory. Living in a wholly secularist world, we have nothing to 

do in history.37 

The old European Christendom ... its rich cultural diver¬ 

sity, its personal individualism and patchwork of small prop¬ 

erty, its shrines, its liberating chaos—these things can have 

no place in a world committed to the principle of technological 

and collectivist barbarism.38 

The goal of sacramental politics in the current epoch, according 

to Wilhelmsen, is to wait for the modem world to finish "its last 

agony." The end is near, for "the age that began with the Renais¬ 

sance is thrashing on a bed of death prepared by history."39 Here, 

where he combines a pessimistic prognosis for the age of secular¬ 

ism with hope for the future, Wilhelmsen's originality as a meta¬ 

physical conservative becomes clear. Despite his personal affection 

for the pervasively religious medieval structure, he feels that it 

would be a mistake simply to identify "sane political life with the 
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ancien regime." To do so would be attractive but extremely danger¬ 

ous for the cause of true metaphysical conservatism, for it would 

cause Christians to “abandon any effort . . . to . . . truly incarnate 

the Word of God in history." This error has paralyzed counterrevo¬ 

lutionary thought during the past two centuries. Wilhelmsen calls 

it the "Integrist temptation." "Integrists are restorationists," he 

writes. Though heroic, legitimist politics is also necessarily tragic. 

According to Wilhelmsen, the Integrist believes that 

[since] a sacral politics existed at such a time in history, the 

very same set of institutions that marked such a polity must be 

restored to its integrity ... To a thoroughgoing Integrist the 

sacral figures he perceives as having marked an older political 

order must become the political ground of any new Christian 

order.40 

Wilhelmsen is forced to admit sadly that "because he is so fasci¬ 

nated by his own tradition's historical models," the Integrist is 

doomed. He is unable to resurrect a set of symbols that his coun¬ 

trymen no longer find appealing: 

. . . the Integrist cannot react intelligently—imaginatively 

and creatively—to his own situation in time. He [sees] that the 

restoration is not about to come. Therefore he despairs . . .41 

Although fearful that "Integrist temptations will paralyze our 

wills," Wilhelmsen believes it still possible at this late date to 

"seize the moment for the sake of Eternity."42 He feels that once 

the world is "purged of the temptation to play God," it will inevita¬ 

bly be "waiting to be hallowed."43 At that time the task of the 

metaphysical conservative will be enormous; the Faith will "arise 

out of the new catacombs and be faced with sanctifying a society 

that is neither humanist nor humane."44 

Christians will have to develop new symbols, "figures," and 

"sacramentals" to give substance to the incarnational politics of the 

postmodern era. Wilhelmsen is convinced that, although the new 

symbols of sacramentalism will require much originality to formu¬ 

late, the process will gradually become easier as the eternal truths 

of faith become more vibrant for postmodern man. "The need to 

fashion icons symbolic of the timeless is rooted in all mankind," he 

says.45 
Wilhelmsen is exceptionally versatile. He has even begun to lay 
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the groundwork for these new concretizations of metaphysical con¬ 

servatism. Electronics, technology, mass-media communication, 

personality and familial cults, and neotribalism are frequently sug¬ 

gested in his writings as appropriate figures and means to incar¬ 

nate the truths of eternity in the societies of the future. "Sanity in 

these matters," he cautions, "involves never confounding ground 

with figures."46 The figures of sacramentalism may change, but 

for men or nations of faith they can always be "hallowed." 

In the realm of politics Wilhelmsen is equally original and broad¬ 

minded. Personally he describes himself as a Spanish Carlist, 

which would seem to imply that he is some sort of doctrinaire 

agrarian-corporate monarchist. However, I think we must excuse 

him on this point, just as he has excused that brilliant Spanish 

conservative philosopher Donoso Cortes for his "preference for the 

traditional Catholic monarchy of the Middle Ages." Wilhelmsen 

cautions us that "political philosophers ought not to deny their 

fellow practitioners existential and historical preferences." But in 

truth, Wilhelmsen's conception of a just civil order is anchored, like 

his other theories, to something firmer than the rival claims of the 

Spanish succession. As he writes concerning Donoso Cortes: 

. . . behind Donoso's institutional predilections there lies a 

philosophy which transcends [them] as well because it pur¬ 

ports to teach us something about Power itself, no matter 

where, or in what historical moment in time, or under what¬ 

ever form it might exist, including—of course—under the form 

of democracy.47 

Clearly, then, Wilhelmsen is not your run-of-the-mill Carlist. 

His admission that under certain cultural or historical circumstan¬ 

ces even democracy can be reconciled with the essential features of 

conservative political theory indicates the clear distinction in his 

thinking between "form" and "ground." Few men of the Right 

have recognized this truth. By Wilhelmsen's reasoning, the predic¬ 

ament that the Royalists faced in nineteenth-century France in the 

person of liberal Bourbon kings or claimants, and that currently 

confronts Spanish rightists in the person of King Juan Carlos, is in 

reality no problem at all. To be sure, a rightist owes historical, 

sentimental, traditional, and mythical loyalty to the symbols 

through which conservatism is articulated in his own local context. 

Should these symbols prove self-defeating, however, or even sim- 
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ply no longer useful, conservatives must weigh carefully their 

priorities and conclude, in certain cases according to the dictates of 

prudence, that content must take precedence over form. 

It is not important for our present purposes to illustrate exactly 

how both monarchy and democracy, agrarianism and technology, 

can be equally suitable forms for the embodiment of metaphysical 

conservatism. Let it be noted, though, that monarchy and agrarian¬ 

ism have a long history of rightist apologetics behind them. De¬ 

mocracy has also found many impressive apologists on the Right, 

most of them obviously operating within the Anglo-Saxon tradi¬ 

tion. In fact, one of the major areas of rightist theory to which 

postwar American conservatives have applied themselves has been 

the attempt to work out some form of democratic pluralism that 

would not be at variance with the basically theocentric truths of 

Western civilization and its traditions. And technology? The tradi¬ 

tional American capitalist Right, born in the Robber Baron age and 

resurrected in the fifties, has produced a sizable literature that has 

sought (whether it has succeeded is another matter) to imbue tech¬ 

nology with a conservative essence. Wilhelmsen himself has done 

pioneering work with his efforts to arrive at a "sacramentalization 

of the new technology." In any event, the theoretical systems that 

seek to justify the various forms of rightist symbolization are unim¬ 

portant at this moment. (They will assume monumental impor¬ 

tance later on in this work.) The central themes of metaphysical 

conservatism have for our present purposes been arrived at. 

In the first place, metaphysical conservatism is at war with the 

twin heresies of the Left: relativism, which preaches the inaccessi¬ 

bility of both God and truth, and ideology, which reduces the 

reality of human existence to fit certain fanciful theories and then 

seeks to remedy the situation by forcing changes in the makeup of 

humanity. The metaphysical conservative rejects relativism be¬ 

cause its negation of all values and all truths contradicts religious 

faith, which lies at the root of his beliefs. Ideology, by denying that 

human nature is radically flawed and by demanding a magical 

change in the apparent facts of creation, also conflicts with the 

truths of traditional religion, which views human nature as essen¬ 

tially constant. Thus, metaphysical conservatism as a negative phi¬ 

losophy opposes any attempt to remove God from the world or to 

negate the legitimacy of His laws. 

On the positive side metaphysical conservatism realizes that re¬ 

vealed truths, besides influencing man's life directly through tran- 
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scendental rituals like the sacraments in the case of Catholicism, or 

the commandments in the case of Judaism, and besides prohibiting 

evil behavior, must permeate every fiber of man's communal exist¬ 

ence to remain viable in the life of a society. Whether the form is 

monarchy, as it was for the Carlists; or corporatism, as it was for 

Salazar; or pluralist democracy, as it was for John Courtney Mur¬ 

ray; or free enterprise, as it was for Wilhelm Roepke, is of no 

essential consequence. The key to the good and the just society is 

not the external forms that the government and communal exist¬ 

ence happen to take. These forms must not, of course, clash with 

the social context in which they are advanced. The metaphysical 

conservative is not blind to the influences of religion, national char¬ 

acteristics, and traditions. He understands the important role they 

play. He would not attempt to offer John HallowelTs sacramental- 

ized democracy* to the pious Navarrian Carlists, nor would he 

offer the Carlists' sacramentalized monarchy to the Dixiecrat 

agrarians of the Black Belt. However, he would insist that the root 

assumptions behind each and every form of goodly existence must 

be theological and subject to the transcendental norms that govern 

all men. 

To the metaphysical conservative the center of the national body 

is the soul. If the soul is well, that is, if it submits itself to the 

kingship of God, then society will be healthy and this health will 

naturally permeate the institutions of communal and individual 

life, whether those institutions are technological or agrarian, demo¬ 

cratic or monarchial. To the metaphysical conservative the success 

or failure of society is not measured by its GNP or nuclear first- 

strike capacity, but by its spiritual state. Consequently, he believes 

that the job of incarnating faith in the temporal realm is not primar¬ 

ily a political one. To cure a sick society—a society that denies God 

—one does not begin by winning elections but by reeducating the 

populace in accordance with the divine truths via the schools, the 

media, and other communal means. 

In summation, the metaphysical conservative rejects relativism 

and ideology on the basis of transcendental truths, which he seeks 

to translate into the temporal realm. 

* Hallo well is a conservative thinker who on the basis of a deep, in his 

words "mystical" Christianity has worked out a theoretical defense of 

democracy (The Moral Foundations of Democracy). Although he is un¬ 

comfortable with the conservative label, his theories are-a unique contribu¬ 
tion to traditionalist apologetics. 
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The Empirical Conservative 
The rationalist or empirical conservative is the forgotten member 

of the right-wing team.* Historically speaking, though, skeptical 

rightism has a long and dignified tradition, numbering among its 

theoretical champions David Hume and Henry Adams, noted liter¬ 

ary figures like Nathaniel Hawthorne and William Butler Yeats, 

and activists of whom Charles Maurras (during his public career) 

would be a notable example. Still, despite the impressive quality of 

its leading figures, naturalist rightism has never become a mass 

movement, least of all in America, where the conservative tradition 

has generally had some sort of religious orientation. 

The starting point of empirical conservatism is its refusal to 

acknowledge the existence of divine truths. This immediately sets it 

apart from metaphysical conservatism. The empirical conserva¬ 

tive's adherence to the theories of rightism is based upon a rational 

assessment of the realities of the human condition, that is, of man's 

needs and his limitations. There are few empirical conservatives of 

significant intellectual stature in America today. Professor Donald 

Atwell Zoll, author of numerous books and articles, is a notable 

exception.** Master of a style of writing that combines erudition 

and depth with zest and humor, he has carried the case for empiri¬ 

cal conservatism to the public for almost twenty years. During this 

period he has launched salvos of friendly criticism against the 

American Right on any number of issues and has in his own words 

"gained a reputation as a Tory irregular and discovered . . . that he 

was not in the conservative mainstream." Zoll has offered cartloads 

of original suggestions to the American conservative movement 

(e.g., his advocacy in 1969 of "some new Locrian code" to fight the 

*Although mainstream conservative journals often treat Objectivism 

and other libertarian isms as rightist, it should be fairly clear that the 

Rands, Brandens, Hospers, and others represent not merely a distorted 

branch of the movement, but the direct antithesis of everything the Right 

has stood for throughout history. They do not attempt to work out realistic 

political and social theories on the basis of empirical observation, but seek 

to build ultrarationalist, a priori utopian constructions. As a result, they 

cannot be classed with the empirical conservatives. Of course, libertarian¬ 

ism of a traditionalist and moral type, such as Jeffersonian agrarian or 

McKinley Republican libertarianism, is a different story. 

**James Burnham, author of Suicide of the West and columnist for 

National Review, is another conservative of note who bases his rightism 

not upon religious considerations but upon solely empirical assessments. 
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New Left),48 has denied the conservative credentials of leading 

American rightist politicians (i.e., Goldwater in 1964), and has 

cast as conservatives men commonly conceived of as liberals (e.g., 

Stevenson and Kennedy).49 

Plainly, Zoll is not the typical American rightist. Upon further 

analysis, however, he emerges as not quite the nonconformist that 

first impressions would indicate. In fact, Zoll has arrived at posi¬ 

tions that could generally be identified with those of the traditional¬ 

ist Right. Naturally, his reasons for maintaining such beliefs are 

radically different from those of most of his colleagues. He has 

accepted the teachings of the Right not because they are true on a 

metaphysical or ultimate level, not because the human soul (as the 

term is used in a religious context) testifies to them, but because 

they are readily apparent to the student of history and human 

nature. 

Empirical conservatives base their system upon a clear, unsenti¬ 

mental, and therefore nonutopian view of the human situation. As 

Zoll puts it: 

One of the strengths of historical conservatism has been its 

consistently acute evaluation of the limitations of human na¬ 

ture . . . Conservatism, with a kind of weary forbearance, has 

refused to be misled by the fragile optimisms and myopic 

meliorisms of the sentimentalized views of other broad politi¬ 

cal persuasions.50 

The empirical conservative is a skeptic in the truest sense of the 

word. Because of his naturalist bent he denies God and revelation, 

but at the same time he refuses to believe the fanciful dogmas of 

Utopians and revolutionaries and instead feels with George Santa¬ 

yana that in the long run "no specific hope about distant issues is 

likely to be realized." Jeffrey Hart aptly described the pessimism of 

the nonbelieving conservative when he wrote of David Hume: 

If Hume did not accept the Christian eschatology, he nev¬ 

ertheless based his politics upon its negative implications: 

salvation is not to be sought in the political realm and to do so 

would be disastrous. Hume's detachment from ultimate his¬ 

torical hope . . . suggests a thoroughly absorbed experience of 

the world, and an educated meditation on history; it requires, 

in the absence of religious hope, a severe discipline of the 

sensibility.51 
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Zoll has greatly broadened the traditional view of pessimistic 

empirical conservatism by drawing heavily upon recent scientific 

advances in the fields of analytical psychology, psychoanalysis, 

and neuropsychology. For example, Zoll believes that the analyti¬ 

cal psychology of Carl Jung and Erich Neumann “offers an account 

of the human personality" that “squares more completely with 

conservative opinion then any other contemporary view." Jung's 

emphasis upon “the limits of the rational powers of the individual 

in relation to the psyche's irrational component" reaffirms one of 

the basic points of traditionalist conservatism, Zoll notes. Follow¬ 

ing analytical theory, Zoll believes that we are all governed by 

forces, loyalties, drives, and passions that, except in isolated indi¬ 

viduals or at infrequent intervals, are never broken. Since these 

subconscious instincts predate the emergence of man's rational fac¬ 

ulties, they are extremely powerful. Among them are the instincts 

that bind men in a suprarational allegiance to their families, locali¬ 

ties, and nations; that prompt men to follow personality cults such 

as those surrounding saints, patriotic heroes, and in our “secular" 

age sports and show-business stars; that cause men to seek self- 

fulfillment not as isolated entities but as members of religious, 

national, local, familial, or fraternal groups. 

In Jungian psychology these drives are associated with a collec¬ 
tive unconscious, which is in Zoll's words “the source of conscious¬ 

ness itself and is the area of communication between the individual 

and the psychic force of the universe."52 As far as the negative and 

distasteful components of the collective unconscious are concerned, 

Zoll feels that they can substitute for the older rightist doctrine that 

finite man is permanently flawed by original sin. 

Zoll does not accept Jungianism lock, stock, and barrel. He 

usually qualifies his presentation of the Swiss psychologist's theo¬ 

ries with phrases like “according to Jung," “Jung's account," etc. 

His naturalistic conservatism is not tied to just one of the physical 

sciences, but draws upon biological studies of “innate releasing 

mechanisms," neurological experiments with “trapped univer¬ 

sal, “ and studies in cybernetics. From all of these disciplines Zoll 

has arrived at two broad conclusions: 

(1) Human nature contains crucial extraexperiential, trans¬ 

personal content, and psychic inheritance looms as a major 

factor in behavior; (2) Individual human behavior and culture 

rest on the existence of universals, present as innate structure 
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in the personality, as archetypal sign stimuli, both natural and 

supernormal and present as cultural artifact.53 

Thus, empirical conservatism as understood by Zoll does not 

stop with a mere negation of the wild theories of various leftist 

Utopians. It offers positive guidelines for ordering society that are 

in essential agreement with those of the traditionalist Right. Con¬ 

servatives have always stressed the importance of community in 

human endeavor. Zoll agrees that “it is impossible to conceive of 

man separated from society." This is due to the existence of the 

collective unconscious, which influences man through "arche- 

types"; Zoll (following Jung) defines these as "collective images 

. . . arising contemporaneously with the primordial psyche which 

pre-dates human consciousness . . . act[ing] upon man as a cul¬ 

tural cohesion."54 

This cultural cohesion impels man to articulate his innermost 

psychic drives through symbol and myth: 

According to Jung, psychic energy transfers are involved in 

the relationship between the collective and individual uncon¬ 

scious. Surpluses are produced and channeled into social in¬ 

ter-relationships, usually in symbolic form. In briefest terms, 

this is the causation of culture. Psychic energy transformed 

into symbol is observable through the mythopoetic realm. 

. . . this collective process is viewed through archetypal 

cores that reappear also in symbolic form. Jung calls these 

"motifs" and holds them to be universal, and from this implies 

the universality of human nature.55 

The similarity of Zoll s teaching to that of normative metaphysi¬ 

cal conservatives becomes even more evident when he goes on to 
say: 

... the analytical psychologists by giving attention to the 

non-cognitive elements in human personality have restored 

myth, symbol, poetry, religious expression and other like con¬ 

cerns to serious attention.56 

Of course, Zoll does not ascribe transcendental truthfulness to 

"myth, symbol, poetry, religious expression," and so on, as do 

metaphysical conservatives. But he is in total accord with them on 

the vital importance these factors have in the existence of individu¬ 

als as well as communities. In other words, the empirical conserva- 
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tive, having examined man in a purely naturalistic manner and 

having weighed the evidence of history, is keenly aware of the basic 

human need somehow to break out of a merely temporal, secular 

existence. He is invariably the ally of other conservatives who also 

support the social cohesives of family, community, religion, prop¬ 

erty, and the like, though for profoundly different reasons. 

Translating his theories from the realm of the abstract to that of 

the practical, Zoll has offered a huge variety of proposals as to how 

conservatives can reshape society in a more rightist or realistic 

manner. For example, he has lamented the lack of conservative 

interest in “the problem of community." To Zoll, "historical con¬ 

servatism has been especially sensitive to the conservancy of the 

community," and this has always been the Right's "elemental link¬ 

age with the anxieties and aspirations of the vast majority of men." 

Unfortunately, the postwar American conservative revival was 

crippled from the start by "indigenous American right-wing 

preferences for nineteenth-century individualism." This disability 

was, for Zoll, a tragedy of major proportions: 

Conservatism, the arch paladin of community, became— 

and surely in the public image it became—the champion not 

only of individualism, but also of those other post-nineteenth- 

century innovations that reshaped human living patterns, the 

most prominent of which was the natural exploitation, central¬ 

ization, urbanization and anomie that the age introduced. The 

community was harassed by the thesis that human conditions 

of life ought to be predicated upon the ease of consumption in 

contrast to the primordial requirements of man.57 

Zoll feels that conservatives must adhere to the traditional posi¬ 

tion of "encouraging] men to 'love their little platoon,' but in order 

for them to do so we must somehow keep the Tittle platoon' a going 

concern."58 This can be accomplished by a revival of what he terms 

the "civic ethic," which for all practical purposes is simply tradi¬ 

tional communal morality. The result of this would be 

the renewal or recovery of social harmony, the encouragement 

of social friendship, the rule of tranquility and benevolence. 

- ... In sum, the object of conservatism is social friendship, 

the moderating of animosity by the tightening of the collective 

moral bonds, the depiction of a collective ethical purpose.59 

Forever the empiricist, Zoll does not posit his ethical construc- 
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tions as eternal values in a metaphysical sense. His "civic ethic" 

represents nothing more than 

the novel manifestations of instinctual universals and social 

accumulations [which] preserve ... a contact with the most 

elemental and nondifferentiated strata of being. The ethical 

mandate is a summons to participate in the nature of nature.60 

These moral rules, which "enforce, often stringently, both the 

latent instinctual demands of the individual psyche and the com¬ 

munal paradigms and objectives," are remarkably similar to the 

transcendental morality of orthodox faith. However, in accordance 

with his naturalism Zoll reassures us that the ethical imperative 

can be established by a "rudimentary mode of perception" that 

includes "the discovery of community, natural order, and the deon- 

tological features of that natural order."61 

Zoll's grasp of the intricacies of empirical conservatism is 

matched by his ability to think along highly creative lines within 

the philosophical framework he has put forth. Like Wilhelmsen he 

has urged conservatives not to confuse "form" with "essence." It is 

rewarding to quote Zoll at some length here, for he strongly paral¬ 

lels Wilhelmsen on several important points: 

. . . contemporary conservatism is at a loss to know what to 

conserve . . . What it ought to be concerned about are es¬ 

sences, those natural paradigms that underlie human social 

institutions and practices. Such essences, derivable from the 

objective order of nature, are not identical to human conven¬ 

tions that may be equated with forms, transient configura¬ 

tions. Currently, the conservative defense of "tradition" tends 

to be the conservation of social forms instead of essences, but 

in placing its emphasis here, conservatism runs the risk of 

jeopardizing concern about and recognition of the imperative 

essences. Let us suppose the family to be a "natural" social 

institution ... It would seem altogether reasonable to "con¬ 

serve" the family institution [and] ... to structure human 

practices in accord with this natural directive. But such a 

conservation seeks to preserve the essence of the institution; it 

can be quite flexible regarding the form. It need not seek to 

expressly conserve the form of family life typical, let us say, of 

the American middle classes in the nineteenth century, espe¬ 

cially if such a formal conception of the family does not appear 

efficacious in a later era and if such a resolute insistence upon 
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the form of family organization impairs the continuity of the 

essential institution.62 

Zoll has urged caution in presenting the distinction between form 

and essence to the conservative rank-and-file. He feels that for the 

vast majority of men forms tend to lose their vitality and ultimately 

their compelling character when divorced from essences. The aver¬ 

age man is generally incapable of manning the conservative barri¬ 

cades in defense of a given form when he realizes that, in reality, 

the form is of no significance except as a symbolization of some 

archetypal essence or motif. As a practical matter, it is best to leave 

the forms of conservatism at any given moment in history some¬ 

what hazily intertwined in the popular mind with the essential core 

that imbues them with their only actual relevance. 

Zoll does believe, however, that certain institutional forms are 

better suited than others to the task of embodying the universal 

motifs. He maintains, for example, that monarchy is far superior to 

mass-suffrage democracy in fulfilling the hierarchal and communal 

needs of man. Yet he realizes that there are so many cultural varia¬ 

bles involved in formulating political and social forms that it is 

extremely difficult to lay down hard-and-fast rules on how best to 

satisfy the demands of the collective unconscious in all realms and 

under different religious, cultural, and historical conditions. 

According to Zoll, the question of changing forms should merely 

be of pragmatic interest to conservatives. Basically, he feels that 

changing a form is not harmful provided that the new form is still 

an adequate means of representing the archetypal essences. If the 

people at some point in history grow tired of the old forms and 

demand that they be reformed, it is the job of conservatives to 

perform, in Zoll's words, a "sleight of hand," which has been done 

"all throughout history," and make sure that the new forms remain 

true to the realities of the human condition. The natural means at 

the conservatives' disposal are public and private communication 

and education. 

Should conservatives ever advocate or originate changes? Yes, 

answers Zoll; if they discern a new mood in the air, they should 

seize the opportunity and seek to translate these new feelings into 

terms that are consistent with human nature, empirically known. 

Furthermore, this process is inevitable, for mankind has in itself a 

certain "restlessness" that periodically opts for new forms. Con¬ 

servatives should be aware of this and not venture to swim against 
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the tide except where the tide is decidedly wrong and incompatible 

with the demands of nature and the "civic ethic." 

Deprived of the theistic orientation of other traditionalist con¬ 

servatives, Zoll does not view the past two hundred years of world 

history as a period of decline, heading for some sort of apocalyptic 

conclusion. The metaphysical Right, he says, possesses "a sense of 

eschatological drama, a Dantesque imaginative fervor," and "a 

melancholy grandeur." Though held with "obvious intensity and 

sincerity," its pessimistic outlook does not quite square with the 

realities of the times.63 Instead, Zoll perceives the nineteenth cen¬ 

tury as the apex of positivism and reductionism coupled with an 

individualistic atomism and selfish hedonism. At present he dis¬ 

cerns that these forces are in retreat on some important fronts. A 

purely physical, mechanistic view of man is falling into disrepute 

today as people are becoming increasingly concerned with the 

question of quality and meaning in their lives. To Zoll the contem¬ 

porary explosion of spiritual and psychological yearning would 

have been unthinkable a few short decades back. Humanity, espe¬ 

cially in the Western world, is becoming aware that a purely physi¬ 

cal manipulation of the way we live is not going to give us a will to 

live. Zoll therefore concludes that the prospects are good, if con¬ 

servatives remain alert, for a reordering of society along rightist 

lines. 

It is here, with his somewhat optimistic prognosis for the future, 

that Zoll finally parts company with the metaphysical conserva¬ 

tives. The God-fearing rightist would maintain, as L. Brent Bozell 

once put it, that it is impossible to order society rightly "without 

constant reference to God." Therefore, the religious conservative 

must look beyond our era and hope for some new dawn for man¬ 

kind, while the empirical conservative can harbor some hopes for 

the here-and-now. 

It would seem that empirical conservatism is doomed to remain 

the possession of an elite. Its naturalistic orientation would seem 

incapable, in the long run, of satisfying the psychological needs of 

most men. If what Zoll calls "the human social ethic" is in the final 

analysis nothing more than "universal motifs" and "natural obli¬ 

gations" that "must be transliterated into forms, symbolic and 

verbal, that are cognizable to human apprehension,"64 then for the 

majority it would seem that satisfaction is only possible through 

self-deception. One must act as if religion, mythopoeticism, patri¬ 

otism, familial and communal ties, and so on were real, when in 
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fact they are nothing more than a vitalistic symbolization of purely 

naturalistic wants and needs. Zoll does not shrink from these im¬ 

plications. He frankly describes empirical conservatism as "pa¬ 

ternalistic" and sees its role as that of an intellectual vanguard, not 

a mass movement.65 

We can now sum up the basic teachings of empirical conserva¬ 

tism. Like the metaphysical conservative, the empirical conserva¬ 

tive is in deep disagreement with relativists and ideologues. Begin¬ 

ning with a concept of man as a creation of nature with certain 

transcultural and noncognitive, nonrational needs, wants, and 

faults, he rejects the simple formulations of relativism and its vision 

of man as an atomistic entity without any inherent values. This, the 

empirical conservative holds, is a dangerous distortion of man's 

actual makeup. Further, the empirical conservative, who generally 

adopts some form of "the civic ethic," as Zoll dubs it, cannot accept 

the situational subjectivism that is a central element of leftist rela¬ 

tivism. That morality is binding on all is readily acknowledged by 

the empirical conservative, not, of course, because it is God's law, 

but because adherence to it is necessary for the communal existence 

of man and for the satisfaction of the psychological needs of man as 

an individual. Thus, the empirical conservative is at war with all 

forms of leftist amoralism as preached by positivists, reductionists, 

subjectivists, and relativists. His arsenal in this battle is not the 

Natural Law but nature's laws, or as we shall term them for our 

present purposes, transrational truths. 

Equally anathema to the empirical conservative are the fanciful 

projections of ideology, the second heresy of the Left. The ideo¬ 

logue refuses to acknowledge the unchanging constitution of the 

human condition. He is the direct antithesis of the skeptical con¬ 

servative with his no-nonsense view of mankind's aspirations and 

limitations, which have remained essentially constant throughout 

history. 

Empirical conservatism teaches that the well-being of society is 

rooted in a clear recognition of the nature of man. An aberrational 

community is one that seeks to constitute itself in a manner con¬ 

trary to the ethical and symbolic demands of its citizenry. Zoll, for 

example, faults American society at present for its inability to sat¬ 

isfy the basic needs of the individual, which he says fall under four 

broad headings: 

1. peace . . . preeminently, internal domestic peace; 2. security 

—to be reasonably free in his immediate satisfaction from 
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external transgression; 3. to be liberated from frustration—to 

be allowed to attain and enjoy the fruits of his skill, industry 

and patience; 4. to be able to gain self-realization—to be 

treated as a person and not as a thing and to feel that his 

individuality and self-cultivation will merit effective justice.66 

At bottom, then, the empirical conservative's diagnosis of and 

Rx for our present maladies are similar to those of the metaphysical 

conservative. He recognizes the timeless needs of man and seeks to 

fulfill these needs in ways that the strictly cognitive reductionist 

would find irrelevant. In summation we can say that the empirical 

conservative rejects relativism and ideology on the basis of transra- 

tional truths, which he seeks to translate into the practical realm 

through moral sanctions, myths, and symbols that relate to the 

human situation. 

The Historical Conservative 
Russell Kirk, noted author and a major theoretician of the post¬ 

war rightist resurgence, will be the subject of our examination of 

the doctrines of historical conservatism. In contrast to both Wil- 

helmsen and Zoll, whose writings draw upon a wide historical and 

geographical range of conservative thinkers, Kirk relies almost en¬ 

tirely upon the Anglo-American tradition. Kirk's distillation of 

conservative thought since Edmund Burke in The Conservative 

Mind excludes continental European conservatives with the terse 

comment that the subject is "too intricate for treatment here." The 

interest of the curious reader is naturally aroused: why, in a book 

that analyzes some thirty-odd conservative thinkers from Orestes 

Brownson to Henry Adams, and about eleven totally different 

forms of conservatism, running close to five hundred pages, could 

not some space have been found for a treatment of European con¬ 

servatism? Indeed, one searches in vain throughout the remainder 

of Kirk's writings for any serious discussion of conservatism out¬ 

side the Anglo-American tradition. At first glance Kirk seems to 

veer perilously close to the provincialist conservatism of the Evans- 

Meyer variety. 

But Kirk's conservatism, although it nurtures itself on the An¬ 

glo-American tradition, does not equate the outward forms of that 

tradition with rightism proper. Consequently, the theories that 
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Kirk advances are for the most part universalist and transcend 

national and cultural boundaries, although the original sources of 

these theories are quite limited. As we quoted from Wilhelmsen 

previously, conservatives must grant their theoreticians certain 

“existential or historical preferences/' while bearing in mind that 

the first principles of these men are of paramount importance. Rus¬ 

sell Kirk the Tory conservative is really Russell Kirk the conserva¬ 

tive, who happens to have derived his theories from the Tories. 

It is not an easy task to present a short summary of Kirk's 

historical conservatism, for the simple reason that his rightism is a 

wide-ranging affair that encompasses many divergent philoso¬ 

phies. At times Kirk appears as a metaphysical or empirical con¬ 

servative, bringing God and naturalistic data into his system. 

Here, however, we will study Russell Kirk as a historical conserva¬ 

tive, advocating the value of ancestral wisdom, time-honored tradi¬ 

tion, ''prejudice,'' etc. This does not represent a distortion or limi¬ 

tation of his thought, for Kirk consistently presents the doctrines 

and apologetics of historical conservatism as capable of standing 

alone without the religious or realist justifications that sometimes 

go along with them. Kirk's historical conservatism is not the total¬ 

ity of his system, but it is a large and discrete part of it. 

Before we begin it should be noted that Russell Kirk tends to 

view conservatism in general as an organic, rather mobile system 

of thought. “Conservatism is not a fixed and immutable body of 

dogma, andtonservatives inherit from Burke a talent for reexpress¬ 

ing their convictions to fit the time," he writes.67 Statements such 

as these abound in Kirk's works and they typify the Tory aversion 

for clearly spelled-out philosophical constructions. However, de¬ 

spite the disclaimer Kirk does find it possible to state a “working 

premise" about the “essence of social conservatism." It is “pres¬ 

ervation of the ancient moral traditions of humanity. Conservatives 

respect the wisdom of their ancestors ... they are dubious of whole¬ 

sale alteration." Nonetheless, according to Kirk, conservatives are 

not simply blind followers of earlier traditions, but support 

“reform" as opposed to “change." Kirk explains the difference 

between good and bad change when he writes: 

Society must alter, for slow change is the means of its conser¬ 

vation, like the human body's perpetual renewal; but Provi¬ 

dence is the proper instrument for change and the test of a 

statesman is his cognizance of the real tendency of Providen¬ 

tial social forces.68 
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To Kirk, the conservative is one who feels that 'The wisdom of 

our ancestors” is a "trustier” guide to social welfare than reason, 

impulse, and materialistic determinism.69 Why is Kirk so con¬ 

vinced that ancestral wisdom is more reliable than reason? Para¬ 

phrasing Edmund Burke, Kirk explains his position: 

Providence [has] taught humanity through thousands of 

years' experience and meditation, a collective wisdom; tradi¬ 

tion, tempered by expedience. A man should be governed in 

his necessary decisions by a decent respect for the customs of 

mankind . . . The individual is foolish but the species is wise; 

prejudices and prescriptions and presumptions are the instru¬ 

ments which the wisdom of the species employs to safeguard 

man against his own passions and appetites . . . even the most 

intelligent of men cannot hope to understand all the secrets of 

traditional morals and social arrangements; but we may be 

sure that Providence acting through the medium of human 

trial and error, has developed every hoary habit for some im¬ 

portant purpose . . . Prejudice is prejudgement, the answer 

with which intuition and ancestral consensus of opinion sup¬ 

ply a man when he lacks either time or knowledge to arrive at 

a decision predicated upon pure reason.70 

The translation of historical conservatism into the practical 

realm is beset with immense difficulties. Kirk bestows upon time- 

honored "prejudices, prescriptions, and presumptions” a kind of 

divine stamp of approval, with history as opposed to revelation 

the source of truth. "Every hoary habit” has an important Provi¬ 

dential purpose. Yet as we quoted earlier, Kirk feels that change 

must take place, but only when its source is Providential. The 

problems with this thesis are obvious. It provides no criteria for 

condemning an evil, albeit time-honored custom, no criteria for 

differentiating between Providential change and bad change, no 

criteria for establishing when enough "time or knowledge" is avail¬ 

able to allow reason to challenge tradition, and so on. Kirk runs 

dangerously close to affirming as a historical conservative a form of 

determinism or relativism, by telling us that history should be our 

guide to the good and that all ancestral wisdom is trustworthy. 

Willmoore Kendall perceived this chink in Kirk's armor: 
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abhors. For it is, on the face of it, a teaching about the role and 

binding force of tradition in societies-in-general, and what it 

says about societies-in-general is that they are all somehow 

based on an “eternal contract," which enjoins a moral and 

religious tradition which is and, one gathers, ought to be 

transmitted from generation to generation by the family and, 

one gathers again, the local equivalent of “churches" (pre¬ 

sumably shrines in Japan, mosques in Turkey, and temples in 

ancient Greece). . . . Because it declares all traditions equal, 

[this teaching of Kirk's] reduces the American tradition to the 

level of, say, the tradition that will obtain in the Soviet Union 

once the latter has succeeded in getting the Russian family 

and the Russian churches into the business of transmitting 

Communist doctrine. Contemporary American conservatism, 

one of whose basic quarrels must be the quarrel with relativ¬ 

ism and positivism in all their forms, must give the teaching a 

wide berth.71 

One tends to feel that there is something of great significance 

missing from historical conservatism on the theoretical level. It 

simply will not suffice to point to tradition as a guide to truth unless 

truth itself is first defined in some satisfactory way. Kirk himself 

keeps warm in his philosophical bullpen the able righty relief hurler 

of traditional religious faith (which he calls upon quite often when 

his historical conservatism falters) and the tricky southpaw fire¬ 

man of empirical conservatism (which he calls upon less fre¬ 

quently; see, however. The Conservative Mind [New York: Avon 

Books, 1968], pp. 46-47). Yet he persists in presenting historical 

conservatism as a philosophy that can stand alone without the 

support of either theology or natural data verifiable by reason. 

(By the way, the fault here is in all probability not Kirk's. Ed¬ 

mund Burke, whose conservatism takes precedence over all others 

in Kirk's writings, also left himself open to the same charge of 

theoretical superficiality. Witness, for example, the perennial de¬ 

bate over the true nature of Burke's philosophy. On the one hand is 

Peter Stanlis, who maintains that Burke belongs in the tradition of 

Natural Law, while Donald Atwell Zoll places Burke in the vitalist 

camp of empirical conservatism. The truth of the matter as I see it, 

having no personal axe to grind on this subject, is that in Burke's 

writings one finds ample support for both metaphysical and empir¬ 

ical conservatism. It appears that the author of the Reflections 

never probed very deeply into the philosophical sources of his tem- 
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peramental and instinctual conservatism. Kirk, following his wor¬ 

thy teacher, seems similarly unwilling to come to grips with his 

real reasons for being a conservative.) 

Standing alone, Kirk's historical conservatism is a logically inde¬ 

fensible position. When cornered, the historical conservative, if he 

wishes to make his apologetic hold water, must opt for either meta¬ 

physical or empirical conservatism. This does not mean, though, 

that historical conservatism carries little weight in the real world, 

where the prime concern of most men is not with the philosophical 

underpinnings of their lives but rather with their families, their 

jobs, their religious beliefs and practices, etc. Indeed it may be the 

most potent force in the ordering of the common man's existence. 

^~Every human being is to a certain extent a historical conservative, 

influenced by the traditions of his faith, nation, culture, family, 

and even by his own earlier experiences in life. We are all 

traditionalists. 

Furthermore, the tradition in which we function is not that of the 

Australian aborigines or the nomads of the Gobi Desert but of 

Western civilization and all that it stands for. So when Kirk or 

other Tory conservatives speak in lofty phrases about tradition and 

ancestral wisdom, we must take their musings with a grain of salt. 

They don't really mean to say that the "ancestral prejudice" of 

sacrificing children to Molech should have been continued. All they 

are asking is that we, the bearers of classical philosophy and re¬ 

vealed faith as the West has understood them, should remain loyal, 

in the instinctual, nonrational way that men generally are loyal, to 

this, our tradition. The key to understanding historical conserva¬ 

tism is the realization that it is a system that does not answer the 

question, "What is conservatism?" but the altogether different, 

though important question, "What, in practice, makes people con¬ 

servatives?" To which the historical conservative answers, quite 

accurately, "Traditions, ancestral wisdom, prejudices." Pushed 

into a comer and asked, "On what basis do you justify this tradi¬ 

tion of yours?" the historical conservative will generally reply by 

saying something like, "Because traditions are usually right." This 

answer is of course false. One could easily catalogue a whole slew 

of traditions that every Western historical conservative rejects out 

of hand. The correct answer that the historical conservative should 

give (but of course will not give, because he dislikes full-blown 

rational explanations of his instinctual yearnings) is not that tradi¬ 

tions are right but that Western tradition is right. Here he will have 
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to choose between metaphysical and empirical conservatism; the 

tradition is right either because it is true in an ultimate, eternal 

sense (with God or Natural Law underwriting it) or because it is 

true for us as functional Western men—our collective unconscious 

(Jung), the "wisdom of nations" (Maurras), or some similar natur¬ 

alistic cause persuades us to accept it. 

To define historical conservatism is thus redundant. If we press 

the matter, and it must be pressed in the current context, historical 

conservatism inevitably reduces itself to either metaphysical or em¬ 

pirical conservatism. Historical conservatism is a means by which 

rightism is preserved, safeguarded, and transmitted to future gen¬ 

erations. Most important of all, it is the conservatism of the major¬ 

ity of men. For the sake of continuity, though, let us say in summa- 

/T?'t ion thatIjthe historical conservative rejects relativism and ideology 

on the basis of traditional (Western) truths, which he seeks to 

translate into the practical realm through customs, established be¬ 

liefs, ancestral mores, traditions, and prejudices. 

The Realist Conservative 

The patient reader who has stuck with me to this point has 

probably sensed by now that the working definition of conserva¬ 

tism we sought earlier has basically been arrived at. Despite their 

differences, all three universalist schools of rightist thought that we 

have examined are united by their rejection of amoralism and ideol¬ 

ogy, and their acceptance of some transrational source of unchang¬ 

ing values, morals, and needs. On the philosophical level this is 

just about as far as similarities among conservatives can be traced. 

Any attempt to go further will bring up questions of God, Natural 

Law, and like matters, on which conservatives must follow their 

own separate paths. However, the feelings of affinity that conserv¬ 

atives have shown transcend national, cultural, and religious 

boundaries. They seem to be based not upon theological affirma¬ 

tions, but rather upon similar beliefs about the nature of man and 

society and the place of man in society. Conceptual agreement 

means that conservatives also tend to favor the same general poli¬ 

cies in different historical and national contexts. 

Few conservatives have been willing to recognize—and capitalize 

upon—this essential agreement among rightists. The doctrinaire 

metaphysician is disinclined to water down his purity by admitting 
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that wisdom may be found among the Gentiles. He therefore fails 

to draw upon the anthropological, historical, and psychological 

advances of recent decades that have served to give credence to 

many of the basic postulates of traditionalist conservatism. In ad¬ 

dition, the temptation to strive for all-or-nothing, that is, to pre¬ 

serve one's quixotic remnant of integral purists at the expense of 

tangible and important gains for society at large and society's 

faith, is all too prevalent among metaphysical conservatives. 

Americans can visualize this purist religious fantasy of certain con¬ 

tinental European conservatives by thinking of those die-hard 

rightists who romantically defend conservative positions of fifty 

years ago, feeling that it is of greater consequence to call for repeal 

of the Fourteenth and Sixteenth Amendments, or for state nullifica¬ 

tion of the Brown decision, than it is to influence the country in any 

significant way. The totalist conservative, of which the unbending 

metaphysical conservative is only one example, is crippled by his 

tenacious commitment to first principles. He is unable to see that 

the only place where first principles don't get bruised and battered 

is in the dressing room, where all the "Os" block all the "Xes" and 

every play is a touchdown. 

But in the real world of conflict we must scratch and improvise, 

give and take, in order to achieve a fair approximation of what we 

desire ideally. Since he is a perfectionist, the metaphysical conserv¬ 

ative balks at joining forces with the provincialist or historical con¬ 

servative. Their emphasis on national myths, laws, customs, folk¬ 

ways, heroes, and the like convinces him that they neglect the real 

issues, which to him are theological first, last, and always. The 

empirical or naturalist conservative is of course a mere heretic and a 

completely unsuitable ally. What the metaphysical conservative 

fails to realize is that his purism is simply the result of his siege 

mentality. He views himself as God's chosen in the midst of a 

dying civilization. The fact that he functions in a culture that is 

mostly antagonistic to his values forces him to strengthen his own 

zeal and piety. But the pure faith that bums in his soul, almost 

totally impervious to outside forces, is not the faith that a broadly 

traditional, homogeneous, organic, and developing religious so¬ 

ciety gives birth to.* On the contrary, religion has always flour- 

*To continue to put this in American terms, let us think of the idyllic 

picture that our own rightist purists paint of pre-1913 or pre-1932 
America. 
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ished in societies where provincialism, patriotism, and ancestral 

traditions of all sorts give it cultural backdrop, depth, and contin¬ 

uity. The reluctance of the purists to join forces with other like- 

minded rightists is due to their fantasy-tinged approach to the 

values they seek to defend. The metaphysical purity of these 

rightists has its place, perhaps, in helping us gain an understand¬ 

ing of what God requires of men as individuals but not as members 

of communities, where our goal is not the spiritual perfection of the 

land but the preservation of faith through social equilibrium. 

Similarly, as we observed before, the provincialist and historical 

conservative are severely limited in their ability to field a successful 

conservative movement except under the most favorable of circum¬ 

stances. They are so completely immersed in their own cultural and 

national inheritances that they are incapable of responding ade¬ 

quately to the demands of the times. In the late nineteenth century, 

for example, the prudent as opposed to the provincialist conserva¬ 

tive would have seen that the demand for government activity in the 

areas of old-age and unemployment insurance, antitrust legisla¬ 

tion, farm aid, child-labor laws, and the like was sweeping the 

nation and would eventually triumph. If conservatives had broken 

free from the provincialist-historical trap of defending the old order 

at any cost, the reforms could have been enacted within a frame¬ 

work of traditional conservative first principles, as the Populists, 

Progressives, and Bull Moosers had advocated and, indeed, as the 

British Conservative Party early in the century actually achieved. 

Instead, the provincialist urge won out, the American Right stuck 

with the McKinleys and Tafts, with the Hardings and Coolidges, 

and finally went over the falls into virtual oblivion with the Hoovers 

and the Landons. While remaining true to its pure Horatio Alger 

philosophy, the American Right allowed the era of social reform to 

be preempted by the Deweyite logical positivists and materialists 

who provided much of the philosophical framework for the New 

Deal. 

The horrendous results of this Last Stand of the conservatives are 

too numerous to discuss at length. Briefly, though, the long hiber¬ 

nation of the American Right from 1932 to 1964 made possible the 

disastrous foreign policies of Presidents Roosevelt and Truman, the 

drastic change in the moral climate of the nation, and the discredit¬ 

ing of old-school patriotism. All of those things are directly trace¬ 

able to the failure of the American Right in the first quarter of the 

century to maneuver creatively. When the opportunity to change 
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tack presented itself in 1964, the Right frivolously decided, as did 

Alf Landon in 1936, to run against the New Deal. And the results 

paralleled those of the original attempt to question the assumptions 

of welfarism. Theoretical purism and provincialist obstinacy have 

prevented conservatives from recognizing their core of common 

beliefs and translating their theories into effective political action. 

Professor Thomas Molnar, prolific author of books and articles 

on political, social, and religious thought, is a notable exception to 

this gloomy picture. He clearly recognizes the essential unity of 

conservative thought throughout history and regardless of national 

boundaries. In his writings he draws freely from diverse rightist 

sources that at first glance would appear to be at war with each 

other. However, Molnar does not seem disturbed by these outward 

differences between the thinkers he refers to. We find him, for 

example in his work The Counter-Revolution, building upon the 

metaphysical conservatism of a Donoso Cortes, the legitimist-res- 

torationist conservatism of a Joseph de Maistre, the Tory conserva¬ 

tism of an Edmund Burke, the theocratic-obscurantist conserva¬ 

tism of a Konstantin Pobiedonostsev, the empirical conservatism of 

a Charles Maurras, the republican-pluralist conservatism of a 

Willmoore Kendall, the nationalist conservatism of a Jose Antonio 

Primo de Rivera, and the democracy-admiring conservatism of 

Alexis de Tocqueville. Molnar sees no inconsistency in bringing 

together such an apparently heterogeneous group because he is 

well aware that 

the substance of counter-revolutionary affirmation . . . forms a 

rather straight line from the earliest counter-revolutionaries, 

such as de Maistre and Burke, to those of the 1930s and our 

own days.72 

Donald Atwell Zoll, among others, has noted Molnar's ability 

to penetrate beyond the conflicting views of various segments of the 

Right and to pinpoint the continuity of conservative thought: 

Professor Molnar . . . avoid[s] ... the parochial, the refusal to 

consider the problems of social remedy except within the nar¬ 

row confines of some self-identified national tradition. The 

evaluation of ideological and political alternatives is certainly 

limited, in any rational sense, by historical and cultural fac¬ 

tors, but the task of making efficacious recommendations can- 
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not be adequately accomplished by assuming a stance of phil¬ 

osophical and even political insularity and nationalistic 

hubris.73 

Besides transcending national and historical differences—which 

is almost unique among contemporary American conservatives— 

Molnar also makes generous use of recent advances in the fields of 

anthropology, mythopoeticism, and psychology. He finds the 

studies quite significant because they 

insist on the continuity of the human experience, of the sub¬ 

stratum variously symbolized but constantly present.74 

To the conservative theoretician, the probing of history and its 

various social constructions can yield ample support for two postu¬ 

lates to which the Right has long subscribed. As Molnar puts it: 

. . . first . . . they bear witness to the valuative processes 

inherent in man's make-up; and second, because they confirm 

the thesis of a common human experience, hence of this expe¬ 

rience as a historical and speculative norm.75 

In Molnar we have discovered a rightist thinker who realizes that 

conservatism is not bound by time or culture and that its basic 

assumptions can be defended both empirically and metaphysically. 

But Molnar's full contribution to rightism does not by any means 

stop here. The no-nonsense realism that enables him to step ahead 

of the provincialists and to marshal a host of original arguments for 

the rightist cause is not limited to the realm of theory, but strongly 

influences his thinking on practical matters as well. Indeed, it is in 

this field of applied conservatism that Molnar's theories just may 

be what the doctor ordered for the American Right. 

To understand the realist conservatism of Molnar it is necessary 

first to recognize that he is in essence what we have described 

before as a metaphysical conservative. He feels that "the counter¬ 

revolution has its deepest roots in religion."76 Thus, when he 

writes that behind the visible world lies 

a real substratum which thought is able to perceive, express, 

and act upon, although never in a perfect and definitive man¬ 

ner... 
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he hastens to add that this "substratum" has 

its roots in a transcendental system of reference, and that in 

fact this is why it is neither haphazard nor illusory.77 

Despite (or perhaps, as we shall argue later, because of) his 

complete commitment to the truthfulness of metaphysical first 

principles, Molnar remains forever the realist. He cautions against 

a fanciful misconception of life's realities and warns that rightists 

should not "go about chasing illusions that we are always pure, 

and always dealing with pure situations." He urges conservatives 

to take note of the fact that "the world is made up of less than ideal 

conditions" and that as communal beings men must learn that 

"purity has often to be sacrificed for reasonable advantages here 

and now."78 

Translated into practical terms this realism leads Molnar to en¬ 

dorse, for example, the change that the European Right opted for in 

the post-World War I period by advocating corporate nationalism 

as opposed to its earlier position, which called for some form of 

monarchial restoration. He writes: 

. . . the great question before counter-revolutionaries in mod¬ 

em times has been the reunification of the nation. As long as 

monarchies existed, in the nineteenth century, monarchy re¬ 

mained the obvious and ideal solution, and was to remain so 

even deep into the twentieth century. Yet the monarchic prin¬ 

ciple underwent subtle metamorphoses in the counter-revolu¬ 

tionary mind as it became clearer that nations split by ideolo¬ 

gies and passions of class would accept a king either only as a 

figurehead or as the embodiment of a temporary, therefore 

precarious, ideological compromise . . . 

This explains why counter-revolutionaries began thinking 

of a different solution; the new formulation, increasingly pop¬ 

ular as time went by, was that the nation must be reunited, 

made to commune in one "national faith" before it might re¬ 

ceive the king. For this reason the monarchic principle itself 

had to be reinterpreted so as to mean only "national faith," 

temporarily incarnated in the rule of one man who is not 

king.79 

In like manner Molnar believes that the papal condemnation of 

Action Fran^aise in 1926 was a "grave error" and that "benign 

neglect would have been the prudent course" at that time for the 
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ecclesiastical authorities. Of course, Molnar is fully aware of the 

errors and gaps in Maurrassian theory, but he also realizes that on 

the whole the movement was an immense force for good in France 

in the political, social, and religious realms. (In fact, it was in its 

earlier years a wellspring of conversions to the Church.) Since man 

is constitutionally unable to know or foresee all things, Molnar 

concludes, he must opt for the greatest good he can conceive of 

under the circumstances. "Metaphysical purity has often to be 
sacrificed for reasonable advantages here and now." 

At first glance this may seem to be at best a half-hearted policy 

of compromise or at worst some form of Machiavellian amoralism. 

But the accusation will not hold water. In the first place, Molnar 

has never advocated that conservatives compromise on their funda¬ 

mental values and first principles. His policy of realistic maneuver¬ 

ability does not extend to the core of conservative metaphysical or 

empirical principles. Apart from these basics, though, Molnar feels 

that conservatives should let the virtue of prudence govern their 

actions. That is to say, they should keep their options open and 

operate as the realities of the times dictate. However—and this is 

one of the crucial points where Molnar parts company with the 

merely cynical, opportunistic real politician—he knows that this 

realistic approach to practical rightism is conceivable only if the 

rightists who follow it are firmly committed to, and clearly under¬ 

stand, their own first principles. Prudence can guide the conserva¬ 

tive only if half of his heart is not already "on the other side." For 

example, Molnar has often been highly critical of Louis XVI and 

Nicholas II for their conciliatory attitude toward the insurrection¬ 

ists of 1789 and 1917. He accuses them of "putting dignity and 

noble sentiments before the efficacy that the moment so impera¬ 

tively demanded."80 

Realist conservatism is therefore by no means a vague call to the 

sort of "muddling through" patchwork rightism that is frequently 

associated with Tory conservatives. Quite the contrary; it is a stark 

realization that the stakes involved in the rightist-leftist struggle 

are so high that it would be criminal negligence to let our personal 
preferences for ephemeral purities, meaningless forms, propagan- 

distic phrases, and irrelevant moralisms blind us to the crying 

needs of the hour. Conservatives cannot afford to leave any stone 

unturned or any angle untried as they seek to insure the survival 

of order, community, and ultimately faith, for as rightists often 

lament, the hour is very, very late. 

87 



Typical of Molnar's realism-rooted-in-commitment is his posi¬ 

tion on Vatican contacts with Communist governments. He favors 

such exchanges, but not in the prevailing sense of worthless and, 

indeed, sinful dialogues, ecumenical exchanges of ideas, and the 

like. Obviously, contacts of this nature must not be pursued in a 

manner that would enhance the prestige of these tyrannical regimes 

and legitimate them in the eyes of their subject peoples. Rome can 

reap benefits from East-West contacts for the cause of faith the 

world over, but only if it employs wisdom and skill to further its 

own first principles. It must approach the matter without utopian 

fantasies about world peace or union, and with an eye open to the 

realities of practical politics. A similar situation exists in the case of 

America's participation in the United Nations. Membership in that 

world body could hold great diplomatic and propagandists poten¬ 

tial if the United States would only remain firmly committed to its 

own goals and ideals. At present, incidentally, it appears that nei¬ 

ther Rome nor America is able or willing to follow such policies. 

As for the second criticism mentioned above—that a certain de¬ 

gree of amoral Machiavellianism seems to infect Molnar's philoso¬ 

phy—it should be stressed that Molnar's realism does not run 

counter to the theological foundations of his thinking. Evil acts of a 

cruel or illicit nature are not part of the conservative repertoire. 

Molnar's realistic beliefs can be summarized in three short 

statements: 

1) Conservative principles should not be confused with the pass¬ 

ing forms with which rightism garbs itself in different contexts and 

times. This point recurs in Wilhelmsen's and Zoll's systems as 

well. 

2) Prudence or realism should be our guide when changing forms 

and seeking to maintain the basic conservative beliefs. Rightists 

fight, compromise, propagandize, educate, retreat, electioneer, and 

so on with one central ambition: to preserve the conservative as¬ 

sumptions that must, morally and empirically, underlie every so¬ 

ciety. Here Molnar's theories are slightly, but significantly, differ¬ 

ent from those of Wilhelmsen, who only belatedly abandons the 

symbols of an older conservative order when he finds them already 

defeated, hoping then to "sacramentalize" the new order; and Zoll, 

who only seems to say that conservatives must keep step with the 

demands of the populace. Molnar, on the other hand, supplies us 

with a somewhat different criterion. Conservatives, enter the tem¬ 

poral order to stabilize it through application of rightist truths. 
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Their only goal is to secure practical advantages for their side, 

which means that sometimes they move with history's currents, at 

other times they fight them, at other times they ignore them, and so 

on. 

3) Tangible gains for conservatism can only be achieved by em¬ 

ploying, in each sphere of human activity, methods that work. 

Diplomacy, education, politics, religion, law enforcement, and 

other areas all have their own special procedures for achieving 

success. Only in regard to this last point does any question of 

amoralism enter into the picture. Conservatives may legitimately 

disagree here, and of course they do. However,(Molnar's major 

contribution as a rightist thinker is his ability to discern that in 

order to move forward conservatives must learn and exploit the 

methodology of every realm of society. All religious faiths in their 

orthodox incarnations recognize that the business of governing 

families, schools, communities, and countries calls for the applica¬ 

tion of a framework of values that sometimes differs from that of 

the purely individual life. The exact time, place, and reason for 

such deviations are matters that theologians—and conservatives— 

debate among themselves, but the fact that deviations must occa¬ 

sionally take place is universally admitted. 

One final aspect of Molnar's thought is important in this context. 

In oppositon to Wilhelmsen, who sees the ultimate goal of com¬ 

munal endeavor as the "sacramentalization of being," Molnar sug¬ 

gests much less perfectionist aims for the conservative cause. Zoll 

comes closer to Molnar's view when he posits, as the end purpose 

of rightism, the restoration of a "civic ethic" and the satisfaction of 

man's natural needs, including relief from abnormal fears or frus¬ 

trations. Translating these broad statements into specific guide¬ 

lines, Molnar feels that conservatism's ultimate purpose is "non¬ 

spectacular"; it is, simply stated, to "defend society and the 

principles of ordered community."81 The rightist seeks merely to 

follow "society's natural rhythm" and to establish a "harmony that 

links community and citizen, government and nation, past and 

present, history and the future." This can be done only when 

"social peace, careful and minimal lawbreaking, and protection 

against upheavals"82 are the foundations of the realm. Molnar real¬ 

izes, of course, that organic communities of this sort can function 

only when there is a transcendental substratum presupposed by the 

people and their leaders. 

Molnar's conservatism rounds out our search for the essence of 
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rightism. It rejects amoralism and ideology, but on the basis of 

both empirical and metaphysical notions. It acknowledges that the 

truths of being must be incarnated in various traditions, mytho¬ 

poetic forms, and the like. It does not, however, advocate that 

rightists proceed in a vacuum, ignorant of outside forces and influ¬ 

ences, and it cautions that they must employ the methods and 

means of this world to achieve real advantages in it. Molnar's 

conservatism provides a firm link between theory and practice, 

thought and deed. Pointing to the fact that God has enjoined man 

to live in an imperfect world, it concludes that men of the Right 

must seek to protect and advance their first principles in an empiri¬ 

cally realistic manner. 

We have thus arrived at a definition of conservatism that pro¬ 

vides a philosophical framework for dealing with the actual situa¬ 

tions that we will shortly be examining. Before moving on to practi¬ 

cal politics, however, we must train our sights on America and 

investigate American conservatism in the light of the preceding 

definition. \To remain a vital force, conservatism must take into 

account the cultural context in which it finds itself, but it must not 

mistake the cultural context for its own essence/What is conserva¬ 

tism in the American situation? That is the next question we must 

answer. 
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What Is 
3 American 

Conservatism? 

Every nation that is not the creation of artificial po¬ 

litical maneuvering has certain traditions that set the framework 

for the institutions functioning within it. These national traditions, 

rooted in the religious, mythical, and cultural nuances of a land and 

its people, are not arbitrary constructions that can be tampered 

with in a whimsical manner. The stability and indeed the very 

survival of society are largely based upon the degree to which it 

remains loyal to its heritage. Rightists, who are frequently referred 

to as traditionalists, have always recognized this truth. Expressing 

themselves with various degrees of refinement and understanding, 

conservatives have sought to advance the cause of the traditions 

they have inherited. One of the prime responsibilities of rightists in 

any given historical situation is to discover the true nature of their 

society's public past and its assumptions about man and life. Ulti¬ 

mately, they must seek to demonstrate the relevance of the past to 

the issues of the day. 

As I noted before in discussing historical conservatism, not all 

traditions have equal claims to legitimacy. To take Kendall's exam¬ 

ple of the contemporary Soviet regime, it is obvious that even if the 

Communist totalitarianism currently in power in Russia should 

survive long enough to develop some of the outward forms of tradi- 
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tions, it would still not warrant our support. This is a point that 

conservatives (traditionalists) have sometimes missed. The rightist 

is often so preoccupied with presenting the argument that a com¬ 

munity can function naturally only if it observes conservative first 

principles that he tends to forget that communities do at times 

function unnaturally under despotism, disregarding the normative 

requirements of social equilibrium. However successful a totalitar¬ 

ian regime may appear, though, and regardless of whether it 

flaunts the outward trappings of a national heritage, there are two 

fundamental reasons why its traditions can never be termed 

legitimate. 

The first reason springs from the empirical substructure of con¬ 

servative theory: to merit our approval, a tradition must not set 

itself in opposition to reality as we know it. The "final solutions" of 

leftist utopianism, with its projection of future bliss to be ushered 

in at some unspecified date by a "remade man" leading a paradisal 

existence, are completely incompatible with the needs of real-life 

societies, which require unifying beliefs and commitments to solid¬ 

ify their existence in the here-and-now. Any doctrine that negates 

the validity of human experience is at root merely another attempt 

magically to manipulate being, just as the ancient alchemists hoped 

to transform material substances. Utopian plans are doomed, ulti¬ 

mately, either to fail or to be enforced against the general wisdom 

and common good by police-state methods. Therefore, traditions 

emanating from totalitarian philosophies are not traditions in the 

true sense of the term. They can only be sustained by regimes that 

deny the citizenry their dignity as human beings. Such traditions 

must maintain their precarious hold on a frustrated populace by 

abnormal means. 

The second reason why the traditions of totalitarianism are never 

legitimate arises from the metaphysical substructure of conserva¬ 

tive thought: to merit our approval, a tradition must not contradict 

the eternal values upon which society is based. Value-free com¬ 

munities such as those envisioned by the theoreticians of relativism 

are sinful in their rejection of revealed and natural law, as well as 

unsuitable to the empirical demands of group existence. People 

cannot live in either personal or communal tranquility without 

some sort of moral frame of reference. The dogmas of relativism, 

which declare all questions open, all values subjective, and all 

norms illusory, would, if taken seriously, break down all com- 
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munal structures. Therefore, the second criterion for a legitimate 

tradition is that it acknowledges the ultimacy of moral values. 

Having set down these brief guidelines to what does not consti¬ 

tute tradition, we can now state the logical corollary: specifically, 

that all national, local, and ethnic traditions that operate within the 

two criteria are legitimate ways for Western man to symbolize the 

twin truths of empirical being and revelatory faith. However, the 

traditions of the West as they have been cast and recast in various 

societies are not static. They do change throughout the centuries. 

There is a distinct element of mobility, of progression and regres¬ 

sion, in even the most harmoniously balanced societies. If we seri¬ 

ously hope to understand the traditions of our own country, we 

must first seek to understand the processes by which traditions in 

general may change but remain true to their essence. In short, we 

must have a workable conservative theory of change. 

"What is American conservatism?" is thus in the final analysis a 

somewhat more detailed question in two parts: (l) How has our 

country over the years symbolized the first principles of conserva¬ 

tism? and (2) How have these symbols actually changed over the 

years? Later we shall turn our attention to a third question: Are 

there traditions still extant in contemporary America that commu¬ 

nicate the essential core of Western truth? 

If at this point I appear to be using the terms conservatism and 

traditionalism interchangeably, it is indeed my intention to do so. 

Conservatism is a form of wisdom. It realizes that finite men ex¬ 

press weighty truths through temporal symbols, myths, attitudes, 

and customs—things familiar to the whole community. American¬ 

ism, as long as it remains faithful to the requirements of truth by 

rejecting relativism and by expressing values mythopoetically, is 

the only form of conservatism that can succeed in the United 

States. We cannot realistically hope to transfer the symbols of a 

different cultural context to our own shores, attempting thereby to 

imbue our system with the essences underlying those foreign sym¬ 

bols. One may feel, for example, as many conservatives do, that 

hereditary monarchy is an extremely appropriate symbol for ex¬ 

pressing familial and hierarchical concepts. These feelings should 

not, however, blur one's view of the realities of our constitutional 

republic, its traditions, and the general mood of the American pop¬ 

ulace throughout history—all of which are decidedly against any 

sort of officially sanctioned hereditary rule. So, whatever the weak- 
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nesses of our American traditions, they remain, for better or worse, 

our traditions and it is within this framework that we must theo¬ 

rize. In sum, Americanism is the conservatism of an American.* 

What Is Tradition? 

What precisely do we mean when we speak of the traditions 

through which America symbolically depicts Western truth? Ap¬ 

parently we would not want to include mere customs in our defini¬ 

tion of traditions, such as the white wigs and knee-length breeches 

that the Founding Fathers wore, or the public flogging of criminals, 

which was common practice at the nation's inception.** What, 

then, is a tradition? 

A tradition is a group's image of itself. It is a symbol that tells 

how the group—a religious faith or an ethnic unit, or a village, city, 

or nation—views its continuity and cohesiveness; in short, how it 

views the significance of its existence. These self-images—tradi¬ 

tions—are the product of many divergent influences in the public 

*We may, of course, feel an emotional closeness to other conservative 

forms. But this attachment belongs on the level of inspirational support 

and philosophical enlightenment, not of practical imitation. The group of 

American Catholic traditionalists who took to wearing the red berets and 

Marian insignia of the Spanish Carlists might have deepened their own 

faith experience through such symbolization. Nonetheless, they could not 

reasonably have hoped thereby to reach Americans and reclaim their coun¬ 

try for the very transcendental truths they so beautifully showed allegiance 
to. 

**One hesitates to create the impression that the discontinuance of ei¬ 

ther of these practices is evidence of progress or refinement. The aristo¬ 

cratic dignity of the colonial gentleman was greatly enhanced by his dress. 

Ideally, this distinct form of dress was merely the outward manifestation 

of the honor, learning, and high ethical standards of the upper classes. 

Such customs should not be lighdy discarded unless there are suitable 

cultural substitutes available. Similarly, in the case of flogging it would be 

interesting to see New York City, for example, put into practice a scheme I 

heard recently from a noted rightist thinker: that all criminals in the city 

convicted of violent crimes should, before commencing their sentences, be 

publicly flogged at high noon, at the site of the crime, after a week in which 

the flogging would be widely publicized at government expense in the 

major newspapers and on the local radio and television networks. The 

lashes would be administered by members of the local community selected 

at random. Would this be a step backward or a much needed Rx for the Bie 
Apple? 
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past. Legends concerning the establishment of the group, beliefs 

about the nature of its members, and many similar things all play a 

part in constituting traditions. It is of little importance whether 

these traditions of the group are based upon actual historical oc¬ 

currences; likewise, it makes little difference whether the assess¬ 

ment of the group character is based upon an empirically verifiable 

estimation of cultural attributes or is the result of popular preju¬ 

dice. (That is, it makes little theoretical difference. On a practical 

level it is very difficult to maintain popular traditions that openly 

contradict the realities that the citizenry sees. For example, the 

Southern myth of white supremacy was kept alive only so long as 

the black people were rigidly segregated from society. In recent 

years it has lost its credibility.) The nature of human social life 

seems to demand that society, if it is not to degenerate to anarchy, 

share a generally acknowledged framework of beliefs, assump¬ 

tions, and myths. These are known as traditions. 

Eternal Values, Traditions, and 

Customs 

We must of course distinguish on the one hand between eternal 

values and traditions, and on the other hand between traditions and 

customs. An eternal value is a truth of the human condition, ulti¬ 

mate and immutable, whether its source is divine revelation. Natu¬ 

ral Law, or the "civic ethic." There are important differences here 

between a metaphysical rightist and his empirical counterpart on 

what would be an eternal value. For convenience let us focus on the 

theological conservative. To him an eternal value could be either a 

positive injunction, irreformable, like the sacraments in Catholi¬ 

cism and the commandments in Judaism, or a negative prohibition, 

such as those forbidding illicit sex, abortion, evil traits of character, 

and so on. A tradition, by contrast, is a symbolic form through 

which a group seeks to safeguard, transmit, and enhance an eternal 

value by relating it in some way to the needs and exigencies of this- 

worldly existence. Traditions are deeply ingrained in the public 

psyche and express themselves in broad, soul-satisfying terms cap¬ 

able of surving over long periods of time. Finally, customs are those 

outward physical symbols of a group—their manners, dress, recre¬ 

ations, rituals, speech, habits, celebrations and the like—which. 
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although generally relating back to traditions and thus ultimately 

to eternal values, are transient and vary greatly from generation to 

generation. 
I do not pretend to know why God created human beings to 

function on these three different levels. What is obvious, however, 

is that in fact this is how societies and individuals operate. To cite a 

purely religious example, let us look at prayer. Here the eternal 

value is simply that man should pray to God, thanking and entreat¬ 

ing Him and accepting His Kingship over him. In reality, though, 

all religious groups develop intricate traditions that regulate how 
one should approach God in prayer. In the minds of the faithful 

these traditions become intermingled with the value itself. Then, in 

the final stage of development, communities establish their own 

unique customs regarding the form of prayer. This process of 

broadening, enriching, and symbolizing the eternal value of prayer 

is not a falsification. It is the way temporal man reacts to tran¬ 

scendence, making it comprehensible to him and relevant to his 

station in life. Prayerbooks, hymns, ecclesiastical architecture, 

candles, and other traditions and customs are not in themselves 

prayer, but they are the means whereby man makes prayer a 

meaningful part of his existence. 

To cite another example of a more secular nature, let us take a 

theme from American history, the central importance of "the peo¬ 

ple" throughout the nation's existence. "The people" rise up 

against the excesses of the English crown; "We the people" estab¬ 

lish the republic; our government is "of, by, and for the people"; 

or, in recent years, "the people" demand the two World Wars and 

"the people" force us to withdraw from Vietnam. Rarely in the 

Western world, except perhaps in revolutionary France, have "the 

people" been so highly exalted. Now, at first glance this adulation 

of "the people," as it expressed itself at the time of the American 

revolution and as it has continued to express itself in American 

history for two centuries, would seem to grow out of the same sort 

of amoral democratic theory with which relativism is associated. 

That is, a quasireligious faith in the will of "the people" to regulate 

the affairs of the nation. Taken literally, the primacy given to "the 

people" in America would seem to negate all eternal values and 

beliefs in favor of whatever happens to capture the national fancy at 

any moment. As a tradition, American democracy would not em¬ 

body the themes of eternity but stand in stark contradiction to 
them. 
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However, a closer look at American democracy shows that our 

populist myths cannot be equated with those of democratic relativ¬ 

ism. "The people" of the American tradition are not just any old 

people but a specific kind of people. They are presented in the 

mythopoetic realm as hard-working, family-loving. God-fearing, 

commonsensical folk. Moreover, it would be a virtually fruitless 

endeavor to search in the documents and writings of the founding 

of the American nation for statements that elevate "the people" 

above eternal norms or values. Indeed, for the overwhelming ma¬ 

jority of the Founding Fathers "the people" are a relevant ideal only 

within the framework of some kind of religious or at least classical 

philosophic worldview. The maintenance of public virtue and com¬ 

munal order are always seen as preceding and remaining superior 

to the will of "the people." It would have been inconceivable to the 

men who founded America that their devotion to "the people" 

would be interpreted as something above or outside of the norma¬ 

tive traditions of Western man. So the genesis of the American 

tradition of "the people" (and the genesis of a tradition is vitally 

important to its understanding) was in fact a belief in the virtuous 

people as bearers of the Western tradition. 

Our American belief in "the people" is therefore a suitable exam¬ 

ple of a tradition. It qualifies as a tradition because it is part and 

parcel of the public past and of the contemporary assumptions 

about life to which all American leaders as a matter of rote pledge 

their unyielding allegiance, and because the citizenry at large con¬ 

siders it one of the basic foundations of communal existence. Defer¬ 

ence to "the people" is not merely a custom. It is not an outward 

way of doing things and it could not be eliminated from the Ameri¬ 

can scene without some kind of revolutionary tampering with the 

procedures of our society or some form of totalitarian suppression 

by forces determined to impose their will upon the populace. Amer¬ 

ica minus its commitment to "the people" simply would not be the 

America that its own citizens know, or the America that the world 

in general knows. 

"The people" is a legitimate tradition in line with the transcen¬ 

dent values. It is a symbol that articulates the eternal value of 

establishing a virtuous and orderly society. "The people" are 

viewed as good; they will cherish good things and defend against 

evil ones. Of course, we must remember that "the people" is essen¬ 

tially a myth that has at best a tenuous relation to the realities of 

American life. Suffrage was only extended to "the people" grad- 
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ually, and obviously the power of "the people" as opposed to that 

of the schools and the media is not terribly great. All of this is 

irrelevant, however. "The people" exists, reality notwithstanding! 

Recently the tradition of "the people" has been misrepresented so 

that at present it veers dangerously close to the heretical relativism 

of the ideological democrats. But as a symbolic ideal by which 

Americans can live and understand the pursuit of justice and mo¬ 

rality, "the people" has over the years proved to be a highly worka¬ 

ble Western tradition. 

Social Change 
Any discussion of values, traditions, and customs would be in¬ 

complete without a reference to the degree of permanence inherent 

in all three and the means whereby groups may or may not alter 
them. 

In the area of values the conservative (and particularly the meta¬ 

physical conservative) simply cannot tolerate any degree of change 

or "reform." Conservatism teaches, if it teaches anything, that 

God, traditional morality, justice, human dignity, and the like can¬ 

not be changed or amended. This is the starting point for any 

theory of rightism. (Of course, at times prophets may arise, like 

the three major and twelve minor prophets of the Old Testament, 

who add to the main body of divine revelation. But the transcen¬ 

dental can only be tampered with in just such a supratemporal 

manner. Conservatives not inspired by the Holy Spirit must treat it 
as sacred ground.) 

Traditions are a different kettle of fish. They are not, so to speak, 

the thing itself; they are its derivatives. However, their broad ac¬ 

ceptance by the group and their close connection with eternal val¬ 

ues in the group's psyche make the question of changing or reform¬ 

ing traditions an extremely complex and important one for 

conservatives. For the most part, alas, rightist thinkers have not 

truthfully confronted this problem. If, indeed, they touch on it at 

all, they do so in a hopelessly superficial manner by saying things 

like Conservatives favor slow change but oppose radical change," 

or "Conservatives favor wise change but oppose flippant change," 

and so on. Statements such as these, while containing a kernel of 

truth, are almost completely untranslatable into the realm of practi¬ 
cal politics. 
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The theoretical problem involved here requires close attention, 

for it affects the rightist position on a huge number of issues in any 

historical period. Conservative stances can usually be divided into 

four categories: (l) the advocacy of eternal values, as embodied in 

legislation like the Human Life Amendment or the antipomogra- 

phy statutes; (2) the advocacy of traditional symbolizations of val¬ 

ues, such as opposition to the welfare state for McKinleyesque 

reasons (it breaks down the Protestant work ethic); (3) the defense 

of eternal values as symbolized in social customs (traditional mo¬ 

rality in America sought at various times to forbid men's topless 

swimsuits, mixed bathing, the bikini, and so on); (4) prudential 

assessments of technical matters, such as the American Right's 

opposition to unbalanced budgets on the ground that deficit financ¬ 

ing would ruin the economy. The question of conservatism and 

change has direct bearing on categories two and three.* 

*1 have set up the fourth category in deference to American conservatism 

as it exists today. Only economists and mathematicians differ over bal¬ 

anced budgets, not rightists and leftists. There is nothing inherently liberal 

about inflation. Whether inflation stimulates the economy is a question of 

economic theory, nothing more. Unfortunately, in America these obvious 

facts are shrouded in a mist of tradition and custom. As a result, the 

Right's defense of balanced budgets is caught up in various traditions of 

states' rights, individualism, and the Protestant work ethic. Recently, 

though, conservatives have been sticking to empirical apologetics here. 

The issue is therefore in a state of flux. 

From a conservative standpoint, any economic system is legitimate if it 

does not advocate the abolition of private property or, on the other side of 

the spectrum, condemn any and all charitable efforts by government as a 

matter of principle. An economic system may be unwise. But this does not 

make it rightist or leftist. 

The defense of private property must remain an important part of the 

conservative program because both traditional Western religion and an 

empirical assessment of the needs of man testify to its importance. The 

form in which the institution of private property is maintained may of 

course vary greatly. Thus, despite the fact that Russell Kirk in The Con¬ 

servative Mind seeks to deny the conservative credentials of G.K. Chester¬ 

ton and Hilaire Belloc because they advocated distributism, it should be 

clear that conservatives, too, can favor land reform. The conservative, who 

wishes to lessen wherever he can the anomic frustrations of modernity, 

should be alert to new ways of providing mankind with the feelings of 

satisfaction that home and land bring. Again, distributism may have been 

impractical, but it was certainly far from being antithetical to conserva¬ 

tism. Doctrinaire libertarianism, on the other hand, is inherently leftist; 

see the footnote on page 67. 

To the extent that activist conservative publications such as National 
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Once again we must differentiate between values and traditions 

(or customs). I dwell on this point, probably to the exasperation of 

the reader, because conservatives so frequently misunderstand it 

and in consequence severely hurt the movement. Conservatives, for 

the life of them, can't seem to understand that a tradition is not and 

cannot become an eternal value. To illustrate this confusion, let us 

look at the reason contemporary conservatives give for their oppos¬ 

ition to the Women's Liberation movement in general and to its 

main legislative goal, the Equal Rights Amendment, in particular. 

I do hope it is unnecessary to document the fact that rightist con¬ 

cern over the ERA is not really based upon the constitutional and 

practical problems foreseen in its implementation, of which we read 

so much in activist conservative publications. These arguments are 

of course handy debating points when employed for their polemical 

value; they are not the source of the rightist position, which is, 

obviously, a traditionalist allegiance to the family structure as we 

have inherited it and as orthodox faith has generally portrayed it. 

When presenting the traditionalist case against the ERA con¬ 

servatives invariably say something like, "The ERA will destroy or 

seriously weaken the family as we know it." Translated into intelli¬ 

gible theoretical terms, the argument runs as follows: "There is a 

human institution known as the family. We 'know' of it in a certain 

way from divine revelation. Natural Law, empirical data, etc. The 

ERA will destroy or seriously weaken this institution." Historical 

perspective might counsel against making such sweeping argu¬ 

ments. Indeed, this very form of polemic has been used many times 

in world history. Rightists have used it to describe the "terrible" 

effects of the Seventeenth Amendment, of women pursuing careers 

in the marketplace, of mixed schooling, and if we turn the clock 

Review and Human Events must deal with the practical issues of daily 

politics, they will inevitably comment on a number of merely pragmatic 

economic questions. There is nothing wrong with conservatives' saying 

that deficit spending will raise the cost of living or that certain federal 

programs are so inefficiently administered that huge numbers of ineligibles 

are allowed to participate, to cite two examples that American rightists 

harp on. However, these concerns could equally interest a sincere (as 

opposed to a party-line) leftist. We need only think of Senator William 

Proxmire to remind ourselves of this. The American Right must remember 

(and this is a point that will be discussed at length in the following chap¬ 

ters) that however important it may be to get the minimum wage repealed, 

it is far more important to see that America readopts the central teachings 

of conservatism concerning God, man, and community. 
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back far enough, we will find the traditionalist elements in society 

opposing education for women altogether. Clearly, though, none of 

the reforms just mentioned has destroyed, weakened, or even al¬ 

tered those families which have remained loyal to the eternal values 

that underlie the institution of the family. Thus, it would appear 

that it is not the change itself that threatens the family, but the 

mood that surrounds the change in the public mind. That is to say, 

while in 1910 those advocating women's suffrage were, for the 

most part, not as concerned about the preservation of the Judeo- 
Christian family as were their opponents, by 1978 it makes no 

difference to millions of traditional Protestant, Catholic, and Jew¬ 

ish housewives whether or not they have the right to vote. In retro¬ 
spect it would seem that the women's-suffrage movement was not a 

danger in itself, but only because it symbolically incarnated certain 

trends of thought that were potentially damaging. However, the 

conservatives of that era did not grasp this and so they viewed the 

Seventeenth Amendment as a direct attack on the family structure 

of the West. 

In truth, what conservatives should have said* at the time was, 

"The fact that women do not vote in American society is a custom 

through which we seek to revere and uphold the paternal society, a 

tradition of our nation that has as its basis the Judeo-Christian 

value of family life. If you leftists should succeed in doing away 

with this custom, you will not destroy our paternalistic tradition, or 

the traditional Western family values. Fortunately, we possess 

many other customs and traditions through which we express the 

ideals in which we believe. In fact, until you turn your fire on the 

divinely ordained concepts of chaste and monogamous marriage 

between male and female, of the right and duty of parents to bear 

and raise their own children, and of the hierarchical structure of the 

family with parents as the source of authority, deserving of respect 

from their offspring, you will not even have begun to touch our real 

values, our eternal values. You will rob us, however, of the joy and 

contentment we derive from the many symbolizations of these val- 

*By "should have said" I mean, of course, should have understood as a 

matter of theoretical clarity. It seems, however, that the majority of Ameri¬ 

cans, or at least of community activists, like to have their politics served up 

with generous helpings of Armageddon-type rhetoric. I do not mean to 

imply that the 1910 equivalents of Human Events and Battle Line should 

not have propagandized as they did, only that conservative thinkers should 

have had a better grip on what was truly at stake. 
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ues." Of course, as the Left continues, generation after generation 

in country after country, to destroy the myriad traditions through 

which Western man has symbolized the transcendental values of 

his life, the values themselves become endangered because the peo¬ 

ple can no longer celebrate, symbolize, and therefore remember the 

essential norms that they profess. 

Traditions and Change 
Traditions are not as basic as values. By definition they are the 

cultural, national, or religious symbolizations of the substratum of 

eternal truths and empirical realities. They are therefore not im¬ 

mutable. Nevertheless, because of the reality of the public past, 

because of the national consciousness and the sense of community, 

traditions cannot be discarded or changed or even added to with 

impunity. The question thus confronts us how and when traditions 

may change without damaging the social fabric or weakening the 

eternal values called into question by the proposed reform. We will 

also examine the related question when, if ever, conservatives 

should actually be in the vanguard of reform. 

At the outset conservatives must realize that these questions do 

not apply to attempts to change traditions grounded in amoral or 

immoral philosophies like relativism. Communism, and Nazism. 

All such systems must be viewed as illegitimate from the conserva¬ 

tive perspective. Having said this, though, we must turn our atten¬ 

tion to several other areas of social change. 

Evil Traditions 

Not all traditions, even those of societies that function within the 

framework of Western values and empirical realism, are good or 

beneficial. The tendency among European conservatives to idolize 

each and every institution of the ancien regime, or among American 

conservatives fancifully to portray pre-1932, 1913, 1861, 1824, or 

1800 America, has become exaggerated of late, with the Right 

beginning to see itself in many countries as a doomed sect of nos- 

talgiacs romantically yearning for some mythical past. These fan¬ 

tasies, however understandable from an emotional standpoint, are 

obviously nurtured on a false, almost utopian vision of traditional 
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societies. Flawed arid fallible man is never free from his natural 

penchant to err and sin, despite the basic soundness of his theoreti¬ 

cal first principles and of the communal structure in which he lives. 

As a result, even the most ideally ordered of realms will inevitably 

produce customs and occasionally even traditions that are either 

evil or impossibly unworkable. 

An example of an institution that arose in the orthodox religious 

atmosphere of the Middle Ages and nevertheless resorted to evil 

methods to carry out its mission would be the Inquisition, which in 

various countries used torture and blackmail to extract evidence 

and confessions. The use of torture is properly described not as a 

tradition but as a custom. Yet torture was accepted by what may be 

described as the extreme Inquisitionist tradition, which flouted the 

eternal values of justice and brutally demeaned the dignity of man 

in an attempt to reach justifiable goals. (Of course, the normative 

Inquisitionist tradition, which desired to safeguard the populace 

from what it considered to be the dangers of heresy by employing 

legitimate legislative and executive means, and at times even 

sought to convert unbelievers through persuasion to the religion of 

the majority, was a true conservative Western tradition. I do not 

imply, however, that some form of theistically oriented pluralist 

society is not equally legitimate, for it certainly is.) Sincere con¬ 

servatives living at that period in history would have been obligated 

to seek, to the best of their abilities, to eliminate the extreme In¬ 

quisitionist tradition from their societies. 

Another tradition that was popular toward the end of the ancien 

regime, especially in France, was the theory of absolute monarchy, 

with centralization of power in the national government. The var¬ 

ious theoreticians (conservative, of course) who advanced these 

proposals were ignoring the empirically demonstrable need for a 

nation to be subdivided into local autonomous groupings—geo¬ 

graphical, ethnic, or familial. These divisions were organically de¬ 

veloped in the Catholic Middle Ages and provided a suitable bal¬ 

ance between the demands of liberty and those of community. The 

absolutists brushed aside the realities of the situation and ulti¬ 

mately worked untold harm upon the very monarchial structure 

that they tried in their zeal to uphold artificially. True conservatives 

would have fought this new tradition because it was contrary to the 

demands of man and community. 

Thus we see that conservatives are not bound to defend all cus¬ 

toms and traditions that originate in Western cultures. They owe 
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prior allegiance to the practical realities of the human situation and 

to the demands of God. At times conservatives are actually obli¬ 

gated to lead the effort to eliminate certain traditions of an evil or 

errant nature. 

Imperfect Traditions 

What should be the conservative reaction to a tradition that, 

while striving to articulate an eternal value, in reality inaccurately 

represents it or distorts it? To pursue this question, I have selected 

the tradition of feudalism or, more specifically, serfdom as it ex¬ 

isted in czarist Russia before 1861. 

Serfdom was a system rooted in the aristocratic doctrines of the 

Middle Ages, which subscribed strongly to the importance of hier¬ 

archical distinctions based upon ancestry, wealth, property, and 

education. To the modem mind, conditioned by the dogmas of 

egalitarianism, the mere mention of social classes and distinctions 

is anathema. Unfortunately, it is not within the scope of this vol¬ 

ume to enter into a lengthy presentation of what may be called 

"aristocratic apologetics." In passing, though, let us note that the 

deferential society where respect and humility, personal honor and 

familial attachments, were expected from the several social strata, 

beginning with kings, archdukes, and princes and ending with 

commoners and serfs, with all ultimately deferring to God, fur¬ 

nished the citizenry with a profound sensibility to innumerable 

moral virtues. In addition, it was felt that a hereditary and landed 

aristocracy would give society a source of stability and continuity. 

Moreover, it was hoped that the elite classes would play an impor¬ 

tant role in transmitting culture and morals, although, of course, 

the reality all too frequently did not live up to the ideal. 

There are obvious faults in the system of hereditary aristocracy. 

The deferential society does not provide much of an opportunity for 

a capable and deserving man at the bottom to move to the top. 

Perhaps the hierarchical groupings tended to frustrate some of the 

natural yearnings, talents, and ambitions of the populace. But 

whatever the relative merits of the deferential society, it should be 

pointed out that the system did not emerge out of the blue. To 

work, it must have had the community's assent, that is, true or¬ 

ganic assent deriving from the deep-seated beliefs, assumptions, 

myths, and prejudices of the public past and contemporary na- 
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tional consciousness. All in all, hereditary and landed class distinc¬ 

tions would appear to be in certain cultural and religious circum¬ 

stances a legitimate means of expressing some of the basic values of 

Western man. Aristocracy is an imperfect system, but then again, 

such is the nature of all men and institutions. 

Aristocracy does not of necessity imply a system of feudal slav¬ 

ery or serfdom. However, in the early Middle Ages throughout 

Catholic Europe and until a century ago in Russia, that was in fact 

the way the system manifested itself. Various forms of slavery had, 

of course, been part and parcel of social life from time immemorial. 

The Old Testament seems to condone it, as did most of the leading 

philosophers of classical Greece. The questions that confront con¬ 

servatives here are the same that Alexander II wrestled with before 

he liberated the Russian serfs in 1861: Is the dignity of the serf as a 

human being so degraded by his lowly stature as to warrant abol¬ 

ishing the system? Is serfdom too extreme a form of the traditional 

Western attempt to symbolize the hierarchy of values through hier¬ 

archical social structures? Furthermore, could society withstand 

the strain on its social cohesiveness that the rapid abolition of 

serfdom would undoubtedly impose? (It is all too easy for twen¬ 

tieth-century conservatives, especially American rightists, to de¬ 

clare pompously that serfdom is under any and all circumstances 

and in any and all societies evil. In our own country the traditions 

associated with independence and individualism are too strong for 

us to appreciate the deferential society in general and feudalism in 

particular.) 

To resolve this perplexing dilemma, conservatives should finally 

have recourse to their old ally, prudence. Serfdom has in fact been 

practiced in different ways, with different methods, and conse¬ 

quently with different results. In recent years American slavery, 

for example, has been interpreted in terms ranging from the highly 

favorable to the strongly condemnatory. There would seem to be no 

set of a priori standards here. A conservative would have to exam¬ 

ine whatever practice of serfdom might exist in his own country 

and draw his own conclusions whether the individuals in question 

were being denied the basic dignities of beings created in the image 

of God. The guideline here is prudence, a prudential assessment of 

the realities of serfdom in a given time and place. 

We see, then, that a legitimate tradition may endanger the eter¬ 

nal values conservatives seek to defend. A serfdom that brutalizes 

and humiliates the serf, as opposed to loving and caring for him, is 
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such a case. In these situations the conservative must not allow his 

emotional attachment to the old order to blind him to his central 

duty. The rightist must seek to change distorted traditions with the 

same zeal with which he defends the good ones. Indeed, it has been 

precisely this failure of the Right to display a morally grounded 

social consciousness—its natural possession—that has gravely 

damaged the conservative image in the public mind. 

One final consideration must be borne in mind when speaking of 

the conservative's opposition to certain traditions and his advocacy 

of social reform. The rightist is not an ideologue. He does not 

legislate his morality in a contextual vacuum. Konstantin Pobie- 

donostsev always claimed that Alexander IPs freeing of the serfs 

was a significant factor in the revolutionary ferment that pervaded 

nineteenth-century Russia, leading to Alexander's assassination 

and culminating in the revolution that Pobiedonostsev foresaw but 

did not live to see. If this analysis is correct, the prudential conserv¬ 

ative would not have wanted to abolish serfdom without channeling 

the new freemen into normative society through proper religious, 

educational, and economic policies. 

Conservative Innovation 

We have just spoken of conservative change in the sense that 

rightists seek to abolish or reform traditions and traditional institu¬ 

tions that fail to fulfill their purpose. There is another type of 

change in society that is often referred to as reform, but could be 

more adequately described as innovation. 

By innovation I mean a new tradition or custom introduced into 

society that not only affects a specific area but alters society's 

previous assumptions. The huge welfare-state apparatus erected in 

America at the time of the New Deal did not merely alleviate the 

pain of the Depression; it represented a break with the capitalist, 

individualist, Protestant-work-ethic tradition generally associated 

with the Republican Party of that period. Today, of course, the 

welfare state is taken for granted. Even the Right no longer opposes 

(actively, anyway) the basic principle that motivated the New 

Deal, namely, that when individuals cannot obtain through the 

private sector the basic necessities and securities of life, it behooves 

the government step in and help. For all practical purposes, the 

extreme individualism of the McKinley-Coolidge-Hoover type has 
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been abandoned; a tradition has been set aside. For conservatives 

this situation provides ample opportunity to examine the process 

whereby brand-new traditions are introduced into the public mind. 

The free-enterprise tradition in America was what we have de¬ 

fined heretofore as a legitimate tradition. It emphasized the impor¬ 

tant values of personal responsibility, honor, devotion to family, 

local autonomy, and other commendable virtues. However, it also 

encouraged a certain amount of selfishness. It sometimes denied or 

belittled the natural humane sympathies that are so important in 

communal situations, and it failed to satisfy the psychological 

needs of the urban working class. Still, it was one of the ways in 

which a late nineteenth-century America sought to incarnate the 

eternal values. 

This tradition was challenged in the American context by four 

attempts to introduce a new tradition in its place. The Populists, a 

prairie and western reform party, the Progressives or Bull Moos- 

ers, an essentially New England reform movement, the Wilsonian 

Democrats with their philosophy of the New Freedom, and finally 

the New Deal—all questioned the old assumptions of the doctri¬ 

naire capitalist tradition. Richard Hofstader, among others, has 

pointed out that only the first three of these movements functioned 

within the framework of clearly felt moral and religious obligations 

of a humane nature. By conservative standards they were, accord¬ 

ingly, legitimate attempts to change the figures of the old tradition 

and substitute new figures while keeping in touch with the eternal 

values of Western civilization. The New Deal was a different affair 

altogether. It was more in the nature of improvisational emergency 

action without a system of underlying beliefs. 

The elections of 1896 and 1900 are classic examples of the con¬ 

frontation between the traditions of an old legitimate order domi¬ 

nated by the well-to-do Protestant upper class, whose symbol was 

the proper but also devout Republican William McKinley, and the 

claims of a new tradition, equally legitimate, carried by the rural 

Protestant middle and lower classes, whose champion was the 

flamboyant but equally devout Democrat William Jennings Bryan. 

How is the conservative to decide when to drop a previous symboli¬ 

zation in favor of a new one? A prime consideration would of course 

be the popularity of the new tradition. If the populace has already 

accepted it, conservatives must seek to advance the cause of eternal 

values through the new symbolization. This criterion may be appli¬ 

cable to the elections of 1932, 1936, 1952, or 1964, but what about 
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the election of 1896, where there was no clear indication of the 

direction of public opinion? How does a conservative decide then? 

Probably there is no final answer to this question except Wilhelm- 

sen's: conservatives can do no more than follow their "existential 

and historical preferences." 

What Is American Conservatism? 
The foregoing pages have served to provide a theoretical frame¬ 

work for an exploration of the meaning of American conservatism. 

Popular wisdom has it that the United States is an essentially 

liberal nation and, indeed, always has been throughout its history. 

Unfortunately, the word nation in this context is so vague as to 

render it unworkable. On the one hand, the American people have 

always given assent to religious and moral first principles, and 

while quite individualistic and forward looking, they have never 

allowed these feelings to distort their view of reality. At present the 

general populace of the nation is still surprisingly conservative, 

although of course the ruling powers are not. (We will return to this 

point at some length in Chapter 5.) However, even this liberal 

outlook of the American elite is a relatively recent development. In 

fact, until the advent of the New Deal, which from a truly rightist 

point of view erred not in what it did but in why it did what it did,* 

there was never a period in American history in which the govern¬ 

ment, the people, and the media did not proceed upon basically 

conservative assumptions. 

The reason for the lack of understanding about the true nature of 

the American situation is that few social analysts of either the 

Right or the Left have been able to differentiate between conserva¬ 

tism and reaction or between reform and revolution. The French 

Revolution, which was a profoundly liberal revolution, has set the 

frame of reference for all subsequent confrontations between the 

pro-reform and "anti-reform" contingents in the Western na¬ 

tions. In France the changes advocated by the revolutionaries were 

indeed, for the most part, amoral or ideological. In America, 

though, the confrontations that took place between so-called liberal 

*The New Deal approached society's problems from a purely materialist 
point of view and seemed incapable of recognizing any human needs be¬ 
yond the merely economic. 
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and conservative elements before 1932 were all conducted within a 

framework of traditional religion, moral values, and empirical real¬ 

ism.* We have already advanced this thesis in regard to the Mc- 

Kinley-Bryan confrontations of 1896 and 1900, but it is applicable 
to all pre-1932 controversies of national importance. 

For example: the disagreements that separated Tory loyalists 

from normative colonial revolutionaries (excluding, of course, 

Thomas Paine and his followers, who were actually leftist revolu¬ 

tionaries) were not as significant as is commonly supposed. Both 

sides appealed to the teachings of traditional faith,** classical phi¬ 

losophy, and objective moral values. Even the most conservative 
thinkers must at some point admit that when monarchy degener¬ 

ates into despotism, the people must act. What is more, all rightists 

realize that loyalty to a sovereign means that one must overlook 

many of his shortcomings. In the final analysis the question is: 

Where does one draw the line? This is a question about which even 

totally committed conservatives can and do disagree. 

The Federalists and the Democrats of the early years of the 

Republic followed the same pattern. The apologists of both groups 

either opposed or defended rule by “the people" on the basis of 
religious and objective moral considerations. Who were the liberals 

and conservatives in that situation? Indeed, when we reflect that 

nearly every American conservative thinker and politician pledges 

allegiance as a matter of course to almost everything the Jefferson¬ 

ian and Jacksonian Democrats once advocated, it becomes clear 

that there was nothing unconservative about their philosophies. 

The Civil War is another classic example of two factions, each 

emphasizing a different aspect of the conservative tradition. The 

South, whose agrarian, individualistic—yet aristocratic—conserv- 

*Since America is largely a Protestant country, it possesses quite natu¬ 

rally the crusading and to a certain extent purist dynamism that one sees 

in, say, Lincoln's leadership during the Civil War or Wilson's during the 

First World War. This spirit, however distasteful to continental European 

conservatives, rarely if ever degenerated into zealotry, as the quasireli¬ 

gious ideological totalitarianism of the Left has done. 

**The theological heresy of deism, so widespread at the time of the 

Revolutionary War, was a malady found among both Tories and patriots. 

Federalists and Antifederalists. It was not an issue that divided the various 

forces competing for public approval. Jefferson's religious views, for in¬ 

stance, were looked down upon by members of his own party as well as by 

his political opponents. 
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atism was deeply rooted in the free but devout religious spirit of 

that region, is often portrayed as the rightist side in that fierce 

struggle Yet the North, with its defense of the nation's integral 

unity and its recognition that a country can ill afford to have its 

dissident elements simply walk out on it, was also calling upon 

conservative teachings about community, patriotism, and social 

cohesiveness to advance its position. Who was more committed to 

God, community, morality? Here again we must reply that both 

sides were equally committed. Their point of contention centered 

on which aspects of the same tradition should demand greater 
respect. 

Throughout American history we witness one long continuity of 

metaphysically and empirically legitimate conservative positions. 

Superficially viewed, the rapid changes that have occurred in the 

two hundred years of the nation's history would seem to be a sign 

of leftism underlying the system. Change and reform, however, 

can be of a conservative nature. Were Moses, Christ, Maimonides, 

Aquinas, Francis of Assisi, and Luther conservatives or liberals? 

Change, if realistic that is, nonutopian and nonideological, and 

committed to moral and religious first principles—is not out of step 

with conservatism but an important part of it. Americanism is a 

legitimate breed of conservatism; it rejects relativism and ideology. 

While its free-wheeling spirit may be somewhat atypical of West¬ 

ern conservatism, it is fully in keeping with Western traditions. 

What is American conservatism? In its essence it is the same as 

any other rightism in the Western world. Its temporal symboliza¬ 

tions have of course varied over the years, but its basic affirmations 

have never changed. The forms that American conservatism as¬ 

sumed in the past are not our major concern in this book. Here we 

are primarily interested in discovering what traditions and customs 

of a conservative nature, true to Western values, are still viable in 

America today, or alternatively, if there is any popular sentiment 

brewing for the formulation of new traditions. This will be our 

express purpose in the next two chapters. 
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. America 1978: 
4 Left 49, 

Right 0 

11 has long been one of the Right's weaknesses to 

judge its overall success or failure by gains and losses in strictly 

political endeavors. This failing is especially acute in America, 

which suffers enormously from what Jacques Ellul has termed "the 

political illusion"—the media-induced illusion that leads the citi¬ 

zenry vastly to overrate the importance of the electoral process to 

everyday existence. A narrow, superficial view of how societies 

actually function is the root cause of this popular misconception. 

Generally speaking, politicians merely reflect the mood of the 

country they govern. They rarely shape or deny it. Therefore, the 

ultimate source of the current liberal domination of the United 

States is not the ballot box but the academy and the media, which 

manipulate public opinion and influence the decisions of commu¬ 

nity leaders along leftist lines. 

To rehearse in detail the changes that have taken place in Amer¬ 

ica of late would require a multivolume study covering each of the 

various social institutions. It would be necessary to trace how 

scholars and academicians, together with journalists and polemi¬ 

cists, slowly came to reject the image of America as a moral, God- 

centered land providing great opportunities for the masses of men 

in favor of some relativist or ideological view of man and history. 
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Such a detailed study is obviously beyond the scope of this work. 

In the present context, however, we need not examine the rout of 

conservatism on every front. For our purposes it will suffice to 

show that the Right has been defeated in America not because its 

essential doctrines have been rejected by the public, but because 

conservatives have not related these doctrines to changing times 

and varying community demands with sufficient vibrancy and 

originality. This fact can be demonstrated by examining almost 

any major area of national life, for the defeatist reaction of the 

Right has been spread over a wide range of topics. To suit our 

present concern, it will be most rewarding to search out the causes 

of the rightist defeat in the political realm. 

Before doing so, however, let us run down some of the often 

heard reasons for the defeat of rightists during the past two 

hundred years. The two reasons most commonly given for the 

conservative failure to halt the Left are: 

1) Conservatism, because it realistically appraises man and so¬ 

ciety and advocates values that have been tested by human experi¬ 

ence, lacks the dynamism, liveliness, and hopefulness that typify 

leftist thinking. It is far less appealing to say, for example, that 

crime has been with mankind from time immemorial and will never 

be eliminated, but that it can be somewhat alleviated by a reawak¬ 

ening of the metaphysical underpinnings of society, than it is to say 

that crime can be completely eliminated by funneling large sums of 

government aid to high-crime areas (as materialist-reductionist lib¬ 

erals argue), or by swiftly and severely punishing criminals (as 

materialist-reductionists of the Right contend).* Clearly, the true 

conservative position, which points to the stabilizing qualities of 

familial and communal cohesiveness, national purpose, and a reli¬ 

gious orientation, is by its nature a normative and therefore some¬ 

what unsalable item. 

2) Conservatives in positions of importance in the business, po¬ 

litical, educational, and religious worlds have all too frequently lost 

the will to defend their own cause. This self-imposed impotence 

results from either a pessimistic assessment of conservative pros¬ 

pects or a weakening of commitment to conservative principles. 

The conservative leader of any area of society is likely to come 

*Of course, the materialist-reductionist rightist is closer to the truth 

than his leftist counterpart. Order must be preserved in society by punish¬ 
ing evildoers, but such efforts only touch the tip of the iceberg. 
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under the influence of men of letters who are easily disheartened by 

what they perceive to be the errant and isolated position of the 

rightist cause. 

To these two themes I would like to add two more of my own: 

1) Conservatives, especially the rank-and-file, tend to lack the 

fluidity and originality of the Left. In all probability this can be 

attributed to the very nature of conservatism, which emphasizes 

the eternal aspects of human nature as opposed to its mutable 

elements. As a result, conservatives are hampered by their own 

temperamental dispositions when they seek to rally the masses 

through campaign literature, rallies, media plays, or even when 

they seek as educators to transmit their seemingly changeless be¬ 

liefs to younger generations. 

2) Conservatives (and here I have in mind specifically the Right 

in Anglo-Saxon countries) appear to be generally quite a self-satis¬ 

fied lot. They tend to evidence a certain haughtiness, a self-as- 

suredness that puts them out of touch with the wants and needs of 

the majority of men. In America, too, this propensity has displayed 

itself: in the lack of compassion and humaneness for which liberals 

have often belabored the native conservative movement. 

These four factors have greatly hampered the efforts of American 

rightists. In addition, American conservatism has suffered from a 

style too often crude and parochial. Over the years the public image 

of the American conservative has come to resemble Zenith's George 

Babbitt of the famous Sinclair Lewis novel. Against the trends of 

modernity in religion, the American Right in the early part of this 

century countered with a redneck affirmation of revivalist "old- 

time religion" rather than with a reasonable, determined, yet ap¬ 

pealing demonstration of the basic truths of faith. The doctrinaire 

individualism and jingoistic imperialism that typified the Right at 

the turn of the century was likewise a primitive and almost childish 

caricature of true conservatism. To the educational theories of 

Deweyite relativism the Right replied with a blind defense of earlier 

educational methods—McGuffey readers and so on—rather than a 

contemporary presentation of the enduring values of a classical 

moral education. In sum, the natural difficulties that conservatives 

face in the public forum have been immensely magnified on the 

American scene, where rightism has for a century or more borne 

the stamp of either upper-class haughtiness or tub-thumping ya- 

hooism. Conservatism in America's first century, as represented 

by the Federalists, the National Republicans, the Whigs, and oth- 
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ers, was a noble tradition free of backwoods obscurantism. The 

Right of our second century, with the exception of some atypical 

intellectual currents, has frittered away the legacy.* 

In the area of politics its consistent lack of compassion and origi¬ 

nality has crippled the American Right. Since the last conservative 

president, Herbert Hoover, left Washington in March 1933, the 

Right has launched four nationwide campaigns for the presidency. 

These were the Alfred Landon campaign of 1936, the Robert Taft 

campaign of 1952, the Barry Goldwater campaign of 1964, and the 

Ronald Reagan compaign of 1976. Two of these four efforts suc¬ 

ceeded in securing the nomination of the Republican Party, but all 

four eventually came up losers. By looking closely at these four 

conservative campaigns and the reasons why they ultimately 

failed, we can discern some general patterns. I have not included 

the three presidential campaigns of Richard Nixon and the 1976 bid 

of Gerald Ford on this list because, according to the political stand¬ 

ards that conservatism has set for itself in twentieth-century Amer¬ 

ica, none of these efforts could even vaguely be described as con¬ 

servative, regardless of what the movements leaders themselves 

had to say at the time. Whether the Nixon efforts, especially the 

last two, were in fact rightist according to true conservative stand¬ 

ards is a different point altogether. Our concern at the moment is 

with the failure of the American Right, as it conceived of itself, to 

capture the public's fancy. 

The Landon Campaign 

Governor Alfred Landon of Kansas, the Republican Party stan- 

dardbearer in the 1936 election, did not have the typical old-school 

Republican background.1 In his youth he had supported the Bull 

Moosers and had, indeed, voted for Robert La Follette for president 

in 1924. His career in Kansas politics was marked by a long strug¬ 

gle against the old-guard Republican machinery of the state. When 

*1 have followed here the standard classification of the McKinley Right 

as normative conservative. According to the scheme I presented in the 

previous chapter, it is equally possible to view the Populists, Progressives, 

and some of the adherents of the New Freedom as rightists who broke out 

of the stereotyped image of conservatism. It should be noted, though, that 

the Populists were indeed ridden with redneckism and. the Progressives 

were infected with the haughtiness of the New England reformers. 
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he finally overtook the frontrunners for the GOP nomination— 

William Borah and Frank Knox—and the Republicans adopted a 

moderate platform that, while ritually denouncing the New Deal, 

grudgingly supported many of its programs, it looked as though 

the traditional image of conservatism was going to be significantly 

altered. This is not to say that Landon was not a true conservative 

from the outset. His commitment to the underlying values of a 

rural, folksy, traditionalist rightism, combined with his low-key 

midwestem frankness and his apparent honesty, made him a legiti¬ 

mate symbol of American conservatism. He represented a fitting 

alternative with which to oppose the country-squire pragmatism of 

the Roosevelt administration. 

The campaign began promisingly as Landon tried to convey an 

image of a country-boy progressive. This was the famous "first 

stage" of the campaign and it saw Landon vigorously trying to 

dissociate himself from the corporate interests that controlled the 

GOP hierarchy. He repudiated the support of the extreme individu¬ 

alists of the Liberty League and tried to keep former President 

Herbert Hoover, with his bitter denunciations of the New Deal, out 

of the campaign. He sought to convince national and local Republi¬ 

cans to include labor leaders in the campaign and to place them in 

prominent positions on podiums and welcoming committees and in 

parades. In late September Landon was still trying to grab the New 

Deal issue away from Roosevelt as he called for drought relief, seed 

loans, conservation, aid to the tenant farmer, crop insurance, and 

similar programs. 

There is no way to assess with total accuracy what the outcome 

of the campaign would have been if Landon had stuck to his origi¬ 

nal game plan, although a comparison with the relatively success¬ 

ful campaign of Wendell Willkie in 1940 could shed some light on 

the subject. Willkie lost, of course, but unlike Landon he came 

across not as a traditionalist country boy but as the internationalist 

candidate of the Eastern liberal establishment. The opportunity 

that Landon had—to combine patriotic virtue with humane govern¬ 

ment—was inaccessible to Willkie. As a matter of fact, there has 

never been a major-party candidate who did combine the two. 

In any event, by October the Landon campaign had completely 

changed its approach, in large part because of the intercession of 

John Hamilton, the national chairman of the Republican Party. 

Hamilton, for example, staffed the national committee's industrial 

division with twenty-four workers and the labor division with only 
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three. At one point Landon even blurted out to Hamilton, "Why 

don't you ever bring workingmen to see me? All I ever see are 

stuffed-shirt businessmen and bankers."2 As the campaign pro¬ 

gressed, Landon went along with this new strategy of running 

against the New Deal. Social security, by far the most popular 

piece of New Deal legislation, was singled out for special treat¬ 

ment. In his speeches Landon constantly raised the specter of 26 

million men being forced to wear dog tags inscribed with their 

social security numbers. Once Hamilton even held up a dog tag to 

reporters and claimed that the Roosevelt administration was going 

to compel the citizenry through social security to wear tags "such 

as the one I hold in my hand." 3 In a campaign speech Landon 

himself asked: 

Imagine the field open for federal snooping. Are these twen¬ 

ty-six million going to be fingerprinted? Are their photo¬ 

graphs going to be kept on file in a Washington office? Or are 

they going to have identification tags around their necks?4 

The Landon effort to portray the New Deal as some form of 

socialist revolution was typified by statements like that of Frank 

Knox, the GOP vice-presidential nominee, that "the New Deal 

candidate has been leading us toward Moscow."5 Landon also 

questioned whether Roosevelt "intends to change the form of gov¬ 

ernment. 6 Finally, in the last week of the campaign, Landon deliv¬ 

ered what was widely heralded at the time as his most effective 

campaign speech at New York's Madison Square Garden. It was 

classic old-guard Republicanism, and as Roosevelt was to speak at 

the Garden only two nights later, Landon concluded his speech 

with a challenge to the president to answer certain questions. The 

contrast between the images evoked by the two addresses serves to 

demonstrate the severe disability of extreme laissez-faire conserva¬ 
tism. Landon declared: 

I come finally to the underlying and fundamental issue of 

the campaign. This is the question of whether our American 

form of government is to be preserved.. 

Many of the President's actions...strike at the heart of the 

American form of government. 

...life is more than bread. Character is the supreme thing. 

We have been weakening those very qualities upon which 

character is built... 
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And so in closing this meeting, I leave a challenge with the 

President. I say to him: Mr. President, I am willing to trust 

the people. I am willing to stand up and say openly that I am 

against economic planning by the government. I am against 

the concentration of power... 

Tell us where you stand, Mr. President. Tell us not in gen¬ 

eralities, but clearly, so that no one can mistake your 

meaning...7 

Two nights later Roosevelt stood on the same podium and replied 

to Landon: 

Tonight I call the roll—the roll of honor of those who stood 

with us in 1932 and still stand with us today. 

Written on it are the names of millions who never had a 

chance—men at starvation wages, women in sweatshops, 

children at looms... 

For twelve years this nation was afflicted with hear-nothing, 

see-nothing, do-nothing government. The nation looked to 

government but the government looked away. Nine mocking 

years with the Golden Calf and three long years of the 

scourge. Nine crazy years at the ticker and three long years in 

the breadlines! Nine mad years of mirage and three long years 

of despair! Powerful influences strive today to restore that 

kind of government with its doctrine that that government is 

best which is most indifferent... 

[In] my first Administration [these] forces of selfishness 

met their match!... 

This is our answer to those who, silent about their own 

plans, ask us to state our objectives. 

Of course we will continue to improve working conditions 

for the workers of America...Of course we will continue to 

work for cheaper electricity in the homes and on the farms of 

America...Of course we will continue our efforts for young 

men and women.. .for the crippled, for the blind, for the moth¬ 

ers, our insurance for the unemployed, our security for the 

aged... 

For these things...and for a multitude of things like them, 

we have only begun to fight.8 

Here we see the difference between the styles of the American 

Right and Left. The average citizen, when confronted with these 

two statements, is left with the obvious impression that conserva- 
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tives are somber prophets calling for a return to Puritan virtues, 

insensitive to the yearnings and wants of the average citizen. The 

Landon effort, by refusing to flatter the voters and appeal to them 

on their own terms, was repeating the old mistakes of the American 

Right that had doomed John Adams to defeat in 1800 and John 

Quincy Adams in 1828. The American conservative has never been 

able to understand this obvious and elemental fact of democratic 

politics. Ancien re'gime kings and the nationalist leaders of the 

post-World War I European Right were successful because they 

won the respect and love of the citizenry by creating a plausible 

impression of themselves as friends of the common man. (In truth, 

of course, this impression was more mythopoetic imagery than 

mundane reality.) The Russian common man, for example, almost 

always viewed the czar as his compassionate Holy Father and St. 

Petersburg as the place of redress for his grievances. One of the 

most common themes in Russian folklore is that of the peasant or 

serf who, having gotten a bad deal from some lord or other adver¬ 

sary, finally manages by some fantastic means to present his case 

to the czar, who invariably sides with him in his problem. This 

imagery was, to be sure, fanciful. The fact is that there were good 

czars and bad czars, moral czars and corrupt czars, and so on. But 

the key factor in maintaining the stability of the community and the 

satisfaction of the citizenry was the favorable image of czardom as 

an institution to which the people could show allegiance through its 
living head. 

Now, in a democracy the maintaining of images is a much more 

difficult job. The politician is constantly called upon to bare his 

soul, his personality, and every nuance of his views to the public. 

To succeed, a politician must learn to relate to the often clumsily 

expressed needs and aspirations of the population. Franklin Delano 

Roosevelt was a classic example of how to master the methods of 

the mass-suffrage process. Conservatives, on the other hand, since 

the days of the Federalists, have spoken above or around the peo¬ 

ple, rather than to them, and have payed little attention to the 

effects of their actions. As early as 1801, perceptive conservatives 

seem to have sensed that playing in the democratic ball park calls 

for slightly different strategy. On January 26 of that year, in the 

aftermath of the Jefferson presidential victory, Fisher Ames wrote 

to John Rutledge Jr., another old-school Federalist, "We must 

court popular favor. We must study public opinion and accommo¬ 
date measures to what it is."9 
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Unfortunately, Landon did not follow Ames' advice, and the 

result was that he failed as had John and John Quincy Adams 

before him. His presidential bid was the most decisively defeated of 

any until that time. Why? Basically, because Landon gave his alle¬ 

giance (at least during the crucial months of the campaign) to the 

outdated forms of a once dominant conservative order. The Landon 

defeat was a crucial turning point in American history. It resulted 

in the elimination of the old-guard conservatives from positions of 

importance in the GOP for a twenty-eight-year period during 

which the Eastern liberal wing of the party dictated policy and 

picked its own candidates. These candidates were not compassion¬ 

ate religious men in the William Jennings Bryan mold, but materi¬ 

alist-reductionists or, as we now call them, secular humanists. The 

Republican Party was thus forced to come to a twenty-eight-year 

peace with the welfare state, conservatism was discredited in 

America, and Roosevelt and Truman were the leaders of our coun¬ 

try in the tragic early years of the Cold War. Could Landon have 

won if he had stuck to his early campaign intentions? It is unlikely. 

Roosevelt had everything going for him that year. But even if Lan¬ 

don had not won, a closer election would have significantly altered 

the ensuing years for the Right. The Republican Party could have 

remained in conservative hands and the Right could have been a 

force to be reckoned with in American politics. In fact, however, 

the conservatives were utterly defeated. Retiring to their old 

haunts, they virtually disappeared as a force in American life. 

The Taft Campaign 
Senator Robert A. Taft of Ohio was the political leader of the 

American Right during some of its darkest days. From the begin¬ 

ning of the New Deal and his famous 1935 lawsuit against the 

Treasury Department to compel it to honor the gold backing of pre- 

1933 money until his final defeat at the Republican convention in 

1952, he was, without a doubt, Mr. Conservative in the public 

mind. Taft was given to violent denunciations of the New Deal. In 

fact, this was probably the central reason for his great popularity 

among conservatives. In 1933 he predicted that the New Deal, if 

left intact, would cause us "to abandon the whole theory of Ameri¬ 

can government, and inaugurate what is in fact socialism."10 Be¬ 

yond his old-guard conservative opinions, though, the Ohioan pos- 

119 



sessed an honesty and personal integrity that were widely admired 

by all who knew him. Taft was a rare bird among politicians, 

whose ambitions generally ride roughshod over their ideals (when 

they have any). He firmly believed in the principles he expressed 

and innumerable times throughout his career he sacrificed personal 

advantage in order to defend them. When anti-German feeling ran 

high at the time of the Nuremberg trials, Taft opposed the whole 

idea of trying the Nazi leaders as war criminals. This position, 

which brought upon him a firestorm of personal abuse, was typical 

of the integrity of this courageous man. 

Apparently, though, God seldom taps exceptionally virtuous 

politicians for high national office. Taft's high moral character was 

his undoing. He spoke his mind and he did so with a seriousness 

that was proper for the topics he dealt with. He was not a crowd 

pleaser and, except for a brief period late in his career, did not seek 

to be one. When he felt that the New Deal would lead to "the 

destruction of our system and probably a socialistic state," he said 

so. 11 When he felt that "if Roosevelt is not a Communist today, he 

is bound to become one," he said so.12 When asked what could be 

done to alleviate the effects of rising food costs, he briskly replied, 

"Eat less."13 Besides these doctrinal impediments, Taft also suf¬ 

fered from the personality characteristics that had come to be con¬ 

nected with McKinley-Hoover Republicanism. He disdained to 

show emotion in public and came across to those who did not know 

him as a cold man lacking compassion. 

All of these drawbacks were ironically unfortunate for the Amer¬ 

ican Right. Of the four presidential candidates the Right has 

fielded in the past forty years, Taft was the only one who was 

clearly not a doctrinaire antistatist. Landon was perhaps unsure of 

his ideals. But Goldwater, whom we will soon examine, was an 

ardent exponent of laissez-faire, while Reagan, after a rough bout 

with the welfare state in the New Hampshire primary, basically 

ignored the economic issue. Taft, on the other hand, was the closest 

thing to an American Disraeli that the conservative movement has 

produced in contemporary times. Despite his strong-sounding rhe¬ 

toric, he actually favored federal aid in a wide variety of areas. He 

supported public housing, minimum wage laws, increased social 

security benefits, federal aid to education, and grants to hospitals. 

In addition, Taft in his private life sympathized with and was 

greatly troubled by the plight of the unfortunate. But he was unable 

to convey the essence of his rightism to the people. In the aftermath 
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of the 1936 Roosevelt victory over Landon, Taft attributed the re¬ 

sult to the Democrat's ability to appear as a “friend of the poor man 

and against the rich man."14 Toward the end of his career, during 

the 1950 Senate race, Taft hired a public relations firm to help 
improve his image with the voters. So the Ohioan was aware of the 

difficulties in selling old-school conservatism to the people, but he 

was unable to extricate himself from those very problems. 

In Taft American conservatism had a supreme opportunity to 

strike out in a new direction. The potentialities, however, stand in 
stark contrast to the realities of the 1952 Republican primary cam¬ 

paign—Taft's last attempt to wrest control of the party from its 

Eastern liberal wing.15 On October 16, 1951 Taft announced his 

candidacy and pledged himself to wage a vigorous campaign for 
“liberty rather than the principles of socialism."16 From the outset 

the senator, although acknowledged as the frontrunner in the race, 

had problems winning popular support. The polls bore this out. 

Gallup, for example, consistently showed General Eisenhower, at 
that time an undeclared candidate, easily capable of beating either 

Truman, Stevenson, or Kefauver, but showed that Taft could 

barely beat Truman and would lose overwhelmingly to Stevenson 

or Kefauver.17 These factors encouraged the Republican liberals to 
seek to persuade the General to return home from Europe and 

abandon his position as Supreme Commander of NATO in order to 

oppose Taft in the primaries. Eisenhower refused, but despite his 

“phantom candidacy," as the Taft people called it, he handed Taft 
a sound defeat in the New Hampshire primary on March 11, 1952. 

This set the stage for the difficult primary campaign between Taft 

and Eisenhower, with Eisenhower eventually coming home to cam¬ 

paign in person and ultimately defeating Taft at one of the bitterest 

Republican conventions ever held. 
Most students of that convention have concluded that although 

the majority of the delegates personally favored Taft, they felt that 

the Ohioan's individualism and neo-isolationism were liabilities 

that he could not overcome in a national campaign. The New York 

Times, always first in reader services, published a three-part edito¬ 

rial in June entitled “Mr. Taft Can't Win."18 Worse, the Times was 

proved true by all the major polls, which invariably depicted Taft 

as the underdog against any Democratic candidate. Upon losing 

the nomination Taft attributed his loss to lack of time to make an 

adequate campaign against newspaper influence.19 He failed to 

realize that the newspapers got away with what they did because of 
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the nature of his candidacy. Roosevelt battled for years against the 

major newspapers and beat them at their own game. He went over 

their heads and appealed directly to the people. If Taft had done the 

same, if he could have changed his public image, then the popular 

impression of his electoral inability could perhaps have been over¬ 

come. The Taft campaign was a singular opportunity for twen¬ 

tieth-century American conservatism to relate to the American peo¬ 

ple. It passed and nothing similar has as yet come along. 

In the aftermath of the Taft defeat a large segment of the Ameri¬ 

can Right began to develop a mythology—and mythology is the 

only possible word for it—that the American people were over¬ 

whelmingly conservative and that those millions of Americans who 

traditionally stay at home on election day were all die-hard right¬ 

ists disenchanted by "me-too” Republican candidates. This view, 

as absurd as it may seem today, was widely held in conservative 

circles and was popularized over the years by works such as Clar¬ 

ence Manion's The Conservative American and Ralph de Tole- 

dano's The Winning Side. Rightists came to believe that Taft had 

been robbed of the nomination. Had he been the candidate, he 

would have won. Conservatives felt that all that was needed to 

score a decisive rightist victory at the polls would be to put up a 

candidate preaching laissez-faire and strict constitutional construc¬ 

tion. The clear evidence of 1932, 1936, and the Taft primary effort, 

and the unanimous testimony of the pollsters—all of which showed 

that a huge majority of Americans supported the basic concepts of 

the New Deal—were ignored. Through the fifties and early sixties 

American conservatives bided their time, waiting for the day when 

the millions of rugged individualists would all emerge from their 

hiding places because the Republican Party was finally offering "a 

choice, not an echo.” 

The Goldwater Campaign 
In 1964 the old guard of the American Right got its chance. The 

conservative wing of the Republican Party finally had its way and 

Senator Barry Goldwater received the presidential nomination. 

Here at last, rightists believed, was the man who could get the 

nonvoting conservative majority to the polls. Goldwater had inher¬ 

ited Taft s title of Mr. Conservative and he certainly deserved it. 

The Arizonan stood without compromise for everything old-guard 

122 



conservatism had stood for. He dismissed all federal involvement in 

the fields of education, agriculture, welfare, and foreign aid as 

unconstitutional and unwise. His devotion to strict construction 

and market economics was just about as pure as could be imagined 

and his foreign-policy proposals we have already examined at some 

length in Chapter 1. To boot, Goldwater fired the emotions of 

American rightists as neither Hoover, Landon, Taft, Bricker, Mac- 

Arthur, nor other favorites had ever been capable of doing. This 

was due in no small measure to Goldwater's friendly, rustic, and 

lively personality. Goldwater broke the media stereotype of con¬ 

servatives as either somber (Taft), haughty (MacArthur), or vi¬ 

cious (Joseph McCarthy). Goldwater's affable, let-your-hair-down 

attitude appealed to friend and foe alike. After all, who could fail to 

like a man who, when he saw reporters staring at his obviously 

book-filled suitcase, smiled broadly and said, "Don't worry, fellas, 

it's all full of Mickey Spillane. That's all."20 In Goldwater the 

Right finally had a candidate that articulated its case without reser¬ 

vation and projected an appealing personality. For conservatives, 

1964 seemed to be the year when the "revolution of 1932" could 

finally be reversed. 

In point of fact, 1964 was in all probability the year in which the 

question of the government's entry into the social-welfare field was 

settled forever. Goldwater was defeated by a landslide unprece¬ 

dented in Aanerican history. In the ensuing fourteen years conserv¬ 

atives have been offering all sorts of excuses for the Goldwater 

debacle. They have pointed to the Kennedy assassination, to John¬ 

son's Southern appeal, to the influence of the media, to the ousting 

of the F. Clifton White group of campaign strategists in favor of the 

"Arizona mafia," to the poor behavior of the Goldwater people at 

the convention during the Rockefeller antiextremism speech, to the 

unwise vice-presidential choice, and a host of other factors. In sum, 

rightists have refused to believe what all the polls of that election 

year revealed: that the American people were simply scared out of 

their wits by Goldwater's proposals to dismantle the welfare state 

and take the Cold War to the Communists, and his seeming oppos¬ 

ition to civil rights. A Louis Harris poll taken shortly before the 

election showed that the voters considered Goldwater a "radical" 

who would seriously weaken long-accepted government economic 

programs.21 The voters saw Goldwater as opposed to medicare and 

the antipoverty program, which 69 percent favored; they believed 

that he wanted to sell TVA, a move they opposed by a two-to-one 
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margin.22 Gallup polls throughout 1964 also consistently showed 

that the voters favored a candidate who would be "for civil rights" 
—and they didn't mean Goldwater.23 During the campaign, Harris 

polls showed that between 48 and 65 percent of the American peo¬ 

ple feared that Goldwater would "weaken" the social security sys¬ 

tem,24 which was supported by nine out of ten Americans at its 

inception and has consistently been the favorite federal welfare 
program of the citizenry. 

Most of all, though, it was Goldwater's use of the swashbuck¬ 

ling liberation rhetoric of fifties conservatism that frightened the 

electorate. More than seven out of ten voters just two weeks before 
the 1964 election believed that Goldwater as president would "start 

a war with Cuba."25 Fifty-eight percent feared he would drop 

atomic bombs on North Vietnam.26 Seventy percent were con¬ 

vinced that Goldwater as president would "act before thinking."27 

The Harris poll revealed on October 19,1964 that over half of those 

planning to vote for Johnson intended to do so because they were 

afraid Goldwater's election would lead to war.28 The important fact 

to bear in mind here is that these popular impressions were not the 

result of media distortions, but were on the whole accurate. Gold- 

water did oppose medicare and the antipoverty program. On social 

security his record was contradictory; at times he had completely 

opposed it, at other times he wanted to make it voluntary, and 
when the campaign got serious he suddenly wanted to strengthen 

it. Goldwater did want to repeal most of the New Deal-Fair Deal 

legislation. On foreign policy he had advocated a Cuban invasion 

and had talked loosely about using atomic weapons in Asia. Were 

those fears of war groundless? Goldwater had repeatedly advanced 

the thesis that it was far better to "run the risk of war" in order to 

"destroy the Soviet empire" than to seek merely to coexist with and 

contain Communism. The American people did not misread Mr. 

Conservative. They read him quite accurately and rejected him 
decisively. 

American conservatives have been selling each other almost as 

many myths about what happened in 1964 as they once sold each 

other about what was going to happen in 1964. For example, we are 

told that the media falsely sought to portray Goldwater as unpopu¬ 

lar among the Republican rank-and-file. "Not so," say conserva¬ 

tives. "He received the largest popular vote in the primaries." 

What conservative polemicists neglect to add is that Goldwater's 

primary-vote total was vastly inflated by the inclusion of states like 
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Illinois, Nebraska, Texas, and others where the senator ran virtu¬ 

ally unopposed. (Harold Stassen or Margaret Chase Smith was the 

typical opposition.) All the polls showed that Goldwater's popular¬ 

ity among Republicans steadily declined throughout the primary 

campaign. Gallup showed that the Arizonan, although never a 

favorite of the GOP voters, actually lost nearly half his following 

from December 1963, when 27 percent of the Republicans were 

behind him, to April 1964, when only 14 percent still wanted Gold- 

water to be the nominee.29 In late June, when Governor William 

Scranton of Pennsylvania launched a last-minute campaign to stop 

Goldwater, Scranton—a relative unknown—swung the majority of 

Republicans behind him. A Gallup poll taken on June 28, just two 

weeks before the convention where Goldwater was to receive the 

huge majority of delegate votes, revealed that 55 percent of the 

Republican rank-and-file favored Scranton, with only 34 percent 

backing Goldwater and 11 percent undecided.30 Yet conservatives 

have been ignoring the evidence on these matters. There is little 

doubt that the American people devastatingly rejected Goldwater 

not because of his personality, which they found affable, but be¬ 

cause of his opinions, which they viewed as extreme and 

threatening. 

The Goldwater campaign represented both the high point and 

the end of the revival of McKinley-Hoover rightism that began in 

the fifties. For a few fleeting weeks between Goldwater's victory 

over Rockefeller in the California primary and the moment when J. 

Drake Evans, chairman of the South Carolina delegation, announc¬ 

ing that his state was "humbly grateful that it can do this for 

America," put the Arizonan over the top at the Republican conven¬ 

tion, the American Right lived in a state of euphoria. During that 

brief period conservatives convinced themselves that they had in¬ 

deed triumphed—that this was it—and that with their books and 

periodicals they had actually convinced the American people to 

return to the Tenth Amendment and William Graham Sumner. 

Sad to say, it was not long before the sobering realities of popu¬ 

lar sentiment put an end to the heady dreams that had electrified 

the San Francisco Cow Palace. From the beginning of the campaign 

Goldwater was the underdog. He was forced to go on the defensive. 

With the polls showing him a consistent two-to-one loser, the old 

conservative theory that millions of closet rightists were waiting to 

vote for a candidate who would annihilate the Communists and 

restore laissez-faire looked pretty incredible. As the weeks dragged 
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on, the Goldwater campaign became little more than an extended 

effort to play down the Arizonan's hard-line conservatism. Repub¬ 

lican literature went to great lengths to emphasize that Goldwater 

did not, in fact, want to make social security voluntary, sell TVA, 

overturn Brown, or eliminate price supports for farmers. One Gold- 

water campaign pamphlet, featuring the senator with his children 

and grandchildren, was entitled "Ten Reasons Why Barry Gold- 

water Wants Peace." The only way the Goldwater team thought it 

had a chance of victory was by denying those principles of fifties 

conservatism which the senator and his followers had always held 

to be basic and nonnegotiable. 

As the final returns proved, even this diluted version of Goldwa- 

terism was unpalatable to the overwhelming majority of Ameri¬ 

cans. Mr. Conservative of 1964 was rejected by some sixty percent 

of the nation and managed to carry but six states (including Ala¬ 

bama, where he ran unopposed). After this crushing defeat the 

American Right seemed to stop taking itself and its programs very 

seriously. Although bumper stickers now proclaimed "26 Million 

Americans Can't Be Wrong," conservatives had in truth aban¬ 

doned all hope of enforcing the Tenth Amendment, dismantling the 

welfare state, or destroying international Communism. The story 

of American conservatism since 1964 has been that of a movement 

in search of a philosophy. American conservatism has been looking 

for a reason to exist. 

The Reagan Campaign 
There was much talk among conservatives after the disgrace of 

the Nixon administration about the need to forge the New Majority 

of which we have previously spoken. This rightist coalition was 

supposed to unite Americans who, unlike the liberal intelligentsia, 

were still dedicated to traditional beliefs, values, and lifestyles. 

Various proposals were put forward: to form a third party headed 

by George Wallace or Ronald Reagan, or alternatively, to support 

both of these men in their respective parties and hope to unite the 

coalition later. It seemed at the time that rightists were beginning 

to reevaluate the image they projected and were seriously interested 

in broadening their ranks beyond those determined 26 million of 

1964. 

When Ronald Reagan announced his candidacy on November 
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20,1975, it appeared that rightists were willing to acclimate them¬ 

selves to the realities of twentieth-century politics. In Reagan they 

had a charismatic figure who, though still not radiating the same 

fiery identification with "the people" as Franklin D. Roosevelt or 

Robert F. Kennedy, was beyond a doubt the most personally at¬ 

tractive individual of the four conservatives mentioned here. De¬ 

spite these points in his favor a problem remained: how to translate 

Reagan's well-to-do Far Western image into one with which urban 

ethnics, rural midwestemers, and traditionalist-leaning citizens 

generally could identify—people who have little in common with 

what Frederick Wilhelmsen refers to as "dough conservatives." 

Unfortunately, all the questions about how to portray Reagan in 

New Majority images were academic, for the Reagan campaign 

from the opening of the race sought to embrace the symbols of a 

long-since-outdated conservatism. In the New Hampshire pri¬ 

mary, the first of the campaign, Reagan offered a proposal to re¬ 

turn $90 billion worth of federal aid programs back to the individ¬ 

ual states to administer them. Now, the relative merits of this 

proposal are not germane to the present discussion. The important 

fact is that Reagan, after all the talk about New Majority politics, 

decided to launch his campaign with a proposal that conjured up all 

the familiar memories of harsh old-school conservatism. Image is 

the key word here, for if Reagan had gone into New Hampshire 

and delivered several talks about, say, the plight of the unemployed 

and the need for some version of the Kemp bill, or the crippling 

costs of hospitalization and the need to alleviate the plight of the 

middle class in this area, garnishing his speeches with compassion¬ 

ate, understanding phrases, then—and only then, after neutral¬ 

izing the media—could he have gone on to the $90 billion plan. As 

it was, the proposal became a millstone around Reagan's neck. 

Amazingly, his high command resolved to defend it at all costs. 

Throughout the New Hampshire and the Florida primaries Reagan 

continued to advocate this plan despite the obvious fact that it was 

costing him popular support and exposing him to ridicule in the 

media. The slim margins by which the Californian was defeated in 

both states could very possibly have been reversed but for the $90 

billion blunder. 

Finally, after a string of primary losses that were ultimately fatal 

to his campaign, Reagan changed two features of his strategy. 

First, he took the offensive in violation of his self-proclaimed 

"eleventh commandment" not to speak ill of any other Republican. 
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He became strongly critical of the Ford administration. Second, 

although he continued the standard catch-phrase Republican rhe¬ 

toric of balanced budgets and individual freedom, he dropped his 

criticism of government intervention in the economy. In the after- 

math of the North Carolina primary, which was Reagan's first 

victory and was widely credited with turning his campaign around, 

the polls showed that the decisive factor in the balloting had been a 

statewide half-hour television piece in which Reagan attacked the 

Ford-Kissinger foreign policy.31 Foreign policy was also the key to 

the massive Reagan victory over Ford in Texas, which boosted his 

stock enormously. Whereas old-school antistatism hurt Reagan, 

the foreign-policy issue strengthened him. 

It is, of course, difficult to generalize about politics. Even if 

Reagan had won the nomination, it would have been an uphill 

battle for him all the way. He would have had to face the inevitable 

propagandists shelling from the media. Of this much, however, 

we can be fairly certain: had Reagan not broached the $90 billion 

scheme in New Hampshire or criticized the TVA in Tennessee, in 

short, if he had left the economic status quo undisturbed (or better 

still, if he had attempted to be what Taft could have been, an 

American Disraeli, a traditionalist friend of the common man), he 

could have deflected the hostility of the media. Reagan's failure 

was all too typical of the post-1932 American Right. 

Conclusion 
Thus we end our brief review of conservative political endeavors 

in post-1932 America. We have concentrated on four campaigns for 

the presidency, but the same conclusions could be drawn from 

hundreds of congressional campaigns. Two themes predominate. 

First, the American conservative movement has failed to under¬ 

stand and relate to the aspirations of the majority of men. Second, 

the American Right has clung to an imagery that may have been 

appealing in the 1890s, but frightens the contemporary citizenry. 

These are the practical considerations. On a deeper level, American 

conservatism has forgotten what it was trying to conserve. The 

Right is surely devoted to the preservation of a great deal more than 

the pre-World War I economic order. But American conservatism 

fails to see this, having been to a large extent cut off from its roots 

in the Western tradition. It is enlightening in this connection to 
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note that Russell Kirk in his celebrated work The Conservative 

Mind, which traces the development of American and English con¬ 

servatism, does not include so much as one thinker genuinely rep¬ 

resentative of the Right in America's second century. Instead, he 

bemoans the extreme individualism of the era while ignoring the 

fact that this very individualism was a rightist, not a leftist phe¬ 

nomenon. Kirk chooses to dwell on such atypical conservatives of 

the period as Brooks and Henry Adams, and Irving Babbitt and 

Paul Elmer More. These men, however, were certainly not in the 

conservative mainstream of their day, nor were they part of the 

conservative revival of the fifties. 

Beginning with the Gilded Age, the American Right came to 

view itself in a grossly distorted manner. Except for isolated indi¬ 

viduals, it no longer thought of itself as one with the Federalists, 

Whigs, or National Republicans, or even with the Antifederalist 

Southern agrarian Democrats, but as part of a utopian evolution¬ 

ary process (survival of the fittest and manifest destiny were the 

buzz words) whereby Americans would democratize and capitalize 

the world. The capitalist-jingoist mentality that gave us the Span- 

ish-American War and World War I (in which America destroyed 

the Habsburg monarchy—the backbone of a faltering European 

civilization) resulted from this Babbitt-style old-conservative spirit. 

It was a conservative spirit. But it was warped. 

When this boisterous conservatism died in the Depression, the 

American Right was duty bound to search its conscience. It did 

not. Landon, Taft, Goldwater, and Reagan were all symbols—with 

different nuances, to be sure—of late nineteenth-century conserva¬ 

tism. Goldwater was perhaps the closest imitation of the big-stick- 

carrying jingoist and doctrinaire libertarian. Of the four he was the 

most soundly rejected by the American people. Looking over this 

history of defeat, one is reminded of the reply of Maryland Senator 

Millard Tydings, Sr., a virulent opponent of the New Deal, when 

asked what the prospects were for his conservatism. He answered, 

"There are none. I have simply outlived my time." 

Must conservatives therefore conclude that the battle is lost? Is 

American conservatism a doomed persuasion, making a last stand 

at the Alamo against the forces of modernity? Is there any hope of 

reviving conservatism in contemporary America? This will be the 

subject of the following chapter. 
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Can a Street 
5 Corner Wear 

a Sun Belt? 

11 has long been the position of rightist thinkers that 

the great mass of men in any normative society are conservative. 

That is, their primary concerns are those which the Right has 

always shared. The average citizen is interested in family cohesive¬ 

ness and material security. He longs for a sense of some higher 

purpose in life, and a feeling of his significance as an individual. 

Most people pursue these seemingly modest goals within a reli¬ 

gious and moral framework that they absorb from their parents, 

relatives, schools, and communities. To the rightist, a society func¬ 

tions well if it satisfies these inherent needs of the populace by 

supporting the family and relieving material and spiritual distress. 

A healthy society, for him, emphasizes the patriotic-communal and 

religious-moral aspects of life. 

Measured by these standards, despite what some conservative 

theoreticians might say to the contrary, the American people have 

been and are conservative. The governing educational and media 

elite of the nation may have opted in this century for the heresies of 

amoralism or ideology, but the citizenry simply has not. (Indeed, 

whether the masses in any society ever really do is questionable.) 

This split between the people and the pacesetters -of society is a 

relatively recent development. Until the first quarter of the twen- 
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tieth century the public appearance of America was basically repre¬ 

sentative of the feelings of its people. Even the disagreements that 

have raged in our country in the past were fought out in a conserva¬ 

tive setting. Both Federalists and Antifederalists, Democrats and 

Whigs, appealed to classical philosophy, revealed religion, and 

patriotic loyalty, as did both the North and the South during the 

Civil War era.* In addition, as I have stated before, the controver¬ 

sies between Protestant Republican old-school libertarians and the 

Democratic reformers and later the Bull Moose Progressives were 

all conducted within a traditionalist framework. Wilsonism, al¬ 

though its foreign policy was tinged with intolerant utopianism, 

was a sincerely moral, conservative force, as Russell Kirk among 

others has shown. Of course, not all conservative symbolizations of 

one era can excite rightists of other times, but the point to remem¬ 

ber is that they were relevant to the years in which they flourished. 

Taken as a group these movements all reflect assorted moods of 

American traditionalism.** 

There is a certain optimism in the American mind, an emphasis 

on progress and breaking with the past that at first appears to be 

the very opposite of conservative. I cannot stress sufficiently, how¬ 

ever, that these themes are for all practical purposes American 

myths. The people of this country have never let their optimism 

overstep the bounds of legitimacy and lead them to the natural 

*The "age of Jackson" was a bit below par next to these other traditions, 

but the followers of Old Hickory were another legitimate manifestation of 

American populism. They exhibited the same loyalty to God, family, 

country, and community common to this American phenomenon. They 

were crude, perhaps, but conservative. 
**I am well aware that for the Catholic or Jewish rightist, American 

conservative symbols leave something to be desired. They carry heavy 

Protestant overtones. The pure-faith crusading spirit of, say, Lincoln Re¬ 

publicanism or Bull Moose Progressivism is not the sort of thing with 

which Catholics or Jews can easily sympathize. However, the task of 

conservatives is to improve the temporal order in a realistic manner, not to 

damage their own interests by dreaming idle dreams. Moreover, one is 

tempted to ask European Catholic conservatives whether they feel com¬ 

pletely at ease with the neopaganism of certain elements of French and 

especially Italian and German rightism, for whom the disastrous turning 

point in Western history was not the French Revolution but the rejection of 

Roman and Nordic paganism in favor of Christianity. Surely Catholic 

conservatives would agree that the democrats of 1828 or 1896 more faith¬ 

fully embodied the essence of conservatism than did the Squadristi or the 

S.S.! 
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corollary of leftist optimism, which is utopian totalitarianism. Nor 

has their belief in progress led them to abandon traditional values. 

That they have never broken radically with the past is confirmed by 

their widespread adherence, even today, to orthodox religious 

faith. 

The tenor of public life was cut off from the mood of the general 

populace sometime early in the twentieth century, as the Left, for 

many reasons, some of which we have gone into before, gained 

control of the country's political, educational, and communications 

establishment. The result is that society's leaders today have dis¬ 

tinctly different views about God, family, country, and morality 

from those of the people they supposedly lead. The American peo¬ 

ple as a whole are patriotic in the old-fashioned sense of the term; 

they believe in the God of traditional faith; they reject the "new 

morality"; they want the country to adopt a strong and prestigious 

foreign policy. At the same time, the liberal elite ridicules all these 

positions. 

Why, then, have American conservatives failed to capitalize on 

these circumstances? By now the answer should be quite obvious: 

the rightist attachment to laissez-faire and belligerent foreign-pol¬ 

icy rhetoric has become unpalatable to the average contemporary 

American. This defeat by default, so to speak, was tragic. For 

while American conservatives severed the links that have normally 

joined the Right with the man in the street, this same man in the 

street was looking for an ally to help him fight the elitist domina¬ 

tion of his schools, media, and government. The fault here has not 

been the citizen's. Who could blame him for not accepting men like 

Hoover, Taft, or Goldwater as his allies? They never understood 

his concerns in the first place. 

The Humane People 

It is not especially difficult to substantiate this line of argument. 

The American people like to think of themselves as decent and 

compassionate. That the widespread suffering of the Great Depres¬ 

sion caused them to endorse the basic assumptions of the New Deal 

should have come as no surprise. Disregarding guaranteed na¬ 

tional income plans from Huey Long's to George McGovern's, the 

Gallup polls reveal that with only four exceptions over a thirty-six- 

year period (1935-1971) the American people have never opposed 

132 



any government program to help those in need.* In fact, three of 

those four exceptional polls involved programs of questionable con¬ 

stitutionality. (Or so the courts of that era felt; two were on the 

NR A and one was on the AAA).1 The constitutional factor could 

easily have influenced the public in those cases. To cite some ran¬ 

dom examples from the thirties, eight out of ten Americans favored 

an amendment to the Constitution prohibiting child labor (Gallup, 

March 28, 1936); six out of ten wanted minimum wage laws 

(Gallup, June 6, 1937); nine out of ten supported social security 

(Gallup, January 12, 1936); seven out of ten favored federal aid to 

education (Gallup, March 26, 1938); eight out of ten wanted the 

federal government to "provide free medical aid for those unable to 

pay" (Gallup, June 14, 1937); seven out of ten claimed that "it is 

the government's responsibility to pay the living expenses of those 

who are out of work" (Gallup, April 5,1939), while three-quarters 

of the people felt that "the government should see to it that any 

man who wants to work has a job."2 These feelings have continued 

down to our own day, with large majorities of Americans support¬ 

ing an increase in the minimum wage (Gallup, September 29, 

1965), low-interest federal housing loans (Harris, Newsweek, Jan¬ 

uary 11, 1965), the antipoverty program and medicare (Harris, 

Newsweek, October 19, 1964), the Community Action and Head 

Start programs,3 and so on. Even during the supposedly conserva¬ 

tive Nixon administration a poll revealed that 64 percent of the 

American people favored a "proposal that the federal government 

guarantee a job to every American who wants to work even if it 

means creating a lot of public jobs like during the Depression."4 

While consistently and overwhelmingly supporting welfarism, 

the American public remains equally committed to the idea of a 

balanced budget. Americans also like the idea of taking power 

away from Washington. This amazing contradiction has been 

noted in The Political Beliefs of Americans,5 where authors Lloyd 

Free and Hardy Cantril explain it by differentiating between the 

"operational" and "ideological" beliefs of Americans. By "ideo¬ 

logical" beliefs the authors mean the mythical identification that 

the American people still have with the symbols of an earlier era, 

such as balanced budgets and states' rights, while by "opera¬ 

tional" beliefs they refer to the real beliefs of the citizenry—the 

*Over a hundred polls showed majority support for various aid 

programs. 
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positions that people take on a day-to-day basis, namely, favoring 

government aid programs. 

Free and Cantril have logically solved the problem, but in fair¬ 

ness one more factor should be mentioned. The man in the street is 

not very well versed in the intricacies of domestic or foreign prob¬ 

lems. As the polls have repeatedly shown, his ignorance of even the 

most fundamental matters is, to say the least, startling. How, then, 

does he arrive at his opinions on such complicated issues as medi¬ 

care or the balanced budget? The answer, I believe, is that his 

positions are the result of what we may describe as the “nice-guy" 

syndrome. He will invariably opt for whatever answer appears 

“nice" in the context. Thus, a question like “Should we be firm 

with the Communists?" will always be answered in the affirmative 

because “firm" is a nice word in that context. However, a question 

like “Should we negotiate with the Communists for peace?" will 

also be answered yes because “negotiate" and “peace" are the nice 

words. Similarly, on economic issues, if the question is something 

like "Should we have a system to help those citizens unable to pay 

their own medical expenses?" the answer will always be yes, but a 

question like "Should the federal budget be balanced during the 

next fiscal year?" will also be answered yes because both helping 

the needy and balancing budgets are nice things to do. It is impos¬ 

sible to understand public opinion polls without coming to this 

conclusion. What is important for our purposes, though, is that 

when push comes to shove and the American people must choose 

between laissez-faire states' rights candidates who will really at¬ 

tempt to balance the budget and others who affirm the govern¬ 

ment's obligation to assist the citizenry in their satisfaction of basic 

needs while rendering mythical homage to balanced budgets, they 

vote “operationally" and not “ideologically"—by an overwhelming 

margin. 

The American people are not, of course, socialists. The polls 

testify to their steady opposition, even in the heady early New Deal 

days, to any measures for redistribution of wealth or property, or 

state ownership of the means of production. Additionally, the polls 

confirm the common impression that Americans are great respec¬ 

ters of hard work, self-sacrifice, diligence, and the like. The only 

lasting result of the Great Depression and the New Deal was that 

people came to demand that government help those who, because 

of circumstances beyond their control, cannot help themselves. 

Herein lies the significance of the public furore over welfare fraud, 

in which old-guard conservatives take so much encouragement. 
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The people resent the fact that it is all too easy for the undeserving 

individual to get on the welfare rolls. When the public clamors 

about high welfare costs, it is not professing loyalty to either the 

Chicago or the Austrian school of laissez-faire economics. The or¬ 

dinary American believes that there is such a thing as a free lunch 

and that it should be given to those who are unable to buy one, but 

not, of course, to those who are able. 

On the other hand, Americans continue to be seriously con¬ 

cerned about rising taxes. Obviously, one cannot have the matter 

both ways. The current federal budget must inevitably result in 

high taxes for the citizenry. The solution to this dilemma? Probably 

something along the lines of Governor Reagan's systematic welfare 

reform in California, under which numerous ineligibles were 

dropped from state aid programs while payments to the truly needy 

were increased. However, the key point here, as we have remarked 

before, is the image that the Right conveys. Emphasis must be laid 

upon the humane aspects of the program. Conservatives must dem¬ 

onstrate effectively that they are just as concerned as the Left about 

the destitute, the aged, the sick, and the crippled. They, not the 

Left, must traverse the big-city slums, Appalachian country roads, 

and blue-collar factories when they campaign. In a word, conserv¬ 

atives must care about the things the majority of the country cares 

about, and must show it. Rightists would do well to heed the sage 

counsel of that early American conservative, Alexander Hamilton, 

who wrote during the decline of the old Federalist party in April of 

1802: 

We must consider whether it is possible for us to succeed, 

without in some degree employing the weapons which have 

been employed against us.6 

The Virtuous People 
To my mind, one of the most surprising themes that emerge from 

the study of contemporary American opinion is the degree to which 

our people have remained loyal to the basic principles of traditional 

faith and moral values despite the relativist onslaught of the elitist 

elements in society during the last fifty years or so. Ninety-eight 

percent of Americans believe in God.7 Sixty-three percent of the 

citizenry prays frequently,8 and church attendance for the sects 

least affected by the forces of secularism—the Baptists, Lutherans, 
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and other evangelical groups—has risen in recent years. The more 

“moderate" groups like the Presbyterians and the Episcopalians 

have held a fairly constant percentage of worshipers. All the well- 

publicized statistics about the decline in church attendance are at¬ 

tributable to two faiths, Catholicism and Judaism. Yet the drop in 

Catholic attendance only began in the period of liberalism follow¬ 

ing Vatican II. And Catholic traditionalists, who remain firmly 

attached to their faith, have actually shown some signs of growth 

with new periodicals, schools, and seminaries. Similarly, if we 

eliminate from the figures on Jewish worship those of the Reform 

and Conservative groups, as well as the elderly Orthodox Jews who 

came to America during the 1881-1923 period when Sabbath ob¬ 

servance was extremely difficult and whose children therefore 

drifted away from their faith, we find that Orthodox Judaism is 

rapidly growing and its synagogue-attendance figures are up over 
earlier years. 

On moral issues the American people are traditionalist without 

being prudish. They feel overwhelmingly (80 percent) that "mo¬ 

rality in the country is declining."9 Over 75 percent would like to 

see "stricter laws on the sale of pornography."10 (Apparently, 

about 5 percent of Americans are both traditionalist and libertar¬ 

ian: 80 percent of the citizenry finds pornography "personally ob¬ 

jectionable.")11 Supposedly outdated sexual ethics are also sup¬ 

ported by the people, for over 65 percent oppose any kind of 

premarital sex, even among couples engaged to be married.12 Some 

70 percent of the population does not want to encourage promiscu¬ 

ity by making birth control pills available to high school and col- 

lege students.13 Divorce laws should also be made "stricter" ac¬ 

cording to the majority.14 Just the same, Americans do not feel that 

young people should be kept ignorant of the facts of sex; only that 

they should order their lives in accordance with the dictates of 

Judeo-Christian morality. They do support sex education in the 

schools.15 This is not, however, a recent development. Long before 

the elitists endorsed the "new morality," the man in the street 

supported sex education. Whether he was wise to do so is of course 

a different matter altogether,* but his position should not be mis- 

contrued as acceptance of the amoralism of the elite. 

* Probably the public is ignorant of the fact that most sex education 

programs operate outside of any value framework and can only create in 

the student s mind a disposition in favor of moral relativism. 
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In the area of crime and punishment Americans are equally con¬ 

servative. Over 75 percent of the people feel that criminals are not 

treated strictly enough in this country, while those favoring con¬ 

servative appointees to the Supreme Court outnumbered those fa¬ 

voring liberal ones by an almost two-to-one margin.16 In every 

Gallup poll taken since 1935, with the exception of one, the major¬ 

ity of Americans have endorsed capital punishment. At the height 

of the student disorders of the sixties, 94 percent of the American 

people wanted "to see college administrators take a stronger 

stand."17 In fact, during the demonstrations at the 1968 Demo¬ 

cratic convention the public refused to accept the media's portrayal 

of the events and by a 56 to 21 percent margin felt that the police 

were not "using excessive force in suppressing" the demonstra¬ 

tors.18 Later, over 70 percent of the public, in direct contradiction to 

the media image, opined that the Chicago Seven received a fair trial 

from Judge Hoffman.19 On the issue of marijuana, which is sym¬ 

bolic of the assault on traditional values, 84 percent of the people 

are opposed to the elitist demand that the drug be legalized.20 

Before leaving this area of religion and morality, we should ob¬ 

serve that the American people have been more sensible on civil 

rights than either the old-guard conservatives or the elitist leftists. 

They have unwaveringly rejected institutionalized segregation, yet 

they have never favored the elitist position of "equality of result." 

Thus, the polls show that Americans have consistently favored 

equal rights for Negroes in the areas of voting and education, but 

have opposed employment quotas and busing by margins ap¬ 

proaching eight to one.21 

From these statistics it becomes apparent that the American citi¬ 

zenry is still very much committed to what may be described as a 

conservative position on the so-called social issues. Americans be¬ 

lieve in God, Judeo-Christian morality, and traditional concepts of 

crime control. They will listen to legitimate calls for justice. Sadly, 

due to the leftist domination of the media, these facts are mostly 

overlooked. The American people are caught up in an extremely 

frustrating situation. They are conservatives but their nation's 

right wing refuses to acknowledge their demands and needs. 

The Determined People 

In the areas of internal security, public orthodoxy, and foreign 

policy the American people are likewise solidly conservative, 
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though perhaps a bit unrealistic about the nature of international 

relations. As much is to be expected, for the average American's 

commitment to fair play, frankness, and the side of the underdog 

makes it hard for him to fathom the intricacies of foreign affairs. As 

we will soon see, this shortcoming is due to a certain naivete on the 

part of the citizenry. It is not a symptom of the relativist pacifism 

peddled by the leftist elite. 

Internal security and the general preservation of the public or¬ 

thodoxy are two areas where the average American has remained 

essentially impervious to the propaganda of leftist elites in the 

media and academy. During their heyday, Americans approved of 

loyalty oaths for government workers by seven- and eight-to-one 

majorities (see, for example, Gallup, March 1949).* The House 

Un-American Activities Committee, later the House Committee on 

Internal Security, was long the target of liberal polemicists, who 

recently succeeded in abolishing it. Despite this consistent leftist 

animosity to the committee, the American people have always 

wished to continue it in existence by margins at times approaching 

four to one (see, for example, Gallup, January 1949). Ideals such as 

"freedom of speech," "freedom of the press," and the like have 

never been unconditionally endorsed by the citizenry, which has 

always been willing to put limits on the rights of persons bent upon 

weakening the national faith. By a three-to-one margin Americans 

oppose even a resigned Communist teaching at an institute of 

higher learning.22 Sixty percent of even the nation's labor leaders 

(long viewed as supporters of leftist dogmas) would "deny a Com¬ 

munist the right to teach in a college or university."23 In fact, 50 

percent of them would deny a socialist this right as well!24 And 

Americans are concerned about the dangers posed by alien ideolo¬ 

gies not only in government and the academy, but in the nation at 

large. They have always balked at allowing Communists or those 

who "attack other races" to give public speeches and 33 percent 

would forbid newspapers "to criticize our form of government."25 

One-quarter of the nation would go so far as to "forbid a Socialist 

party from publishing a newspaper."26 It thus becomes apparent 

that Americans regard the freedoms of the republican form of gov- 

*It is difficult to examine popular attitudes on an issue over long periods 

of time because as the liberal advance continues, conservatives no longer 

defend their earlier positions. So the pollsters no longer question people 

about them. We can only show that on issues that have divided the country 
over the years, the people have been conservative. 
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emment as by no means absolute. They want to preserve the coun¬ 

try's consensus on basic questions, just as conservatives have 

sought to do throughout the nation's history. 

The complexities of foreign policy baffle even the experts. In this 

area the instinctual conservatism of the typical citizen is a some¬ 

times erratic guide. For example, the American people have a long 

tradition of opposing any sort of offensive action against other 

nations. Whether it was the Mexican War or the Spanish-Ameri¬ 

can War, the First or the Second World War, the people always 

opposed intervention until the enemy had struck the first blow.* 

Americans also seem to oppose intervention, diplomatic or propa¬ 

gandists, in the affairs of other nations. Accordingly, the libera¬ 

tion policy of fifties conservatism was never supported by more 

than 10 percent of the American people. But this was not due to any 

weakness in the people's determination to fight Communism. 

When Americans perceive their own involvement as a defensive 

measure, they will go to war. In November 1961 Americans said by 

a three-to-one margin that they would favor our "fighting our way 

into Berlin" if the East Germans should close the city.27 Another 

poll revealed that the people would support an invasion of Berlin 

even though they believed that "the Soviet Union would inter¬ 

vene."28 This attitude has continued throughout the Cold War. 

It would seem that the Left has understood the national psyche in 

this respect far better than the Right. When President Wilson and 

his advisors had decided that war with Germany was inevitable, 

they did not openly say so to the people but kept up their neutrality 

rhetoric until an incident could be created and portrayed to the 

citizenry as a German offensive. By the same token, Roosevelt, 

while promising not to involve the country in foreign wars, maneu¬ 

vered diplomatically so as to antagonize both Japan and Ger¬ 

many.** Presidents Kennedy and Johnson proceeded in like man¬ 

ner to commit America to the Vietnam War. The Right's frankness 

*Whether the enemies in each or, indeed, in any of these wars had 

actually struck the first blow is beyond our present context. The people 

thought they had. 
**I am drawing no conclusion about the wisdom of Wilson s and Roose¬ 

velt's policies. Nor am I attempting to weigh the importance of Colonel 

House's fervor for war or Roosevelt's prior knowledge of Japanese prepa¬ 

rations to attack Pearl Harbor. I am simply saying that they knew that 

high-level diplomacy must remain, in a democracy as it always was in 

other societies, secretive. 
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on foreign policy has been a source of its unpopularity. Realisti¬ 

cally, there was no need for fifties conservatives to try to sell their 

strategy directly to a public that was blissfully ignorant of how 

world affairs are managed. Now, I realize that the mere suggestion 

that an American politician should cater to the mythology of the 

land in order to get elected and then proceed to act as he sees fit 

once in office is viewed in contemporary America as rank heresy. 

Be that as it may, the Founding Fathers of the Republic did not 

believe that the nation's leaders were bound to follow every popular 

whim. In fact, the foreign policy of our government has always 

functioned somewhat independently of public opinion. There is so 

much secrecy, classified information, and diplomatic wheeling- 

and-dealing in international politics that the ordinary citizen has an 

exceptionally poor perspective from which to view the problems. 

In other areas of national life—the defense of traditional faith 

and morality, the preservation of internal security and American 

principles, the movement for a humane capitalism—the people can 

easily see cause and effect. It is easy to see, for example, that a 

committed Communist or atheist ensconced in the schools or the 

government can pose a danger to the nation's well-being. But it is 

not easy to see the importance of maintaining an anti-Communist 

government in Chile or preserving the current South African re¬ 

gime. It would seem that in foreign policy conservatives can go 

only so far in appealing to the American people by plainly stating 

their principles. Of course, conservatives must boldly advance 

those parts of their program which already commend themselves to 

the American mentality. They must be prepared at all times to 

expose the evil nature of Communism and the barbarism of its 

leaders. They must emphasize that the Cold War is a constant 

struggle in which confrontations often occur and that America 

must be prepared to defend its interests at such times. The CIA, 

the FBI, congressional investigatory committees, and the nation's 

military have all enjoyed the support of the American people until 

recently, and conservatives must propagandize with originality to 

see that these institutions are restored to their proper position of 

respect and dignity in society. 

In those areas of foreign policy where conservative goals can 

generate only lukewarm support from the populace, the Right 

should exercise prudence in marketing its positions. What rightists 

must remember is that once foreign conflicts arise, whether "hot" 

or "cold" confrontations, the American people stand behind their 

140 



government. Even in Vietnam, where public support for American 

involvement was eroded over the years by the steady propaganda 

of the leftist media, the American people would have preferred at 

almost any point to carry the war to the North and win it, as 

opposed to withdrawal, "Vietnamization," or anything else.29 

Practically speaking, therefore, the Right must publicly advocate 

"peace through strength," "preparedness," or something similar 

while conservatives in actual policy-making positions pursue tradi¬ 

tional rightist foreign-policy goals. 

What should these goals be? Ideally—that is, from a purely 

speculative point of view—the conservative must favor a foreign 

policy that ultimately aims at destroying or significantly modifying 

governments that oppress traditional religion and deprive human 

beings of their basic dignities. From a practical point of view, of 

course, prudence should dictate the most advantageous means of 

pursuing such goals. A realistic conservative foreign policy today 

would not necessarily be the Teddy Roosevelt type that fifties con¬ 

servatives advocated. It could bring to bear all the tricks and all the 

wisdom that traditionalist diplomats have employed throughout 

history. Negotiations, treaties, revolutions, subversion, propa¬ 

ganda, temporary conciliations, and other methods could and 

should all be employed. A classical conservative foreign policy 

pursues its idealistic goals in a realistic manner. 

Summary 

It should be evident by now that the Right has not been defeated 

in America because of the inherent liberalism of the populace. Two 

tenets of postwar conservatism served to discredit it in the eyes of 

Americans: first, its opposition to public charity and second, its 

shrill articulation of foreign-policy goals. Today, however, the sit¬ 

uation has changed considerably. The Right, having more or less 

abandoned these two positions, has merely to change its public 

imagery in order to appeal to the essential conservatism of the 

people. Conservatism as we defined it in Chapters 2 and 3 is not 

duty bound to defend its own earlier symbolizations, but merely to 

counter the ever recurring heresies of relativism and ideology and 

to ensure that societies function in a stable traditionalist manner. 
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Rightists can pursue these goals in America by changing their 

public imagery to suit the times while remaining firm in their alle¬ 

giance to the first principles of conservatism. 

America is wide open for a Disraeli-style revival of conserva¬ 

tism. The people yearn for it and the times demand it. Indeed, 

should traditionalist conservatives fail to lead this revival and tem¬ 

per it with the insights of orthodox faith and with the inherited 

wisdom of the West, it could conceivably degenerate into a crude 

and uncontrollable populism. 
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Saving Taiwan 
and the 

Q Unborn with 
National Health 
Insurance 

What are the prospects for the future? There is no 

reason, at this point in the discussion, to give a glibly optimistic 

answer. The American Right has intoxicated itself for years on the 

heady brew of self-deception. Let us be frank and clearly assess the 

realities of our epoch in history. The following facts should be 

known to conservatives: (l) The Communist world empire is re¬ 

lentlessly expanding. Communist leaders show little or no sign of 

relaxing their efforts to extend their sphere of control throughout 

the world. (2) The Third World is emerging as an extremely potent 

force in international affairs. For the most part. Third World ideol¬ 

ogies are antagonistic to the West. (3) The old powers of the West¬ 

ern world—Portugal, Spain, Austria, England, and so on—have 

lost their global influence while the United States, their obvious 

heir, has not mustered the internal fortitude necessary to defend the 

civilization it represents. (4) The various denominations of Judaism 

and Christianity are beset by heretical fifth columns that gnaw at 

their vitals and render them increasingly incapable of performing 

their religious and social functions. (5) In America, as in most 

Western nations, the social hierarchies that normally furnish the 

country with a value framework and enforce it through education 

and legitimate exercise of authority—such as the family, the law- 
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enforcement agencies, the schools, and the armed forces—seem 

paralyzed by self-doubt. 

These obvious and alarming facts can be compared with three 

somewhat heartening signs: (l) A growing segment of the Ameri¬ 

can intellectual community is recognizing that the old liberal-mate¬ 

rialist approach to communal and individual problems cannot de¬ 

liver the results it promised. (2) Despite the almost total leftist 

control of government, academy, and media in contemporary 

America, the average citizen remains basically conservative, in a 

hazy, instinctual manner. (3) Many Americans are ill at ease with 

a life that lacks any sense of communal and individual purpose. 

Millions have sought refuge in psychological, oriental mystical, 

and fundamentalist religious systems. 

The difference between the distressing signs and the encourag¬ 

ing ones, of course, is that the former are concrete and already in 

progress, while the latter are in the purely potential stage. The 

American citizenry at large, as well as some segments of the aca¬ 

demic world, sense that something is wrong, but they are as yet 

unaware of the direction in which rectification can be found. There¬ 

fore, the broad overview of the present era is far from encouraging 

for conservatives. 

Of all the problems confronting the American Right, the most 

pressing by far is this: Can the deep-seated assumptions and 

yearnings of the American people be translated into practical policy 

in time for America to reassert itself in the global confrontations of 

the future? The answer to this question is by no means clear. Let us 

look more closely at the at the Right's prospects in three key de¬ 

partments of national life, the political, educational, and religious. 

Politics 
The political realm, as I have tried to show in the preceding two 

chapters, holds great potential for a conservative revival if Ameri¬ 

can rightists will lay aside some of their decades-old preconcep¬ 

tions. When engaging in politics, conservatives must remember 

that their prime responsibility is to see that society survives and 

functions in a stable, traditional manner. To fulfill its mission in 

modern America, the Right must break out of its public image as 

the protector of high finance. It must demonstrate .a genuine sensi¬ 

tivity to basic human needs. 
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Who will lead the way? Rightist organizations or periodicals 

could. So could individual politicians. In fact, however, nobody is 

pursuing these realistic goals. There is no need to fool ourselves: 

the conservatism currently being offered by, say, the American 

Conservative Union or Young Americans for Freedom has an ex¬ 

tremely limited appeal, for two reasons. First, it is at present hope¬ 

lessly vague about its root assumptions and its motivating philoso¬ 

phy. So its practical program is in a state of flux. It no longer wants 

to roll back the New Deal, balance the budget, or conquer Mos¬ 

cow. Instead, it only wants to ... what? Nobody seems to know for 

sure. Is its prime motivation libertarian? Its stands on school 

prayer and abortion would seem to contradict such an assumption. 

Is its prime motivation religious? Even a superficial reading of its 

publications would show that religion plays a rather insignificant 

role in its program. Is it interested in community and stability—in 

combatting the fear and anomie of contemporary Americans? The 

leading conservative organizations completely ignore these topics. 

In short, the organizations of the mainstream Right lack both pro¬ 

grams and philosophical purpose. 

The second reason for the limited appeal of mainstream conserv¬ 

ative organizations is that despite their vagueness—which is quite 

apparent to their fellow rightists—they do create an impression of 

sorts in the public mind. Bluntly, they are viewed as the defenders 

of institutionalized wealth. Despite all the New Majority talk in 

rightist circles, the city dweller still casts his vote for a Daniel 

Patrick Moynihan over a James Buckley, and for a Jimmy Carter 

over a Gerald Ford. Except when the Left puts up a raving radical 

like George McGovern or Charles Goodell, the little guy will regu¬ 

larly choose an old-school liberal over a watered-down symbol of 

McKinley-Hoover Republicanism. 

Ironically, the only large national rightist organization in Amer¬ 

ica that presents a different image to the public is the John Birch 

Society. American Opinion wars with leftists of all types, whether 

they call themselves capitalists or Communists. It seems to under¬ 

stand the resentment the ordinary American has for the establish¬ 

ment elites that dominate his country. Unfortunately, the John 

Birch Society suffers from a credibility gap that is unlikely to be 

overcome. Robert Welch's The Politician, the Revilo Oliver articles 

on the Kennedy assassination (which seem a bit more plausible in 

light of recent revelations), and the current Insiders theory, ex¬ 

pounded par excellence in Gary Allen's None Dare Call It Conspir- 
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ACu th? John Birch Society out of the arena of public 
debate. With the elimination of the Society from respectable politi¬ 

cal discourse, the American Right has lost two elements vital to its 

success. To begin with, the efforts of huge numbers of dedicated 
self-sacnficmg conservatives have been channeled out of areas 

where these people could have seriously influenced their country¬ 

men. The typical Bircher is not the "dough conservative" of popu¬ 

lar conception^ He could have taken some of the tarnish ofl the 
public image of the American Right. 

The second point—which one fears has been overlooked by 

mainstream nghtists-is that the removal of the John Birch Society 

rX wT17treain HaS Weakened feelmgs of patriotism on the 
ght. Without a resurgence of heartfelt patriotism, I see little hope 

a conservative political revival in America. So-called old-fash- 
ned patriotism, which reveres the legends and stories, heroes 

agas and songs, the flag and indeed the land itself, has been 

tell' V !T respectable" conservative ranks. Yet both the m- 
igentsia and the rank-and-file of the John Birch Society possess 

a vibrant patriotism, which could easily capture the fancy of the 

thekterFaM Tll ^ nati°n' Medford Evans> Taylor Caldwell 
exuberant T f ' Wdch hlmself §et high marks for thefl 
xuberant love of country, but unfortunately their work will never 

Tohn Be hg565 rUSe thC mainstream Right has excluded the John Birch Society from polite company. 

Mainstream conservatism, it seems, is unwilling to recast itself 
in order to appeal to the average citizen. "True believer" periodicals 

Maforitv' dT™ EVT Stubboml>' de"y ** validity of the n! 
Majonty theory preferring to war against the dear consensus of 

conservative form with which to express itself, 
t he political scene is equally disheartening 

cu^Gtemrw^rtVn" y U °' * »« dis- 

his program to issues like daw and ordeTmdTu'smg.^ace se^! 
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rightist politicians, personified by Senators Goldwater and Tower, 

nor the supposedly newer heroes such as Senator Jesse Helms or 

Representatives Steve Symms and Phil Crane have recognized the 

limited appeal of the conservative position as currently articulated, 

Does this mean that the American Right must radically change 

direction and abandon both its leaders and their policies entirely? 

Not at all. To do so would be practically absurd and philosophi¬ 

cally unsound. For better or worse, the fifteen to twenty senators 

and fifty to eighty representatives who adhere to McKinley-Hoover 

Republicanism also advocate a strong foreign policy and seek to 

defend traditional religion and morality. Thus, for the time being, 

until the New Majority can produce its own leaders, the Right 

must realistically accept the old-guard conservatives as the leaders 

of the movement, entitled to our wholehearted support. 

Anyway, there is no reason why a more humanistic symboliza¬ 

tion of rightism could not incorporate much of the contemporary 

conservative position on economic matters. Antistatism of the doc¬ 

trinaire libertarian variety is foolish and perhaps immoral. But once 

the Right has persuaded Americans that it, too, is capable of deal¬ 

ing compassionately with the basic economic needs of the unfortu¬ 

nate, it can go back to such popular fifties themes as bureaucratic 

corruption, welfare fraud, rising taxes, and government invasion of 

personal privacy. The American people are quite friendly to the 

idea of "starving a fat bureaucrat," despite their endorsement of 

social security and medicare. If the Right were no longer suspect on 

the issue of elemental welfarism, conservatives could translate the 

documented public resentment of government into electoral 

victories. 

Can the Right break its long losing streak? Yes—if one of the 

big-name conservative organizations, periodicals, or politicians 

switches to a more realistic conservative stance. It seems unlikely, 

however, that the groups and individuals now leading the Ameri¬ 

can Right will seize the initiative; they are very much tied up in the 

vested interests of the post-World War II conservative revival. In 

all probability, reform will have to come from some new source. A 

politician could step forward embodying both the doctrinal and 

personal requirements for success in the electoral climate of the 

seventies. What sort of man would this new conservative leader be? 

for himself that were too narrow to generate support among a majority of 

the voters. 
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In the first place, his style would have to identify him unmistaka¬ 

bly with the "common man." He would need both humor and 

humility and a willingness to communicate with West Virginian 

miners, Canarsie tenement dwellers, and Pittsburgh steelworkers. 
He would have to enjoy (or at least give the appearance of enjoy- 

ing) crowds, hand shaking, parades, press conferences, and all the 

rituals of mass-suffrage democracy in a way that neither Landon, 

Taft, nor Gold water ever did. He would have to show a fervent 
loyalty to traditional faith and old-school patriotism—not like a 

granite-faced Puritan but with sincere emotion and compassion. 

He would stand four-square against the abuses of the welfare state 

and four-square in favor of its legitimate practices. He would court 

the approval of special-interest groups like labor or ethnic minori¬ 

ties, but not in the manner of the liberal establishment, which caves 

in to their every demand; he would separate the justifiable from the 

absurd. Ideally, he would have risen from humble origins and thus 

could quite literally fulfill his image projection. These criteria are 

also applicable mutatis mutandis to new rightist organizations or 
journals. 

In sum, the political realm is by far the easiest of the three major 
areas of national life for conservatives to penetrate. As long as the 

American people remain basically conservative, rightists can con¬ 

tinue to reach around media and academy to convey their ideas to 

the people, as Franklin D. Roosevelt did so adeptly during his 

career in the public forum. But they must realize from the outset 

that their defense of the old economic order is their major political 
liability. 

The Academy 

The educational system of America is probably the most critical 

battleground between Right and Left in our time. The minds that 
will ultimately lead the nation are formed in the universities, high 

schools, and grade schools of America. How can conservatives take 

back the nation's schools? Unity and realism are again the central 

requirements. Party-line conservatism has been the Right's undo¬ 
ing here as well. 

There is a growing revolt in the academic world against the once 

widely acclaimed ideologies of the Left. The Public Interest and 
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Commentary are only the tips of this iceberg. Many who were 

zealous liberals short decades ago now understand that the forces 

of relativism and ideology that they unleashed in their "daring" 

challenges to tradition of any sort have gotten out of control. The 

old liberals of America did not want their materialistic value-free 

philosophies to destroy authority and order in society, as is hap¬ 

pening now in the legal system, the morality, the foreign policy, 

and the education of the nation. When in earlier days they preached 

unlimited freedom on all fronts, they only meant to challenge the 

shallow conservatism of their contemporaries, not to render school, 

church, and government utterly impotent. Thus, at present there is 

a certain restlessness in the ivory tower. It would seem an appro¬ 

priate time for the rightist scholarly community to wrest leadership 

of the educational control centers from the followers of Jean-Paul 

Sartre, Herbert Marcuse, and Norman Brown. 

Of course, this task is immensely difficult because most academ¬ 

icians mistrust the Right's commitment to justice, compassion, and 

other favorite leftist concerns. To regain its losses in this field, the 

Right must stress those features of conservative doctrine which 

could catch the fancy of the moderate liberal thinker. Humanism is 

a vague term, but it suits this context; it refers to a commitment to 

the needs of man. Only conservatives can be consistent humanists, 

because they alone recognize the eternally binding character of 

morality and ethics, which is the ultimate justification for human¬ 

ism. The encyclicals of a number of twentieth-century popes would 

be a good example of this sort of moral humanism, except that they 

lack the firmness that a conservative humanism must have. Con¬ 

servative intellectuals must come across as men who, because of 

their firm metaphysical or empirical commitment, are interested in 

helping humanity—not remaking humanity—and wish to relieve 

some of its agonies. Whether the question is teacher-student or 

parent-child relations, crime, welfare reform, or world poverty, 

conservatives have in fact a tremendously appealing position, 

which I would label "compassionate firmness." The rightist can 

call for charity and still demand that justice be meted out and 

authority upheld. Because of its firm value framework, conserva¬ 

tism can be humane without being sentimental. This is how the 

traditionalist Right can commend itself to an intellectual world, 

tired of leftist cliches, that is looking for some system of values 

without having to abandon its devotion to the "cause of man." 
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The Church 
The poor image projection of conservatives has done untold harm 

to traditional religion, too. The rightist elements of the major faiths 

must learn to apply the major themes of the New Majority philoso¬ 

phy to their work. Conservative religious leaders must perform the 

twin task of steadfasdy defending orthodoxy and simultaneously 

involving themselves in legitimate social concerns. Thus, the Cath¬ 

olic conservative must combine uncompromising defense of Hu- 

manae Vitae, and unyielding opposition to women's ordination and 

liturgical reform, with an honest concern for both the spiritual and 

material life of, for example, ghetto dwellers, prison inmates, and 

especially the middle class with its fears of everything from hospi¬ 

talization to street crime. The average Catholic, Protestant, or Jew 

does not care a fig about "reforming" or "updating" his faith. 

Here, too, the field is open for serious conservatives to seize the 

hour and capitalize on public dissatisfaction with liberal religion. 

Unfortunately, up to the present the layman has only known a 

liberal clergy without faith and a conservative clergy without 
compassion. 

Of course, this policy of conservative humanism cannot be fol¬ 

lowed by "rightists" who, as Thomas Molnar has described it, 

already have "their hearts half on the other side." To support the 

justifiable demands of a man-centered age while steadfastly oppos¬ 

ing those which are errant is a delicate matter. Indeed, it is possible 

only for conservatives who realize that every age is God centered 

despite popular misconceptions to the contrary. The task of bring¬ 

ing about a conservative religious revival belongs to those who 

realize that there is an unbridgeable gulf between faith and heresy, 

morality and immorality, and that the good cannot be confused 

with the evil. This remnant of genuinely conservative clergy and 

laymen are duty bound because of the firmness of their commit¬ 

ment, not in spite of it, to present an appealing face to the modem 
era. 

Pragmatism or Truth? 
Now for a question that touches on the basic thesis of this work: 

Is the humanistic revival of conservatism that has been called for 

here merely a pragmatic policy calculated to improve the fortunes 

of the Right or is it the natural result of conservative first principles 
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applied to the temporal realm? The answer to this question is that 

there is no such thing as a natural temporal game plan for conserv¬ 

atism that is eternally binding, for historical circumstances change 

and the translation of conservatism into practice must change with 

them. In a saner age the conservative is presented with many legiti¬ 

mate areas of emphasis through which to express his fundamental 

values. He can choose between the old order of McKinley or the 

new one of Bryan, between corporate nationalism or monarchial 

decentralization, or, to cite an example from the purely religious 

realm, between the Franciscan or Dominican approach to evil. All 

things being equal, the conservative is free to choose among the 

alternatives. In our era, though, all things are not equal. Therefore, 

the rightist's prime responsibility is not to follow the promptings of 

his emotions but to struggle realistically for the survival of the 

fundamental values that underlie his entire philosophy. This can 

best be accomplished, I believe, along the lines already suggested. 

Conservative humanism is one of many legitimate conservative 

symbolizations, but I am convinced it is the most effective one at 

this juncture in history. 

The Future 
Through politics, education, and religion societies are governed 

in the broader sense of the term. The media, of course, are only the 

result of the educational system. American conservatism, for all the 

profundity of its thinkers and dedication of its rank-and-file, has 

not significantly influenced the nation's direction in recent decades. 

The Right has maintained isolated pockets of resistance to the 

leftist domination of the country, but it has played the role of Don 

Quixote. It has not been a serious national force. 

Mortal man is required to do what he can in defense of the good, 

even if his defense is doomed to defeat. It has been my contention in 

this volume, however, that the American Right is far from doomed. 

The masses of people in all parts of the nation still believe, though 

hazily, in the main principles of conservatism. What is more, the 

leftist elitists have signally failed to defend Western civilization 

either at home or abroad. The time is ripe for the Right to cast off 

an outdated imagery and step forward in American life. Can the 

American Right galvanize itself in time to save the West from 

collapse? History will tell us what God already knows. 
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molded like Silly Putty). On the positive 
side, conservatives embrace unchanging, 
eternal values. Within this framework 
there is room for a rich diversity of con¬ 
servative traditions. 

Rabbi Schiller has some stern words for 
conservative intellectuals. Too often it 
seems they would rather rule people out 
of the movement than welcome them in. 
Too often they overlook the needs and 
aspirations of Mr. and Mrs. Average 
American. Conservatism will never win 
on the political battlefield, he reminds us, 
until it captures the hearts of the millions. 

And this important book points the 
way. in the last three chapters—perhaps 
the most exciting and surely the most con¬ 
troversial of the book—Mr. Schiller puts 
philosophy into practice. He shows that 
conservatives can build a commanding 
majority in America—but only if they 
stop trying to fight today’s wars with 
yesterday's weapons. 

Activism Is Not Enough 

“I readily grant that American con¬ 
servatives must seek out more creative 
and appealing methods of carrying 
their case to the nation. . . . But all 
the activism in the world cannot do 
away with the need to formulate some 
suitable definition of conservatism. 
On the contrary, it is my contention 
that the development and clarification 
of conservative theory are ultimately 
the only means of reviving the sagging 
political fortunes of American con¬ 
servatism.” 

Rabbi CRAIG SCHILLER belongs to 
the Hasidic branch of Orthodox Judaism. 
Born in Brooklyn in 1951, he teaches at 
the Yeshiva High School of Queens and 
has lectured at Yeshiva University. He 
is a 9th-grade dropout from the public 
schools. His first book, The Road Back 
(written under his Hebrew name, Mayer 
Schiller), urged Jews to return to their 
ancient religious heritage. 

Rabbi Schiller lives with his wife and 
two children in Monsey, N.Y. 



The Right is on a losing 
streak. This man shows 

how to snap it 

• The Buckley-Bozell feud: who really won? 

• Must conservatives believe in God? 

• Ronald Reagan’s $90 billion blunder. How he 
could have avoided it—and won the election 

• Did the press assassinate Goldwater—or was it 
suicide? 

• The “true believers,” the “soft-liners,” and the 
“remnant” 

•Freedom and virtue: where Frank Meyer (and 
some libertarians) went awry 

• Are conservatives still running against the New'4 
Deal? 

• Eric Voegelin: the master quarterback who fum¬ 
bled on the 1-yard line 

• Ayn Rand: wrong or Right? 

• “You conservatives are against everything.” The 
answer to this canard 

• Lessons from Europe: we have yet to learn them 

• Time to mend fences with the Birch Society? 

• Conservatism and individualism: allies—or 
enemies? 

• America: liberal from birth? 

• The provincialist temptation 

• Catholics and Jews: why conservatism is their 
natural home 

• When conservatives should spearhead social 
reform 

• 1896: the vintage year when both parties ran con¬ 
servatives for President 

• ERA: behind those unisex toilets 

• Can we win? How the odds stack up 
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