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FOREWORD TO THE NEW EDITION



From Dissent to Political Power


Once they were neoconservatives. Then they became neocons.


When a political label loses half of its syllables and even more of its letters, something has happened, something demanding brevity from headline writers and punch from pundits. In this case, that something was a remarkable transformation—from intellectual outsiders to Beltway operators, from broad-gauge social theorists to policy wonks, from scholarly skeptics to partisan ideologues, from centrist Democrats to right-wing Republicans. And most dramatically, from proponents of moderation to preachers of military intervention.


This book, begun in 1976 and published in 1979, examines the origins of that transformation. It is valuable for understanding what was and what could have been and why neoconservatism took the direction it did rather than some other. Of course, at that point in time the label “neoconservative” and indeed the very idea that neoconservatism constituted an identifiable political current were themselves disputed. Because The Neoconservatives was the first book-length analysis of this new species of conservatism, it has occasionally been credited—quite mistakenly—with affixing the label. In 1973, Michael Harrington, the democratic socialist author and influential activist, had already spotted, criticized, and named the new current in an article in the journal Dissent. But Harrington made no claim to coining the term, which he said was in common use among Dissent editors. “I do not have the least idea who was the first to use it,” he later said. Actually, the hyphenated version, “neo-conservatism,” had been floated in a Wall Street Journal column the previous year. And it is possible that the term had actually been used earlier for successive waves of post–New Deal conservatism to hit the shores of American thought, from the traditionalisms of Russell Kirk or Peter Viereck, the yoking of antigovernment and anticommunist sentiments in the National Review launched by William F. Buckley, Jr., in 1955, and even the moderate centrism of figures like Walter Lippmann and Clinton Rossiter.


What made “neoconservatism” a contentious label was not its supposed novelty, however, but the fact that, at least for a good while, most of those given the label rejected it—some adamantly, many others with a resigned shrug. In the midseventies, when I began writing about neoconservatism, that resistance rested on three basic objections to taking up the topic at all. Hard as it may be to believe now, it was then often said that really there was no such thing as neoconservatism at all. Three reasons were given:


(a) The people and positions so labeled did not really share any common outlook.


(b) The people and positions so labeled may have shared a common outlook, but it was not really distinct from existing liberalism.


(c) The people and positions so labeled, although sharing some common views, were not really distinct from the existing conservatism.


In effect, the first of these objections questioned the “ism” in neoconservatism. The second questioned the “conservative.” The third questioned the “neo.”


Each of these objections had some truth to it—but not, as time has proven, enough. It is true that neoconservatism was never a rigid, all-encompassing belief system like Marxism or even a limited but tightly articulated theory like, say, monetarism. Neoconservatives did not always agree with one another. But from the beginning, long before they formed a phalanx of warriors on behalf of an assertive American foreign policy, one could easily sketch a kind of neoconservative platform, listing practical measures that they almost unanimously favored and opposed. More important, one could identify a deeper set of neoconservative themes and premises that gave the movement an inner coherence and energy. I set out to do both those things in this book.


It is also true that neoconservatism was rooted in the centrist, Cold War liberalism of the post–World War II decades, a liberalism that already had a conservative cast. But in the sixties that liberalism changed, challenging the status quo in the battles over civil rights, the war in Vietnam, feminism, and sexual norms. When liberalism changed, neoconservatism changed, too, and in the opposite direction. Probing for the sources of the excesses it was reacting against, neoconservatism elaborated a theory of cultural breakdown, class competition, and government “overload.” It cultivated a new pessimism about the fragility of democracy, the risks of social change, and the nation’s limited potential, at least domestically, for creative political action. Thinkers who had previously exuded confidence in the course of modernization and attributed political fanaticism to the resentment of those whose status modernity was threatening now began wondering whether modernity itself rested on some deep fault lines.


These reactions suggest what made neoconservatives conservative. They perceived a country in crisis, a crisis that was a threat, not an opportunity. The crisis was essentially cultural and moral. The immediate task was assuring stability rather than promoting change. These responses were shared with conservatives generally, but there were others that distinguished neoconservatives from older American conservatisms. On the popular level, older American forms of conservatism tended to be led by doctrinaire opponents of government, nostalgic Main Street boosters, hard-line anticommunists, buccaneer entrepreneurs, or corporate managers. On the level of serious thought, older American conservatisms were consciously premodernist if not even consciously premodern. They rejected the continental Enlightenment and the nineteenth-century struggles for economic equality that challenged the emergent capitalist industrial order. Older conservatisms ignored or despised the modern masters of political and social thought like Marx, Weber, and Freud. They often rooted themselves in religious faith. They were suspicious of efforts to extend both formal civil liberties to disenfranchised minorities and welfare entitlements to the needy. And they entertained a large component of antiurban, anti-European, anticosmopolitan, anti-intellectual, and fundamentalist sentiment.


The original neoconservatives were strikingly different. They were decidedly promodernist. Their views arose from an inside familiarity with the reformist and revolutionary movements that followed the French Revolution and with the whole modern canon of social thought and imaginative literature. Despite twinges of religious nostalgia, they were essentially secular. They were urban and cosmopolitan in their mentality.


And unlike most of the older American conservatisms, the founding fathers of neoconservatism did not reject the welfare state. For them, the New Deal was not the great fall from grace. Most conservatives seem to find that history took a “wrong turn” at some point, but several centuries seemed to separate the old and neos in this regard. Old-style conservatives were apt to place the “wrong turn” in the French Revolution or the Enlightenment or, still earlier, with Descartes or Luther or even William of Ockham. The neoconservatives, by contrast, tended to place the “wrong turn” in considerably more recent days—say, 1962, with the Port Huron Statement, the original manifesto of the student New Left; or in the midsixties, with the student riots at Berkeley, the emergence of the counterculture, and the anti–Vietnam War movement.


In 1979, when this book appeared, the country was a year away from the Reagan Revolution. Ronald Reagan was the ideological offspring of the “New Radical Right” of the 1950s, the very movement that the later neoconservatives had once scornfully analyzed as a form of political atavism. Although Reagan himself had initially been a Democratic supporter of FDR, the brand of free-market conservatism he came to peddle had never accepted the welfare state. Reagan, like the neoconservatives, was viscerally anticommunist. But his anticommunism appeared moralistic, nationalistic, undiscriminating. For him it was sufficiently damning to point out that Soviet Communism was atheistic. Neonconservatives, many of whom were probably atheists themselves, preferred to describe the communist danger in more strictly political and military terms. And it is hard to imagine that a single one of them shared the alarm and indignation that, only a few years before, Ronald Reagan had displayed over the revision of U.S. control over the Panama Canal. Was it at all likely that neoconservatism, within a year’s time, would soon clasp hands with the Reagan Revolution?


Thereby hangs the tale.


The Three Ages of Neoconservatism


That tale traces the progress of neoconservatism from intellectual dissent to political power. The story has been told, chapter by chapter, in innumerable articles and a score of books. These include memoirs and apologies by leading neoconservatives, celebrations by sympathizers, attacks by adversaries, and laments by lapsed believers. They include conspiracy theories, doctoral dissertations, and monographs. To my mind—and I make no claim to have surveyed the bulk of these publications—the single most useful account has come from an outsider. Published in France in 2008, Neoconservatism: The Biography of a Movement (Harvard, 2011) was written by Justin Vaïsse, a French political scientist, then translated by Arthur Goldhammer. “From the 1960s to the 2000s,” Vaïsse writes, “neoconservatism transformed itself so thoroughly as to become unrecognizable. It moved from the left to the right side of the political chessboard. It shifted its focus from domestic issues to foreign affairs. . . . [I]t left the world of sociologists and intellectuals for that of influence and power.”


Vaïsse, who can be more sympathetic to neoconservatism than that brief passage suggests, helpfully divides this history into three “ages.” In this schema, the first age of neoconservatism focused on the conservative response to the domestic unraveling of the sixties; these once-liberal intellectuals rejected that decade’s radical and liberal critiques of American society and politics. The second age of neoconservatism turned on battles between an alliance of neoconservatives, labor leaders, and congressional hawks, on the one hand, and McGovernite reformers within the Democratic Party and proponents of détente and disarmament, on the other. Years of organizational infighting and congressional lobbying waged by neoconservative entities like the Coalition for a Democratic Majority and the Committee on the Present Danger led neoconservatives to steadily abandon Democratic precincts for the friendlier turf of the Reagan administration. In the nineties, neoconservatives argued that the collapse of the Soviet empire offered a unique opportunity for a global movement toward democracy under U.S. auspices, but neoconservatism lay fallow during the Clinton years, entering its most influential and indeed most notorious third age only with George W. Bush and the U.S. response to 9/11. These were the neocons, who relentlessly pushed the United States into the war in Iraq.


These three ages of neoconservatism overlap in time and in a shifting cast of leading actors. The connections from one stage to another can be “tenuous,” Vaïsse points out, “and the filiation is complex and indirect.” Nonetheless, it is there, and he sets it out in a handy appendix comparing the three ages in parallel columns with headings like “general agenda,” “heroes and adversaries,” “center of gravity, key words, and campaigns,” “principal figures,” “main publications, organizations, think tanks,” and “presidential support.”


My book focused on the first age, on neoconservatism’s founding fathers and their ideas. It gave only passing attention to the second age, although this turn to political infighting over the direction of the Democratic Party and U.S. foreign policy was already visible. And while Vaïsse agrees with my emphasis on domestic affairs rather than foreign policy as the chief concern of the original neoconservatives, in retrospect I regret not attending more to premonitions of the all-consuming focus on foreign policy that would emerge after 1995 in the third age of neoconservatism. The early shoots of that preoccupation can be seen in the relentless parade of horror stories about America’s fading military power and the dangers of “Finlandization” by the Soviet Union that were mounted by the Coalition for a Democratic Majority and the Committee on the Present Danger, neoconservative-dominated groups whose archives Vaïsse has mined. The behind-the-scenes maneuvering of these second-age groups also reveals the important shift in neoconservative leadership from ranking intellectuals to political staffers and Washington appointees.


The Intelligent Conservatism America Lacked?


In truth, I was much more interested in broad social and political ideas than in party infighting or foreign-policy lobbying. I took up the topic of neoconservatism out of a long-standing interest in the role of intellectuals in politics. I had written a doctoral dissertation on a group of left-wing French political intellectuals, the Ligue des droits de l’Homme, in the 1930s whose traditionally antimilitary stance was challenged by the rise of Nazi Germany’s power. I had spent a decade on the staff of Commonweal, an intellectual journal addressing issues of politics, literature, art, and religion. In the sixties and early seventies I was moderately active in the civil rights and antiwar movements—although not in the counterculture—that so strongly defined the era. I also had enough misgivings about aspects of all three of these movements to appreciate the anxious reactions of the original neoconservatives.


Although a number of friends and acquaintances thought that I was naïve, I really did approach this emerging current of ideas as something worth grappling with. I was in no way a neoconservative. I made that clear from the book’s very first sentences. But I also made clear my unhappiness with critics who deflected neoconservative arguments by branding these thinkers “sellouts” or grossly mischaracterizing neoconservative positions and their authors as “racist.”


I was impressed enough by neoconservatism in its first phase to make two major claims on its behalf. First, I claimed that the most enduring legacy of the sixties to American politics might paradoxically turn out to be this “outlook forged in reaction to sixties turbulence.” About the enduring part, I was certainly right. The second claim was that neoconservatism promised to be “the serious and intelligent conservatism America has lacked.” Lionel Trilling had lamented that in America conservative impulses did not “express themselves in ideas but only in action or in irritable mental gestures which seek to resemble ideas.” This absence of a serious conservatism, Trilling wrote in The Liberal Imagination, meant the absence of a whetstone against which liberalism could sharpen its own ideas. Trilling wrote in 1949. The procession of postwar conservative impulses that followed—the demagoguery of McCarthyism, the boosterism of Main Street, the residual isolationism or anti–New Deal grumbling, various medieval or aristocratic or Southern nostalgias—had not filled the gap.


But neoconservatism, I maintained, would. “Neoconservatism,” I wrote, “is the serious and intelligent conservatism America has lacked.” Neoconservatism paid serious attention to questions of cultural and moral foundations that liberalism ignored. It produced rigorous criticism of many government initiatives. It generally upheld liberal practices modulated by a strong dash of Burkean gradualism. It was free of the cultural baggage that had weighed down conservatism in the United States. It accepted the welfare state just as it accepted the “functional rationality” of modern corporation-dominated capitalism, and it tried to balance the disruptive instability of this dynamic economy with the “restraining influence of private life,” the buffers of intermediate institutions like unions, churches, and neighborhoods, and a culture dutifully patrolled by conservative intellectuals. It displayed no nostalgia for a preindustrial, rural, or small-town past, or for the romances of frontiersmen or swashbuckling robber barons. It did not reject the New Deal or the international role of the United States. No promise here of greater equality or democracy for most citizens, but rather a form of stoicism or a secular Protestant ethic that offered “the exercise of a modest liberty . . . a hard-won though uncertain comfort, and the avoidance of . . . utopian fevers.” Max Weber’s “disenchantment” of the world would be experienced as tragedy and transformed into a source of authority and discipline. I found this vision cramped and less than America was capable of, but it was serious and plausible and unmistakably grounded on the realities of contemporary America.


I was well aware that identifying neoconservatism as the serious American conservatism that liberals had supposedly yearned for was a risky business, sure to elicit scornful objections from the political Left. “Let me not hedge my bet,” I wrote, implicitly conceding that hedging might normally be in order. I not only lost that bet but lost it much more quickly than I could have anticipated.


The Shift to the Right


When Ronald Reagan was elected president, in the year following the publication of The Neoconservatives, people began to congratulate me on having written a prophetic book. This was of course very pleasant. Unfortunately—and I did not always point this out at the time—it was not really true.


What was true, and ultimately quite significant, was that a number of neoconservatives were given very visible roles in the Reagan government—Jeane Kirkpatrick and William Bennett, for example. Elliott Abrams, Richard Perle, Carl Gershman, and Max Kampelman filled posts in the State or Defense Departments. A host of others, including Norman Podhoretz, Ben Wattenberg, Michael Novak, and Gertrude Himmelfarb, served in part-time positions or advisory roles. The Reagan victory also owed much to lessons that neoconservatives had been preaching for a decade. His presidential campaign avoided the appeals to racism that had marred much recent conservatism and marked it, at least as far as respectable vehicles of public opinion were concerned, as outside the mainstream of politics as defined since the civil rights victories of the sixties. The Reagan campaign avoided direct attacks on the New Deal itself, suggesting that the “Big Government” it opposed was only the overgrowth of the last decades. Reagan linked himself sympathetically with Franklin Delano Roosevelt and, to a lesser extent, with John F. Kennedy. Although he preached smaller government, he concentrated on traditional Democratic goals—employment and a growing economy.


Stereotypical Republican and Democratic attitudes toward the economy appeared to be reversed. President Carter conveyed the impression that the nation’s economic difficulties could be minimally affected by presidential policy, and for the most part they had to work themselves out within their natural limits. Reagan, on the contrary, appeared buoyant and aggressive, full of assurance that an economic solution was at hand if only the politicians would dare to seize it. The solution was too good to be true, and George H. W. Bush, then speaking for traditional Republican conservatives, had called it “voodoo economics.” But supply-side economics had actually been nurtured to national prominence by the leading neoconservative intellectual Irving Kristol, who had offered the pages and the prestige of The Public Interest, a journal known for hardheaded analysis, to supply-side exponents.


The Reagan campaign could have picked up these themes without benefit of active neoconservative support. The support, however, was forthcoming. More members of the neoconservative Coalition for a Democratic Majority were actively identified with the Reagan cause than with President Carter’s, an ironic fate for the stalwarts of an organization ostensibly founded to return the Democratic Party to its true bearings.


Fortunately for my reputation as the author of a prophetic book, no one asked in the summer and fall of 1979 whether I thought that a year later many, perhaps most, of the leading neoconservatives would be found in the camp of Ronald Reagan. I would have replied “Not likely,” for all the reasons mentioned above.


In retrospect, one can see why these reasons were outweighed by two other factors. Foreign policy was one. The crushing defeat of Senator McGovern in 1972 may have thrown cold water on the domestic political prospects of the left-of-center Democrats, but the 1973 Middle East war, the withdrawal of the U.S. from Vietnam and the swift unification of that nation under a Communist regime, Marxist insurgencies in Central America, an anti-American Islamist revolution in Iran, and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan confirmed neoconservative fears that Carter and his associates (or for that matter, Kissinger under Nixon) were undependable stewards of American power. Neoconservatives bid for numerous posts in the Carter administration and were infuriated by being almost entirely shut out. Soon they were denouncing Carter and his administration’s policies on human rights, arms control, and the Middle East as dangerously weak. Not surprisingly, most of the posts in the Reagan administration given to neoconservatives were in the areas of foreign policy and national security.


It was more surprising that so many neoconservatives would so readily converge with Reagan Republicans on economic policy. Agitation over civil rights and Vietnam had only indirectly and gradually led to critiques of the economy. Then came the frustrations of “stagflation,” simultaneous high unemployment and high inflation. OPEC’s oil embargo led to price shocks and long gas lines. The “credibility gap” began to spread from government to the economy. Between the midsixties and the midseventies, public confidence and trust in big business dropped from over 55 percent to well below 20 percent. The counterculture, with its drugs, handcrafts, and communes, flamboyantly rejected the bourgeois ethic, never mind that the counterculture itself was largely a product of affluence and often represented merely a new frontier in consumerism. American executives began to worry about the defection of their sons and daughters—and sometimes of their middle managers. On top of which, new regulations aimed at protecting the environment and at ending racial inequities in employment threatened to insert the government more directly into the prerogatives of management.


Corporations and industries had never hesitated to lobby for favorable government treatment. Their needs and desires had always weighed heavily in the shaping of public opinion and the setting of the national agenda. What was now added was the conviction that business had to proceed much more consciously and systematically to create and maintain a cultural climate favorable to its interests and the market economy. Business needed a stronger voice in culture-bearing institutions: the media, the law, the universities and lower education, the churches, and even (so declared Milton Friedman) poetry and popular music.


There was no master plan for this cultural offensive. In good free market fashion, there were innovators, entrepreneurs, and imitators. Mobil Oil was one innovator, conducting a sophisticated ideological and public relations campaign through brightly argued and shrewdly placed advertising and through well-financed courtship of television stations. (Herb Schmertz, Mobil’s vice president for public affairs, recounted much of this effort in Good-bye to the Low Profile: The Art of Creative Confrontation, 1986.) A freshly invigorated American Enterprise Institute and the new Heritage Foundation were other innovators, soon overtaking the venerable centrist-to-liberal Brookings Institution in spending and personnel and devoting far more effort to PR and promoting free-market ideology. The AEI, for example, increased its budget and its staff tenfold in the course of the seventies. Family foundations like the Scaife family trusts, the Olin Foundation, and the Smith Richardson Foundation began to supply hundreds of millions of dollars to an impressive network of conservative research organizations, legal firms, university “chairs of free enterprise,” television programs, educational seminars for federal judges and religious leaders, political and literary journals, student newspapers, and conferences for journalists. During the same decade, the National Association of Manufacturers moved to Washington; the Business Roundtable was founded; the Chamber of Commerce tripled its budget; firms with registered lobbyists went from 175 to 2,500 and corporate PACs from a few hundred to 1,200.


What did all this have to do with neoconservatism? Neoconservatism was not the creation of business interests. It had emerged in its own right several years before this corporate ideological mobilization. Neoconservative criticism of the New Left, the counterculture, and sixties liberalism did not arise primarily from any defense of capitalism and free markets. Neoconservatism did believe that economic growth was essential for political tranquility, but its concern for the bourgeois ethic had less to do with economic growth than with an interest in the kind of character and discipline that neoconservatives judged necessary to make liberal political institutions work. Neoconservatives had wanted to protect government from “overload,” but government was not the enemy; the point was to strengthen it by not straining it.


Yet neoconservatism was not entirely absent from capitalism’s midseventies cultural mobilization. Irving Kristol, in particular, had long complained that liberal intellectuals were attracted to social and economic reform out of a desire to replace business leaders as the dominant political elite. At first, this theory had been addressed to the liberal intellectual audience by way of chiding it to self-criticism. In the midseventies, Kristol began expounding his theory in the Wall Street Journal, where it fell upon eager ears. Soon he was directly advising corporate leaders on how they could enlist the talents of neoconservatives in the cultural campaign. Other neoconservatives joined in, and their agenda changed accordingly. Now they attacked government regulation of business, bemoaned the perverse “anticapitalist mentality” of academic humanists, proclaimed the need for a “theology of the corporation” in religious circles, and published books celebrating the “spirit of democratic capitalism.”


In fact a full-throated chorus of religious neoconservatives arose during the early eighties. Richard John Neuhaus, a Lutheran minister who became a Roman Catholic priest, and Michael Novak, a Catholic journalist and sometime academic, had been New Left and antiwar leaders who reacted against the counterculture’s hedonism and secular liberalism’s exclusion of religious positions from public debate about abortion, sexuality, education, bioethics, and other issues. Neuhaus founded and skillfully edited First Things, a journal that brought together ecumenically minded evangelicals, Jewish conservatives, and Catholic philosophers like Princeton’s Robert P. George. On political matters, it offered a moderate, intellectually sophisticated articulation of the Religious Right’s “family values” agenda, especially regarding abortion. Novak led the opposition to the Catholic bishops’ pastoral letters spelling out moral concerns about nuclear warfare (1983) and economic inequities (1986), both of which were seen as challenges to Reagan administration policies. George Weigel, another Catholic, went further, denouncing post-Vietnam Catholic antiwar sentiment as unorthodox and arguing the neoconservative case for a militarily assertive foreign policy. Despite the consequent tensions with the hierarchy, Neuhaus, Novak, and Weigel eventually found receptive listeners in papal circles and among the growing number of conservative bishops that Pope John Paul II began elevating in the mideighties. (Weigel wrote the quasi-authorized biography of John Paul.) Convening seminars, publishing manifestos, battling against anything that appeared hostile to traditional religion and its moral norms, the religious neoconservatives could justly claim an influence stretching from megachurch evangelists to the White House and even the Vatican. For this they found ample support in the emerging network of neoconservative-friendly institutions. First Things drew funds from conservative foundations. Novak found a comfortable berth at the American Enterprise Institute and Weigel at the neoconservative Ethics and Public Policy Center, where he shared prominence with the evangelical Michael Cromartie.


First-age neoconservatives were not unanimous in the new celebration of the market and capitalism that marked the migration to Reagan Republicanism. Nor were they all comfortable with the new religious alliances. Some, in fact, were downright nervous about the convergence between neoconservatism’s new religious wing and the evangelical-to-fundamentalist Religious Right on abortion or church-state issues. But only rarely did these differences break out into the open. Almost all neoconservatives took advantage of the hospitable environments and generous funding that business provided. Few were willing to spurn the voting strength of the Religious Right, even while keeping their distance from born-again rhetoric. Some neoconservatives published empirical studies poking holes in pro-business arguments, but these critiques received little of the attention enjoyed by neoconservative themes, like its harsh description of a business-hostile “New Class,” that bolstered the capitalist case. Back in 1973, perhaps secure in the fact that George McGovern and the left-wing Democrats had been roundly defeated, some neoconservatives momentarily wondered out loud whether the abandonment of liberal programs was going too far. By 1981, however, they raised quite a few cheers and barely a whisper of protests when Ronald Reagan attacked those programs and attempted to dismantle them.



The End of a Beginning



In early 1988, a decade after I turned in the manuscript of this book, I returned to the topic in a lecture I was invited to give at the Free University of Berlin’s John F. Kennedy Institute for North American Studies. I entitled my talk “The Short Happy Life of Neoconservatism.” I have drawn on it extensively in this foreword. My theme was that neoconservatism had proved influential in “criticizing liberal programs and breaking the domination of liberalism among American intellectuals,” and in contributing to the climate underlying the Reagan presidency. But “short-run influence was bought at the price of long-run achievement,” I stated. Certainly my wager that neoconservatism would provide “a potentially distinct, modern, and intellectually serious form of American conservatism” had proved wrong. On the contrary, I concluded, neoconservatism had “abandoned its unique traits and liquidated itself as a distinctive movement.”


My talk had been preceded by one on “Neoconservatism: Myth and Reality” by the distinguished political sociologist Seymour Martin Lipset. He concluded his talk with a similar declaration that “the concept of neoconservatism is irrelevant to further developments within American politics.” His reasons for this conclusion were different from mine. A scholar and political intellectual whose own views and personal history placed him, however uncomfortably, within neoconservative ranks, Lipset preferred to stress the myth rather than the reality. But he did underline neoconservative fervor about foreign and defense policy, and speaking at a time of Ronald Reagan’s surprising embrace of disarmament and Mikhail Gorbachev’s policies of perestroika and glasnost, Lipset supposed that growing U.S.-Soviet détente would remove the cause of neoconservative passion. Two of the most aggressive leaders of first-age neoconservatism were soon saying something similar. In 1995 Irving Kristol wrote that neoconservatism “has now been pretty much absorbed into a larger, more comprehensive conservatism.” In 1996 Norman Podhoretz declared that neoconservatism “no longer exists as a distinctive phenomenon requiring a special name of its own.”


Whether one stressed domestic policy, as I did, or foreign policy, as Lipset did, all these farewells were only recognizing what had become quite visible by 1988: the breakup of the original neoconservative camp. Striving to combine a general analysis of neoconservatism with more fine-grained individual portraits, I had included in my book three chapters on leading figures in the movement—Irving Kristol, Daniel Patrick Moynihan, and Daniel Bell. I meant them to represent a range of neoconservative standpoints and personalities. My own different evaluations of the three should have been obvious to any reader. The sequence ran from right to left and from bottom to top. All three men have since died and been memorialized with warm and admiring testimonies. I was not writing from that personal perspective. I had only the most minimal contact with Kristol, having once interviewed him, to no particular avail, about the CIA’s role in funding the journal Encounter, which he had served as an editor. Daniel Patrick Moynihan was a liberal Roman Catholic layman of the ilk that published the journal Commonweal, where I worked as an editor and which had defended the central insights of his controversial 1965 report on “The Negro Family: The Case for National Action.” I distinctly recall a dinner where he worked his conversational magic on the editors. Daniel Bell, finally, was a professor at Columbia during my graduate studies there, and I eagerly audited two of his courses. My chapters are based on close reading of each intellectual’s publications supplemented by accounts of his biography and activities. I found Kristol a clever and opportunistic ideologue, Moynihan a creative thinker whose extraordinary gifts of expression led him into dubious, sometimes self-serving or fanciful arguments, and Bell a brilliant, conscientious scholar of extraordinary breadth, whom I greatly admired even when I disagreed with his emphases.


What is significant here is that by 1988 two out of three of these founding fathers were no longer enrolled among the neoconservatives. By 1972, Moynihan had abandoned his dream, first under Lyndon Johnson and then under Richard Nixon, of reconciling issues of race, class, and ethnicity in domestic politics. He turned back to what had been his first political love, international affairs. (As a young man, he had unsuccessfully applied for the Foreign Service. His doctorate was from the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy.) First as a delegate to the UN General Assembly, then as ambassador to India, and finally as ambassador to the United Nations, he became increasingly outspoken about the need for the United States to mount a much more confrontational and sophisticated ideological offensive against its adversaries, both in Moscow and the Third World. His aggressive speechifying eventually put him at odds with his ostensible boss, Henry Kissinger; but Moynihan made the UN ambassadorship a trampoline for a successful campaign for senator from New York. In Vaïsse’s eyes, this switch to foreign policy and government infighting made Moynihan “a second-age paradigm” of neoconservatism.


And yet not long into the Reagan years, Moynihan was effectively excommunicated from those ranks. He sharply ratcheted down his estimation of the Soviet threat, criticized the Reagan administration’s arms buildup, and questioned the rationale for military intervention in Central America. In defending international law and criticizing the American “obsession with the expansion of Communism” and exaggerated secrecy in national security affairs, he departed from the neoconservative insistence on a unilateral and unencumbered anticommunist policy. By 1982, when he sought reelection to the Senate in New York, he had “moved toward a more traditional liberal position,” according to Vaïsse, and was no longer in the good graces of the neoconservatives. Not long after Senator Henry “Scoop” Jackson of Washington, the neoconservatives’ champion in the Democratic Party, died in 1983, Elliott Abrams, once a Moynihan assistant, was quoted as saying that as far as neoconservatism was concerned, Senator Moynihan was no less dead.


Daniel Bell’s departure was more poignant. In the 1984 Fiftieth Anniversary issue of the Partisan Review, the ur-journal of New York intellectuals, Bell addressed what were, after all, some of his long-standing friends with very revealing remarks. The appearance of the neoconservatives, he wrote, once promised “a genuine set of intellectual debates on the crucial issues of political philosophy.” Unfortunately, he continued, “those intellectual debates of the 1970s have shriveled in the 1980s. And one also sees, in odd instances, the rapprochement of neoconservatives with the New Right . . . on questions such as supply-side economics, or a hard line on foreign policy.”


Several things disturbed Bell, particularly concerning “the tone and temper” of the more recent neoconservative discourse. “Although now growing in influence, the neoconservatives sound and talk often like a hunted band of men and women huddled together against the ‘cultural hegemony’ of the liberals and the Left,” a reflex that Bell called “a parochialism which has stopped time and is skewed by partisan politics.” Then there was “the dyspeptic unwillingness of some conservatives to make relevant distinctions between social democracy and Communism,” Bell wrote. “One senses,” he added, “that this is not a debate but a desire to discredit.”


Bell lamented a fondness in neoconservative circles for creating ideological specters. “One reads increasingly . . . of The Media, The Liberals, The Universities, and such assertions as ‘The Media are favorable to the Soviet Union’ or ‘The Liberals are unpatriotic.’ . . . It is the formulation of issues in combat terms. At the extreme, this leads to the reduction of beliefs to motives, and the denial of legitimacy to one’s opponents.” Beyond this “debasement of language,” Bell diagnosed “an attitude of self-righteousness and rectitude” that did not hesitate to mix normal political criticism with labeling of individuals as enemies of freedom.


Bell recalled that when he founded the quarterly The Public Interest with Irving Kristol in 1965, they wanted to reduce what they thought were undue ideological preconceptions in public debate. Today, Bell wrote, Kristol believed “all politics is ideological” and neoconservatism ought to imitate the no-holds-barred militancy of the Left. Bell detected a whiff of the old Leninism. He did not want to apply these criticisms without differentiation to all neoconservatives, but his concern obviously ran deep for violation of what he called, in Sidney Hook’s phrase “the ethics of controversy.” “In a fragile society,” Bell concluded, these matters “are central to the nature of political discourse.”


Bell did not illustrate his indictment with examples, but it was not hard to imagine what had distressed him. In shifting its attention to foreign policy, neoconservatism abandoned almost all sense of what it originally insisted were the marks of all political life: ambiguity and complexity. What foreign policy required were “stark choices” and “moral clarity.” There was but one paramount international problem, the threat of Soviet totalitarianism; anyone seeing things differently was suffering from ideological softheadedness, anti-Americanism, or a post-Vietnam “culture of appeasement” induced, as Norman Podhoretz once argued, by pacifism, fear, geopolitical illusion, and even homosexuality. Jeane Kirkpatrick set the tone for neoconservative debate on foreign policy in her keynote address at the 1984 Republican convention that renominated Ronald Reagan, deriding critics of the Reagan administration as “blame America firsters” and “San Francisco Democrats.”


What changed in the years to come was only the single-minded elevation of new enemies to replace the dethroned Soviet threat. The rapprochement with the New Right, the certitude of constituting a beleaguered citadel of sound thinking amid a decadent liberal culture, the unwillingness to distinguish among reified adversaries to the left, the drive to discredit rather than debate, the claim to rectitude, and the impatience with ambiguity and complexity have only continued apace. “I would rather be ruled by the Tea Party than by the Democratic Party, and I would rather have Sarah Palin sitting in the Oval Office than Barack Obama,” Norman Podhoretz defiantly declared in the March 28, 2010, Wall Street Journal.


Podhoretz’s brag was true to the neoconservative polemical style. The little details of actual policy (“True, she seems to know very little about international affairs”) are subsumed under some larger point: Palin knows that the United States has been “a force for good in the world, which is more than Barack Obama” does. Since actual policy has been taken off the table, opposition to her can be psychologized: it is a matter of “deranged hatred” and the “contempt and condescension of the liberal elites.” Indeed, the same “species of class bias . . . is at work among the conservative intellectuals who are so embarrassed by her.”


The Seeds of Transformation


Podhoretz is the impassioned, talented, hardworking hero of Benjamin Balint’s Running Commentary (Public Affairs, 2010), a history of the journal that became, from the late sixties on, a trumpet of neoconservatism under Podhoretz and remains so under his son, John. (The Public Interest had earlier forged the path but gave up the ghost in 2005.) Halfway through this history, Balint abandons chronological order. “On the fundamental questions,” he writes, “Commentary’s cast of mind was now fully formed,” confirming my own impression that from some time in the mid-1970s onward, most issues of the magazine were basically interchangeable. It is significant that Balint, a sympathetic observer, boils down this cast of mind to a rather elementary impulse: “To be a neoconservative meant most of all to mount a muscular defense of one’s own.”


“A muscular defense of one’s own.” Even as a critic of neoconservatism in 1979 I would have hesitated to reduce it to such a primal nugget. This is, after all, exactly how conservatism in any guise has always been viewed by its most ferocious opponents. And when, in the arena of international affairs, muscular takes the form of unilateral use of military power, this essence of neoconservatism seems particularly foreboding.


But neoconservatism lives. It lives on, despite Seymour Martin Lipset’s denial in 1987 of its further consequence, or my conviction in 1988 that it had lost its distinctiveness, or Kristol’s and Podhoretz’s similar judgments in the midnineties. It lives on despite the American invasion of Iraq ten years ago, a disastrous undertaking that would almost certainly not have occurred without neoconservative agitation and justification. Neoconservative credibility may have been damaged; but given the anarchy of the international system, the appeal of a “muscular defense of one’s own” will remain, to say nothing of the fact that neocons, as they have more recently been labeled, are firmly implanted in a network of well-funded and well-connected think tanks, political organizations, and right-wing media such as Rupert Murdoch’s Fox News, the New York Post, and the Wall Street Journal. This is a far cry from the promise that I once envisioned of a novel current in American politics, chastened about human ambitions for improvement, skeptical about bureaucratic programs, yet accepting of the modern welfare state and the role of government as rudder and regulator of economic life, and most of all committed to calming rather than feeding ideological fevers.


I certainly did not foresee this, to me, dismal outcome, nor do I believe that it was inevitable. But I cannot reread The Neoconservatives without asking what made such an outcome possible or even likely. I am struck by how much attention I gave to the movement’s characteristic style alongside its political substance. I saw the importance not only of what the neoconservatives were saying but how they went about saying it. A surprising amount of the book was devoted to literary or rhetorical criticism rather than political analysis—or to both together. To begin with, this was simple recognition of the writing talent of prominent members of that original neoconservative generation. That was what made them public intellectuals instead of academics. Theirs was a style, moreover, honed in political polemic and polished by literary sensibility. I could not help but take note of their clever devices for casting aspersions, claiming the moral high ground, patching over the gaps in one’s data and logic, obscuring the importance of unstated assumptions, or confronting opposing positions only at their weakest points. Neoconservatives often had grounds for considering their adversaries, typified by young activists or impassioned left-wing critics, intellectually inferior; and this was added to the anger provoked by the disruptions of the sixties. It naturally gave rise to the kind of self-righteousness and labeling that pained Daniel Bell.


A self-congratulatory confidence in one’s own factual and moral superiority joined with a disdain toward opposing views was to become part of neoconservatism’s ideological DNA. It was not at the beginning an obvious trait, like the indignant, frequently crude sloganeering of protesters. Instead, oiled by a sophisticated prose leaning heavily on scorn rather than outright denunciation, it adopted a stance of being tough-minded and beyond ideology. Which only made it all the more immune to self-examination and self-criticism.


Style alone cannot explain the turn that neoconservatism took. Obviously there were other factors: the loss of influence in the Democratic Party and the lure of influence under Reagan; the disorienting impression of being marginalized in academia and liberal circles but warmly welcomed in conservative think tanks and publications; years of incessant alarms about supposed weaknesses of American arms; and of course the international events already mentioned, from the victory of Hanoi’s Communist regime in Vietnam and the struggles between Marxist movements and right-wing forces in Latin America to the OPEC oil embargo, the new threat of political Islam in Iran and elsewhere, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, and endless anxiety about the security of Israel. Nonetheless, it would be a mistake to minimize that style or, more important, the mind-set that it revealed. The sixties produced numerous sweeping denigrations of America and America’s role in the world, and the fierce neoconservative reaction hardened into a similar denigration of any more than mild criticism of the nation’s values and conduct. This reflexive scorn is a bright thread connecting the neoconservatives’ make-no-distinctions blitz against sixties movements that Commentary magazine launched at that decade’s end to the neocons’ brook-no-opposition campaign for war in Iraq after 9/11.


Readers of The Neoconservatives may detect other genes in this first generation’s makeup that have expressed themselves in neoconservatism’s later character. I myself find intriguing hints on many pages—for example, my riff about a “sentimentality of anti-sentimentality” in the book’s final section. But readers may also be tempted to imagine other possibilities. What if the transformation from the first to second and then third age of neoconservatism had not occurred? What if, for instance, neoconservatism, with its original skepticism about the ambitions of government and original sensitivity to the fragile cultural prerequisites of democracy had dampened rather than inflamed America’s dream of remaking other societies through military intervention? What if this first-age neoconservatism, with its cautious but sober commitment to the welfare state, had survived to exercise the kind of muscle among Republicans now flexed by the Tea Party?


I am not now and never was a neoconservative. But I look back at these beginnings and what might have been with fascination—and a good bit of melancholy.


—Peter Steinfels
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CHAPTER ONE



Introduction: The Significance of Neoconservatism


The premises of this book are simple. First, that a distinct and powerful political outlook has recently emerged in the United States. Second, that this outlook, preoccupied with certain aspects of American life and blind or complacent toward others, justifies a politics which, should it prevail, threatens to attenuate and diminish the promise of American democracy. Third, that this outlook has nonetheless produced telling critiques of contending political views and provocative analyses of specific political proposals; it has devoted its attention to fundamental questions its rivals have frequently overlooked; and it deserves, accordingly, a thoughtful, extensive, and careful evaluation.


Hundreds of books have been written on the political developments of the sixties, the civil rights movement, student radicalism, and the counterculture. Yet, oddly enough, that decade’s most enduring legacy to American politics may be the outlook forged in reaction to sixties turbulence, an outlook fierce in its attachment to political and cultural moderation, committed to stability as the prerequisite for justice rather than the other way around, pessimistic about the possibilities for long-range, or even short-range, change in America, and imbued with a foreboding sense of our civilization’s decline.


From Liberalism to Neoconservatism


It has not even been easy to settle upon a label for this outlook, in itself a sign of the unfamiliar constellation of attitudes it displays. By the beginning of 1976, the terms “neoconservative” or “new conservative” had gained a certain degree of currency; they were accepted good-humoredly by some adherents of the viewpoint, though not without protests that they still thought of themselves as traditional liberals. The very fact that they were good-humored in this protest was revealing. A few years ago they would have clung adamantly to their identification as liberals (as in fact other recipients of the neoconservative label continued to do). Now, “conservative” had lost its sting for them; they merely remarked that none of these nametags mattered very much. Neoconservative or not, they did protest that it was they who had held their political viewpoint constant while others had gone astray. “All about us canvas tore and cables parted,” wrote Daniel Patrick Moynihan in nautical style—though, still the old sea dog, he admitted in another place that this constancy might also have involved a certain degree of change: “Correcting course in a storm is a way of staying the course.”


The question of what is “new,” if anything, about neoconservatism is not trivial. It bears on the manner in which this phenomenon is studied and discussed. By emphasizing their continuity with traditional liberalism, by suggesting that they are only being faithful to old struggles and eternal verities, the neoconservatives displace the burden of examination from their own ideas to those of the supposed innovators, their adversaries. On the other hand, many of the neoconservatives’ critics are no more disposed to grant the newness of this outlook. For them it is just the same old conservatism; what is new is its advocacy by these spokesmen, most of them former liberals and even former socialists. Again the burden of examination is removed from the ideas, this time to be placed on the men themselves, on their renegade status, on their motivation for sliding to the Right.


It is my contention that the neoconservatives deserve both parts of their label. In the American context their distinctive role, both for good and for ill, is to be a conservative force. I say this in full awareness of their repeated proclamations of fidelity to liberalism. It is by now a commonplace that America is the liberal society par excellence, that we have worked out our history almost entirely within the framework of this one tradition, and that it is now so ingrained we hardly know how to think and talk, at least about public matters, outside of it. Peter Berger has recently added to these observations the corollary that “the contemporary American ideology of conservatism is deeply and unmistakably liberal in inspiration”; Berger predicts that in America “the politically practical options will all be within the ideological ambience of the liberal ‘family.’ ” With all this I largely agree. Yet it should not be forgotten that liberalism itself contains important conservative elements. This is true not only in the United States, where liberalism had no feudal aristocracy to combat but was itself the ethos to be conserved. It was also true of the original liberal theorists and of their view of humanity.


Classical seventeenth- and eighteenth-century liberalism, Sheldon Wolin has reminded us,


was a philosophy of sobriety, born in fear, nourished by disenchantment, and prone to believe that the human condition was and was likely to remain one of pain and anxiety. . . . We have become so accustomed to picturing liberalism as a fighting creed, outfitted for storming the ramparts of privilege, that we find it difficult to entertain the hypothesis that Lockian liberalism was fully as much a defense against radical democracy as an attack on traditionalism. In France and the United States as well, liberalism emerged as a post-revolutionary reaction.


It is this side of liberalism which the neoconservatives reemphasize. But that is not all they do. In some instances they go beyond the boundaries of liberalism, certainly to Burkean conservatism and sometimes even to socialism, in their critique of current reality—and of current liberalism. To be faithful to certain liberal values, they have discovered that liberalism itself does not suffice. It is the resulting admixture of themes, from liberal, conservative, and socialist traditions, that qualifies their view as both “conservative” and “new.” Indeed one should not be surprised to see an American conservatism emerging from a liberal background; given our singularly liberal tradition, it is precisely that which vouches for the significance and rootedness of the new outlook.


Since neoconservatism is in many ways a product of the sixties, it might be useful to compare it with the other political metamorphoses of that decade. Sixties radicalism, at least among its wider following in the civil rights and antiwar movements, was an outgrowth of activity that was simply aimed at making a liberal society cease acting illiberally. It was only as the questions pressed—why does a liberal society act so illiberally? why is it so resistant to efforts to make it conform to its own principles?—that many people sought answers beyond the liberal framework. In parallel fashion, the neoconservatives, for their part, set out to defend liberalism from the radicals’ attack. As they did so, however, they were faced with the question, why had a liberal society produced a wave of political criticism which they perceived (in many cases quite accurately) as so illiberal and destructive? Having begun as defenders of liberalism, they too ended, to some degree, as critics of it. That explains why, when the specific conflicts of the sixties had largely abated, political debate did not return to the status quo ante. Peter Berger is surely right in saying that politics in America will continue to be an affair within the liberal “family.” Those unambiguously outside of that family, like the violent revolutionary Marxists or the Dadaist anarchists of the late sixties, will have no significant role in our politics. But families change over time; different branches drift apart. Practical politics may continue to be played out on that wide field called liberalism. But political thought is moving steadily in two directions. There are those, like democratic socialists, who feel they must reach beyond contemporary liberalism in order to fulfill its promises. And there are those, like the neoconservatives, who feel they must reach beyond contemporary liberalism to preserve its heritage.


A Party of Intellectuals


It is time to be more specific. Who, exactly, are the neoconservatives? They are, to begin with, a party of intellectuals. Newsweek magazine reports:


In intellectual circles, the social thinkers who were once the driving force of Democratic liberalism—men like Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. and John Kenneth Galbraith—have been upstaged by a group of “neoconservative” academics, many of them refugees from the liberal left, including Daniel Bell, Nathan Glazer, Irving Kristol, James Q. Wilson, Edward Banfield, Seymour Martin Lipset and Sen. Daniel P. Moynihan of New York.


The geography of the intellectuals’ world is a geography of journals, and Newsweek quite rightly links the neoconservatives with two journals that have distinguished themselves as vehicles for the new outlook.


Commentary, the monthly published by the American Jewish Committee, has been one of a handful of leading intellectual forums; until the rise of The New York Review of Books, probably no other journal of serious and extended discussion of politics and culture had as wide a readership. The Public Interest, on the other hand, is a relative newcomer, founded in 1965 and oriented toward the analysis of public issues in the “nonideological” perspectives of the social sciences.


By no means should every contributor to these journals be considered a neoconservative, but a core of regulars has, as Moynihan would say, set and stayed the course. Besides an editorial by Irving Kristol and Daniel Bell, the first issue of The Public Interest featured articles by Daniel Moynihan, Robert Nisbet, Martin Diamond, Bell, Robert M. Solow, Nathan Glazer, and several others. Ten years later, in the Bicentennial issue, one finds articles by Irving Kristol, Daniel Moynihan, Robert Nisbet, Martin Diamond, Daniel Bell, and Nathan Glazer. Also in the Bicentennial issue, which has something of a neoconservative convention about it, are Samuel P. Huntington, Aaron Wildavsky, Seymour Martin Lipset, and James Q. Wilson, a contributor since the second issue and now on the journal’s Publication Committee. Robert M. Solow is also now a member of the Publication Committee. Many of the same writers appear in Commentary, whose editor, Norman Podhoretz, launched a frontal assault against the New Left, the counterculture, and all their pomps and works in the late sixties. One also finds there Milton Himmelfarb, Walter Laqueur, Midge Decter, Paul Seabury, Sidney Hook, Diana Trilling, Edward Shils, Peter Berger, Michael Novak, Bayard Rustin, and a group of younger political activists who have emerged from “Social Democrats, U.S.A.,” the militantly anti-Communist rump of Norman Thomas’s old Socialist Party. One might continue to rattle off names: Roger Starr, Edward C. Banfield, Peter Drucker, Ithiel de Sola Pool, Daniel Boorstin, Lewis S. Feuer, Arnold Beichman, Ben J. Wattenberg, and numerous other social scientists. Three outstanding scholars, recently dead, who could be justly associated with neoconservatism were Alexander Bickel, Richard Hofstadter, and Lionel Trilling. Of the list of “The Seventy Most Prestigious Contemporary American Intellectuals (1970)” that Charles Kadushin constructed in his book on The American Intellectual Elite, I would count about one out of every four as a neoconservative.


To describe the neoconservatives as, first, a party of intellectuals is to run the risk that among many Americans their significance would be immediately dismissed. Exactly the contrary ought to be the reaction. Alexis de Tocqueville, after noting the way that political theorists and not princes, ministers, and great lords had been the shapers of the events leading to the French Revolution, went on to note the lesson for other times:


What political theory did here with such brilliance, is continually done everywhere, although more secretly and slowly. Among all civilized peoples, the study of politics creates, or at least gives shape to, general ideas; and from those general ideas are formed the problems in the midst of which politicians must struggle, and also the laws which they imagine they create. Political theories form a sort of intellectual atmosphere breathed by both governors and governed in society, and both unwittingly derive from it the principles of their action.


Today, if anything, rather than being done “more secretly and slowly,” the process is done more openly and rapidly. Intellectuals serve as advisers to officeholders and political candidates, write speeches, propose programs, draft legislation, serve on special commissions. The mass media amplify their ideas to a wider public, though not without considerable distortion. In all this the intellectuals have two functions. As experts in particular fields relevant to public policy they work out the details of political measures. But as traffickers in society’s symbols and values, as keepers of its memories, as orchestrators of its spectacles and images, and, in de Tocqueville’s words, as political theorists and shapers of general ideas, intellectuals are legitimators. What will be the agenda of public concerns? Where will one set the outer limits of the “responsible” opinion to which busy decision-makers should attend? Will the credibility of this or that set of policies, or of the schools of thought behind them, be eroded or maintained—or will they be eliminated from serious consideration altogether? The dueling in intellectual journals, the rallying of like-minded thinkers at conferences or in new organizations, the shifts of power within disciplines are all elements in this process of legitimation. So, one might add, is the quality of scholarship and the cogency and eloquence of argument.


The precise paths by which this legitimation proceeds, the concrete ways in which an intellectual atmosphere is created, are intriguing to follow. Daniel Bell writes a book, and a syndicated columnist appropriates its theses for his Bicentennial musings. Irving Kristol derides a “new class” of liberal intellectuals for its snobbish attitude toward a business civilization, and Mobil Oil incorporates this idea in its public relations advertising. Alexander Bickel, Yale Law School professor, writes an article on the failure of school integration in the North, and a White House aide refers to it twice in a 1970 memo to Nixon arguing that “the second era of Re-Construction is over; the ship of integration is going down; it is not our ship . . . and we ought not to be aboard.”


On questions like school integration and busing, courts are influenced not only by the reasoning in law journals but by extrapolations from sociological findings, which in turn are subject to the shifting moods in the social sciences. The idea that Great Society programs “failed” works its way from technical evaluation studies to debunking articles by scholar-consultants to politicians’ speeches and pundits’ columns.


The political mood may also promote changes in intellectual life, and these flow back to consolidate the new politics. The McCarthy era, for example, saw a nearly complete change in the scholars reviewing China studies for The New York Times and the New York Herald Tribune. At these two papers, the group who had done over 80 percent of the reviewing in this field between 1945 and 1950 reviewed not a single book after 1952.


Clearly questions of legitimation and creation of an intellectual atmosphere exist at different levels. There are short-run questions of getting a politician’s ear or promoting a new departure in policy, as Daniel Moynihan attempted to do with the Family Assistance Plan, the proposal for substituting a guaranteed income for welfare that Moynihan “sold” to Richard Nixon. There are medium-run questions of national mood or prevailing attitudes over a range of issues—the Cold War in the fifties or the “rediscovery” of poverty in the sixties. Finally there are long-run questions of sensibility and moral principles—the change in attitude toward weakness and suffering which marked Victorian “earnestness” or the growing attachment to equality which de Tocqueville ranked as the fundamental characteristic of modernity. To ascribe the initiative in all such changes, small and large, to intellectuals would be silly; and virtually no one, except possibly intellectuals themselves, has been tempted to do so. But when people repeat that politics is the art of the possible, the temptation is quite in the other way, to forget the crucial role that thinkers and writers and artists have in defining, for practical men, just what is possible.


Links with Power


Yet it will not do justice to the special position of the neoconservatives to describe them simply as a party of intellectuals, as though that fact alone justified their claim to our attention. The neoconservatives are a powerful party of intellectuals. Their reputations are solid; they speak from the elite universities—Harvard, Berkeley, MIT, Chicago, Stanford. They are prolific: in 1975 and 1976, for example, Midge Decter excoriated Liberal Parents, Radical Children; James Q. Wilson blessed us with his Thinking About Crime; Robert A. Nisbet peered through the Twilight of Authority; Seymour Martin Lipset and Everett Carll Ladd, Jr., studied the politics of the professoriate in The Divided Academy; Nathan Glazer argued that affirmative action has become Affirmative Discrimination; Herman Kahn challenged the limits-of-growth pessimists in The Next 200 Years, and Daniel Bell pondered The Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism. This list, though it contains books seriously received, widely discussed, and consisting altogether of a remarkable tour d’horizon of America’s problems, can barely suggest the currency of the neoconservatives’ ideas. Many of these books, in fact, bring together material which was published not only in Commentary and The Public Interest, but in The New York Times Sunday Magazine, Atlantic Monthly, Encounter, Change, Science, and Daedalus.


Neoconservatives have frequently complained of a liberal “oppositionist” bias in the media. Their own position in the media, however, has never been weak, and now grows increasingly stronger. Besides Commentary and The Public Interest, they have long-lasting ties with Encounter, The New Leader, American Scholar, and Foreign Policy. They turn up in TV Guide as well as Reader’s Digest, Fortune, Business Week, and U.S. News & World Report. At Time and Newsweek, neoconservatism often appears as the comfortable middle ground between these magazines’ traditional conservatism and their liberal flirtation of the late sixties. Even supposed citadels of liberalism are open to neoconservatives. New Republic shares a number of writers—and attitudes, especially on foreign affairs—with Commentary. Neoconservative themes are sounded regularly in Harper’s Magazine, by its editors as well as contributors; the same is true for The Washington Monthly. Journals like New York Magazine and Esquire, though symbols of a cultural trendiness neoconservatives profess to detest, often favor neoconservative attitudes on welfare, crime, and other “bread-and-butter” (or in these cases, wine-and-cheese) issues. The New York Times itself has a good sprinkling of neoconservatives among its editors, editorial-page writers, and critics: enough to temper that paper’s continuing liberalism.


Perhaps the success of the neoconservatives in reaching wide audiences with their ideas is best exemplified by Daniel Moynihan. Moynihan did not publish a book in 1975 or 1976, being busy with other things. He did, however, edit one, Ethnicity, with Nathan Glazer; write introductions to several others; and get his views into print in such varied sources as Commentary and The Public Interest (to be sure), Harper’s, American Scholar, The New Leader, New York, and the New York Times Op-Ed page. (In the past, Moynihan has published in magazines ranging from the American Institute of Architects’ AIA Journal to Psychology Today. The New Yorker has been stigmatized as “radical chic” by neoconservatives for such deeds as publishing Charles Reich’s Greening of America; yet it also serialized much of Moynihan’s The Politics of a Guaranteed Income.) He was on the cover of Time, was profiled in national publications—and of course reached millions through the televised coverage of his dramatic role as Ambassador to the United Nations, campaigner with Henry Jackson, and candidate for U.S. Senator from New York.


Moynihan’s case illustrates the fact that the neoconservatives’ power does not rest simply on their access to the reading—or even the TV-watching—public. They have direct access to officeholders and the political elite generally. They enjoy dinners at the White House, their advice is both solicited and volunteered on government programs and campaign positions; though Henry Jackson was the neoconservative candidate in 1976, at least one of them, Zbigniew Brzezinski, signed on early as a Carter adviser on foreign policy. They hold seats on national commissions of various sorts, of which Brzezinski’s Trilateral Commission is one example. This should not suggest a conspiracy; indeed it is a reflection on the state of our political order, and of the thinking about it, that one must recall that familiarity between officeholders and citizens is not altogether improper in a democracy. The neoconservatives are not éminences grises. People of different views have similar access. But many others, of course, most intellectuals included, do not. Though the power of the neoconservatives must finally rest on their ability to muster ideas and rationales, these efforts are much magnified by their direct contacts.


When President-elect Nixon was read the summary of a meeting of neoconservatives on the condition of New York City, a summary which took New York’s problems as evidence that “the liberal state will no longer do” but “must, on pain of anarchy or civil war, be replaced,” one can suppose that Daniel Moynihan’s presence among Nixon’s lieutenants had something to do with delivering this message. When Nixon, upon taking office, recommended to his cabinet a Public Interest article in which Peter Drucker asserted that modern government had proved itself incapable of doing anything effectively except waging war and inflating the currency, it obviously was not the case that Nixon just happened to be perusing The Public Interest one day and came across this interesting tidbit.


Connections with government circles are not the only advantages the neoconservatives enjoy. As former liberals and even graduates of New York socialism with its trade-union component, as Cold War militants who share the anti-Communist opinions of George Meany, they have maintained good relations, at least until recently, with major elements of the labor movement. At the same time, they have moved closer and closer to big business. Elizabeth Drew captured the complications of such a double set of relationships when she described a political dinner honoring “Scoop” Jackson. Seated there were Daniel Moynihan, union leaders Albert Shanker, David Dubinsky, Sol Chaikin, A. Philip Randolph, and publicists Norman Podhoretz and Bayard Rustin.


This gathering is symbolic of the intellectual and political confusion currently surrounding the idea of liberalism. The people in this room are bound together by old ties and new reactions—old fights for social justice, and new reactions against the events of the sixties, culminating in the Democratic Party’s nomination of George McGovern in 1972. They are reacting (in different ways) to what they see as the liberal excesses of the sixties. They are bound together by reactions against what they see (in different ways) as too much government intervention, too many demands by blacks, too little appreciation of the battles they have fought, too little militance against Communism. They are reacting against social and political changes symbolized by “the kids” and their sympathizers of the late sixties, against practitioners of the “new politics,” who push, as they see it, exotic political notions and issues, and who also changed the rules, and, of all things—at least temporarily—took over the Democratic Party. And so ex-radicals, ex-Socialists, old liberals, new conservatives, exemplified by the group in this room tonight, have banded together in search of new and common ground. At times they find common ground, at times they are separated by great gulfs. They are on common ground in their anti-Communism: the intellectuals in their writing and the labor leaders in their political action are for strong defense policies and for anti-Soviet policies. . . . They are on common ground against what they see as the spoiled children and their indulgent elders of the late sixties and early seventies—against exoticism. They are on common ground in their belief that blacks have gone too far. And they are on common ground in their shared feeling of having been kicked in the teeth. But while the intellectuals set about building a body of literature about the supposed failures of the Great Society social programs and the dangers of big government, the labor unions push for more social programs and big government (as long as the programs do not help blacks and the poor at the expense of the middle class). George Meany probably favors the sort of government regulations that would drive Irving Kristol into a frenzy on the editorial page of The Wall Street Journal.


The link between neoconservative and big business has now gone far beyond Kristol’s contributions to The Wall Street Journal or Fortune (where a former managing editor at The Public Interest, Paul H. Weaver, has served as associate editor). The pro-business concern of neoconservatism was originally muted; what distinguished it from existing conservatism was a positive stance toward the New Deal and a “practical” attitude toward government intervention in the economy. Yet neoconservatism’s quarrel with a liberal intelligentsia persistently critical of commercial civilization and big business power has set in operation the old law “the enemy of my enemy is my friend.” Neoconservatism has become outrightly protective of business interests. Needless to say, business, long unhappy about the relative lack of ideological support it receives from the academy, has welcomed the neoconservatives enthusiastically.


Much of this pro-business effort has been launched from a nonprofit “think tank”—oddly enough, since both business and neoconservatives have often been derisive of the burgeoning world of nonprofit research and government contracts. In fact neoconservatism has strong roots in this multimillion-dollar, extremely industrial segment of the “knowledge industry.” The ties were often with foreign-policy and defense-related organizations, both “do-good” agencies like Freedom House and think tanks like Rand and the Hudson Institute. Leading neoconservatives like Kristol, Bellow, Shils, and Bell were also found performing at Aspen Institute conferences or doing papers for smaller outfits like the Institute for Contemporary Studies in San Francisco, the Heritage Foundation, or the Georgetown Center for Strategic and International Studies. For a short while, Aaron Wildavsky was chosen to head the prestigious Russell Sage Foundation.


More recently a major neoconservative base has emerged in the American Enterprise Institute. Originally a right-wing exponent of unreconstructed free enterprise, the AEI had little influence in wider circles until the early seventies when its leadership developed a shrewder understanding of intellectual politics in America. By involving prestigious academics of centrist to mildly liberal views in research and discussion with the AEI’s more traditionally conservative spokesmen, the organization was gradually brought out of isolation. The institute’s numerous productions, liberally funded and distributed to the press, gained credibility in the centrist-to-mildly-liberal academic community while the center of gravity in policy debates was, in fact, shifted to the right. For this purpose, the neoconservatives were perfect. James Q. Wilson and Robert A. Nisbet joined free-enterprise conservatives like Milton Friedman, Paul W. McCracken, and G. Warren Nutter on the AEI’s Council of Academic Advisers. Irving Kristol became a Resident Scholar at AEI, as later did Michael Novak, Walter Berns, and Ronald S. Berman, along with conservative lights and Nixon appointees like Arthur A. Burns. Seymour Martin Lipset, Richard Scammon, Edward Banfield, Ben Wattenberg, Peter Berger, and Nathan Glazer were recruited for AEI projects. The AEI Bicentennial Distinguished Lecture Series featured, among others, Kristol, Martin Diamond, Nisbet, Berger, Daniel J. Boorstin, Banfield, Berman, and Lipset. The institute established a Center for the Study of Government Regulation with an advisory council including Kristol, Wilson, Paul Weaver, and Aaron Wildavsky. The center in turn publishes Regulation, a journal of information useful to business and government officials dealing with regulation, mixed with the AEI’s ideological interpretation. AEI also publishes Public Opinion, another subtle mix, this time of ideology and polling results, edited by Lipset and Wattenberg. In addition, the institute distributes a wide range of conference transcripts, audio and video cassettes of its forums, and specialized policy studies.


A Broad and Lasting Influence


Strategically installed in the marketplace of ideas, well connected with political, labor, and business leaders, the neoconservatives are clearly a group to be reckoned with. But it would be a serious underestimation to think of them as merely a successful lobby. The supposition that their influence will be both broad and lasting rests on several further facts.


First, the questions the neoconservatives have addressed are fundamental ones, and ones which do not promise to be resolved in the near future. These questions all swirl about the condition of our culture, meaning by that term both the general climate of belief and sensibility and the more conscious perceptions of writers, artists, philosophers, and scientists which so often act as weathervanes for the future. How can moral principles be grounded, and ultimately social institutions be legitimated, in the absence of a religiously based culture? What has been the impact on our beliefs and sensibilities of the huge increase of people exposed to some amount of higher education? What is the impact of the growth of the “knowledge industry”—that complex of media, government, university, and foundations which now manufactures, processes, packages, and distributes so much of what passes for information? Does affluence undermine virtue? Are inequality and self-aggrandizement essential to material or even spiritual progress? Some of these questions are old, some spring from recent developments—all of them have been acknowledged, yes, but still kept at arm’s length by contemporary liberalism, partly because it senses that the answers may be either unduly conservative or unduly radical, partly because a strong current in liberalism has always regarded consideration of basic questions as a futile or unprofitable exercise.


Second, the answers the neoconservatives provide are congenial to powerful forces, probably the powerful forces, in American life. By and large the demands for change that the neoconservatives make of our major institutions are slight and tactical. If these institutions are losing their legitimacy, this loss, the neoconservatives assert, is largely undeserved. Responsibility lies elsewhere. It does not logically follow that these conclusions are untrue, simply because they happen to be convenient. It does follow, as a practical matter, that these conclusions are going to be appreciated by many who are capable of transforming their appreciation into material support. Talent is always a scarce resource, and neoconservatives have discovered the advantages of an old-fashioned means to deal with scarcity—money. Nelson Rockefeller’s late Commission on Critical Choices provided Irving Kristol and Paul H. Weaver with $100,000 to obtain on short order fifteen essays analyzing “the ideas and values of human nature inherent in U.S. institutions.” A recent collection of essays on the “new class” offered contributors up to $4,000 for thirty to forty pages of their thoughts. Most contributors in both cases were neoconservatives. As one scholar, accustomed to receiving fees of $75 to $300 from liberal journals or $300 to $800 for campus speaking engagements, remarked of this windfall, “It certainly clears one’s calendar and concentrates the mind.” Neoconservatism will not wither for want of well-heeled patrons.


Third, the work of the neoconservatives, taken as a whole, and measured against any other comparable body of contemporary American political analysis, is of a high quality. They are literate, for one thing. They marshal evidence as well as emotion. They make some effort to search out principles and relate specific problems to general ideas. They are also, I grant, selective in their concerns and in their facts, occasionally pompous, more than occasionally narrow; one can find among them an undeniable amount of opportunism and self-promotion. These are sins, however, hardly limited to neoconservatives. One can disagree fundamentally and vigorously with them; one cannot simply dismiss them except by applying some standard of quality that is applied nowhere else in American political discourse. To dismiss them, furthermore, without confronting their arguments in detail would be a mistake for their critics. It would be to mirror what is in fact one of the neoconservatives’ own major faults, their tendency to treat their adversaries as feebleminded or dubiously motivated, or to admit into the circle of “honorable” opponents only those who share their style or pass some ideological Wassermann test of “pro-Americanism.”


In our time the classic statement of the benefits to be secured in taking one’s political adversaries seriously—and in having political adversaries worthy of being taken seriously in the first place—is found in Lionel Trilling’s preface to The Liberal Imagination. Trilling begins with the observation that has since become the commonplace we already noted: “In the United States at this time liberalism is not only the dominant but even the sole intellectual tradition.” Such a situation poses two dangers. First, the absence of conservative or reactionary ideas “does not mean, of course, that there is no impulse to conservatism or to reaction.” It simply means that such impulses do not “express themselves in ideas but only in action or in irritable mental gestures which seek to resemble ideas.” They may do worse, for “it is just when a movement despairs of having ideas that it turns to force.”


Second, says Trilling, this situation “is not conducive to the real strength of liberalism,” and he turns for precedent to the concluding argument of John Stuart Mill’s great essay on Coleridge: “Mill, at odds with Coleridge all down the intellectual and political line, nevertheless urged all liberals to become acquainted with this powerful conservative mind.” Mill had written that the prayer of every true reformer should be “ ‘Lord, enlighten thou our enemies . . . ’; sharpen their wits, give acuteness to their perception, and consecutiveness and clearness to their reasoning powers. We are in danger from their folly, not from their wisdom: their weakness is what fills us with apprehension, not their strength.” According to Trilling, what Mill welcomed was “the intellectual pressure which an opponent like Coleridge could exert,” forcing reformers to “examine their position for its weaknesses and complacencies.”


That is not quite complete, since it is clear from the immediate context of Mill’s remarks that he is also making something resembling Trilling’s previous point. There will be conservatives, Mill concludes (“the great mass of the owners of large property, and of all the classes intimately connected with the owners of large property”); therefore “to suppose that so mighty a body can be without immense influence in the commonwealth, or to lay plans for effecting great changes, either spiritual or temporal, in which they are left out of the question, would be the height of absurdity.” That these conservatives be reasoning ones rather than unreasoning is better for the reformers, who in contending with them repair the deficiencies in their own thinking, and better for the commonwealth, in which conservatives are destined to have a large influence anyway.


It was Trilling’s opinion that, lacking the intellectual abrasion an intelligent conservatism could provide, liberalism would have to supply it for itself. Since Trilling himself became one of the wellsprings for neoconservative thought, one could ask whether in the end he had not done his work so well that he became the very thing he set out to substitute for—which leads us back to the question of who changed and who remained constant. In any case, in the quarter-century since The Liberal Imagination appeared, Trilling’s wish for an intelligent conservatism that expressed itself in ideas rather than “irritable mental gestures” has often been repeated. It has recently been recalled in regard to the neoconservatives. Joseph Epstein begins one of the most acute evaluations of the new outlook by noting that it is “a conservatism more purely intellectual, and hence more formidable, than any in recent decades. The names associated with it are reputable, belonging mostly to men of solid achievement in the social sciences or intellectual journalism, many of them having themselves once been figures of impeccable liberal or radical standing.” Epstein concludes with the inevitable query: “Could this be the serious conservatism America has so long lacked?”


Epstein never does answer his question. He notes that, thanks to the excesses of the New Left, conservatism has finally achieved “a sort of serious standing . . . as an intellectual force in American life,” and that this new conservatism would “loom large in the politics of the 1970s.” But is this standing earned, or is it only a sorry reflection on the state of American politics and intellectual life? From Epstein’s telling critique of leading neoconservatives, as well as from his title, “The New Conservatives: Intellectuals in Retreat,” one might gather that the latter is the case.



A Serious American Conservatism



Let me not hedge my bet. I believe that neoconservatism is the serious and intelligent conservatism America has lacked, and whose absence has been roundly lamented by the American Left. Much depends, obviously, on what one means by “serious” or “intelligent”; if one conjures up Plato, Hobbes, Madison, Mill, or Marx, then the neoconservatives are going to look pale and petty. So will everyone else. A political tendency has to be judged by a lower standard: It must be allowed its range of thinkers, its inconsistencies, its occupational hazards, its distinctive failings. It will not do, for instance, to point out that neoconservatives contradict one another on some important issues, like the desirability of strong central government. This is true, to be sure, and worth exploring—worth exploring, also, why these differences are so little noticed and so little discussed among them. But such disagreements neither demonstrate that neoconservatism does not exist as an identifiable tendency, nor disqualify it as a serious one. All tendencies of any political significance will have their internal disagreements; such diversity may be evidence of strength rather than weakness. Overall, neoconservatism displays a remarkably unified thrust in its arguments. Nor will it do to point out that neoconservatives are consistently benign in their interpretation of the performance of established institutions, or that they are suspicious of all but the most gentle democratic and egalitarian impulses. What else does one expect? These are criticisms that can, and should, be brought against conservatism generally—they are its natural frailties—but they do not in themselves demonstrate that a given body of thinkers are not able representatives of the doctrine.


There are two ways of testing the proposition that the neoconservatives represent the long-awaited American conservatism. The first way looks to the nature of the ideas they espouse. One might begin, for example, with the arguments that were brought against previous thinkers laying claim to the conservative banner. In 1954 and 1962, Peter Viereck wrote two essays in an attempt to distinguish what he envisioned as a genuine American conservatism from the right-wing deformations associated with Senator Joseph McCarthy and from the aristocratic and integralist deformations appearing in the orbit of William F. Buckley’s National Review. In contrast to the demagoguery of McCarthyism, wrote Viereck in 1954, a true American conservatism would revive established ways, seek to relax tensions, exhibit reverence for the Constitution and all its amendments, pursue an orderly gradualism, protect government officials from “outside mob pressure,” and foster “respect—to the point of stuffiness—for time-honored authority and for venerable dignitaries.” These qualities, Viereck admitted, “are the stodgier virtues. They are not invariably a good thing. All I am saying is that these happen to be the qualities of conservative rule. . . .” He added: “Ahead potentially lies an American synthesis of Mill with Burke, of liberal free dissent with conservative roots in historical continuity.”


Viereck’s second essay, written in 1962, was more sophisticated. His objection to the new conservatism of that time was “its rootless nostalgia for roots.” The southern agrarians of the thirties had appealed to a past that never was; some of the newer conservatives did worse, importing from Europe ideologists totally at odds with native American liberalism. The genuine conservative, argued Viereck, “conserves the roots that are really there,” and in America’s case that meant the liberal-conservative heritage of Locke, of the Constitutional Convention of 1787, and of The Federalist. The American conservative may lean toward Washington, John Adams, and Calhoun, rather than Jefferson, Paine, and Andrew Jackson; but he does not deny the latter. He is anti-Communist but not opposed to many of the economic reforms of the New Deal (which Viereck saw as a Burkean bulwark against socialism). He may even hail the trade unions as a builder of Coleridgian “organic unity” and as counters to that atomization of society which links laissez-faire capitalism and authoritarian statism.


The need for conservative continuity with America’s institutionalized liberal past does not mean identity with liberalism, least of all with optimism about human nature, or utilitarian overemphasis on material progress, or trust in the direct democracy of the masses. Instead, conservative continuity with our liberal past simply means that you cannot escape from history; history has provided America with a shared liberal-conservative base more liberal than European Continental conservatives, more conservative than European Continental liberals.


From “this shared liberal-conservative base,” says Viereck, “. . . grows the core of the New Deal and of the Kennedy program, as opposed to the inorganic, mechanical abstractions of either a Karl Marx or an Adam Smith.” That remark may be fair to neither Marx nor Smith; it certainly reveals the degree to which Viereck’s genuine American conservatism fades into what others consider mainstream liberalism. His essays, it is worth recalling, appeared in the original and revised editions of the volume on the American Right edited by Daniel Bell and featuring articles by several later neoconservatives, Hofstadter, Glazer, Lipset, and Bell himself.


Viereck was a declared conservative. For a view of the same problem from another political perspective, we can turn to a more recent article by Sheldon Wolin, reviewing two books by neoconservatives. “Why has it been so difficult for theorists to develop a theory of American conservatism?” he asks. Wolin, like Viereck, touches base with Louis Hartz’s argument that Lockian liberalism was the basis of the American consensus. “As a result,” Wolin continues, “American conservatism was drawn to the defense of liberal principles and practices. While this confluence of liberals and conservatives produced a ‘mainstream’ of American politics, it left conservatism in something like a permanent identity crisis, without a distinctive idiom or vision.” Conservatives identified with the propertied classes and, in Alexander Hamilton’s disabused view, with the manufacturers. But “the natural allies of conservatism proved a perpetual source of embarrassment.” The property holder became the innovator, “the tireless engineer of change, the creator of urban, technological America, the wizard who persuaded his countrymen that corporations were legal ‘persons,’ entitled to the same protections as individual property but not to the same liabilities.” The growth of corporate power led to the growth of government power; both grew “while the old adversary relationship of the trust-busting era gradually eased into a fitful marriage.”


Wolin sums up the situation in three powerful paragraphs:


The progress of power in America has had a special piquancy for the conservative. While conservative politicians composed hymnals to individualism, localism, Sunday piety, and homespun virtues, conservative bankers, businessmen, and corporate executives were busy devitalizing many local centers of power and authority, from the small business and family farm to the towns and cities. They created the imperatives of technological change and mass production which have transformed the attitudes, skills, and values of the worker; and erased most peculiarities of place, of settled personal and family identity; and made men and women live by an abstract time that is unrelated to personal experience or local customs.


The one living tradition nurtured by the groups and classes which form the power base of conservatism is a peculiarly modern tradition of rationality. It conceives the world as a domain to be rationalized into orderly processes which will produce desired results according to a calculus of efficiency. Its mode of action is ‘rational decision-making’; its ethic is enshrined in cost-benefit analysis; its politics is administration. The romantic conservative, who yearns for Georgian manors, Gothic gardens, and Chartresque piety, has need of a special insensibility if he is to plead for a status quo so devoid of sentiment, tradition, and mystery or to ally himself with those whose profession requires that the world be objectified and abstracted of its human and historical idiosyncrasies before the decision-makers can make sense of it.


A traditionless society that conserves nothing; ruling groups that are committed to continuous innovation; social norms that stigmatize those who fail to improve their status; incentives that require that those who move up must move away: such a society presents a formidable challenge to the conservative imagination. Although it is possible to identify particular American writers as conservative in outlook—A. Lawrence Lowell, Randolph Bourne, Irving Babbitt, Santayana, Faulkner—no distinctively conservative idiom has appeared, no powerful theory that could analyze and explain the corporate and technological society which emerged in the twentieth century, no conception of a praxis connecting politics with the values symbolic of a conservative view of society.


In describing the difficulties faced by an American conservatism, Wolin, like Viereck, suggests the agenda such a conservatism would assign itself, though unlike Viereck he may not mean to do so. To make my point (and it is mine, I should stress, not his), I would have to emphasize certain of his words and modify others. First, it is noteworthy that he speaks of the modern concept of rationality, with its calculus of efficiency and its preoccupation with administration and modes of decision-making, as a “living tradition.” Second, he exaggerates in speaking of “a traditionless society that conserves nothing” and “ruling groups that are committed to continuous innovation.” Not quite “traditionless”; there is at least that “living tradition” of rationality; and in fact there is a good deal more. This society may conserve far less than it should, but “nothing” is surely an overstatement. Nor are the ruling groups purely and simply committed to innovation; they entertain at least some attachment to the past. Even with these modifications, Wolin is certainly right in saying that American society “presents a formidable challenge to the conservative imagination.” Formidable, yes, but perhaps not, as he implies, impossible. Such a conservatism would have to embrace and defend the “living tradition” of modern rationality and argue that this tradition, possibly limited by gradualism (invoke Burke) and intermediate institutions (invoke de Tocqueville), actually promises to protect what has been conserved in America, for instance the “liberal principles and practices” Wolin mentioned earlier. Surely this would not be a conservatism of those yearning for Georgian manors and Chartresque piety but it might be a conservatism of those enamored simultaneously of Victorian cadences, cost-benefit analysis, and the Statistical Abstract of the United States. Several writers for The Public Interest come to mind.

OEBPS/images/9781476729701_cover.jpg
THE

NEQCONSERVATIVES

THE ORIGINS OF

A MOVEMENT

*
WITH A NEW FOREWORD

From Dissent to Political Power

k-

PETER STEINFELS









OEBPS/images/titleimage.jpg
THE
NEOCONSERVATIVES

THE ORIGINS
OF A MOVEMENT

PETER STEINFELS

SIMON & SCHUSTER PAPERBACKS
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi









