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INTRODUCTION



SUCCESS AND FAILURE—AND NOW WHAT?


This book consists mostly of previously published writings. They have been organized into five parts. This lengthy introduction was written exclusively for this volume. It binds together the diverse materials collected, discusses the birth and development of American intellectual conservatism since World War II, assesses intellectual conservatism’s strengths and weaknesses, and comments on whether and in what form conservatism may recover its bearings.



WHY ANOTHER BOOK ON CONSERVATISM?


Something was wrong with post–World-War II American conservatism. That it did not achieve its stated goals is by itself not proof of this point. Conservatism was up against high odds in a deteriorating civilization. What revealed its shortcomings was the way in which it perceived and handled those odds. Even in more favorable historical circumstances, those weaknesses would have become apparent, if perhaps less conspicuous. The weaknesses in question help explain why putative conservatives have not learned much from their mistakes and why they have been unable to see that their accustomed approaches to problems were deficient or misguided.


Despite ambitious, extremely well-financed, and systematic conservative efforts over many years, America has suffered a broad range of disturbing developments. A brief review of how conservatives have related to those developments will indicate that a reexamination of basic attitudes and assumptions has long been needed. “Fiscal conservatism” or “fiscal discipline” has been close to the heart of American conservatism. Millions and millions of dollars have been spent for decades by the Heritage Foundation, the CATO Institute, and other organizations to advance this cause. Yet, even under supposedly conservative or at least Republican administrations, the United States’ national debt has grown by leaps and bounds. It has become so enormous as to far exceed the gross national product. Fiscal discipline is about the last term that might be used to describe governmental spending habits. New deficit spending is routinely being contemplated. Sharply raising the debt ceiling has become routine. The staggering cost of wars has been put on the nation’s credit card. President Dwight Eisenhower warned of the military-industrial complex, but it is today more bloated and influential than ever. Questioning defense spending is seen by many supposed conservatives as “unpatriotic.” Vast sums of money have gone into advocacy groups that claim to want to “keep America safe.” In practice, that has typically meant support for hawkish, even belligerent action in support of “American values” abroad. The American Enterprise Institute (AEI), for example, supported two misguided, hugely costly, and failed wars in which hundreds of thousands died or were maimed. It was while AEI-type scholars had great influence in or on government that 9/11 shattered Americans’ sense of safety. Experts of the same kind urged American intervention in Middle East conflicts that dislocated millions of people. Although AEI scholars and their allies held senior positions at the Pentagon for many years, radical social experimentation was extended to the American military. Today the upper echelons of the military establishment are pleased to demonstrate their “woke” credentials, placing political correctness above military efficiency.


A staple of American conservatism has been advocacy of limited government. Most conservative organizations, including those mentioned, in theory stressed the importance of faithfulness to the US Constitution. But the federal government is today larger and more intrusive than ever, due in no small part to the willingness of conservatives to go along. American constitutionalism is crumbling. The states are forever yielding more authority to the central government. The old checks and balances are barely working. The executive branch has acquired powers and a reach that would have horrified the framers. Supposedly conservative defenses of the “unitary executive” have assisted some of these developments. Contrary to the explicit requirement of the Constitution, Congress has yielded its war powers to the president. A surveillance state has been created, and citizens are increasingly at the mercy of a politicized judicial system. Traditional liberties and free speech are under broad assault. The criminalization of political opponents is ubiquitous. Congress has yielded legislative authority to an enormous and expanding administrative state.


Outside of government, the mainstream electronic and print media are not vigilantly looking for power abuse on the part of the established order but are more disposed to help protect it against more than marginal challenges.


An important branch of an older American conservatism was concerned that the humanities and other high culture, including advanced scholarship, needed to be redirected and promoted, but organizations like the Philadelphia Society and the Intercollegiate Studies Institute have made almost no progress. Colleges and universities have become hotbeds for intellectually flimsy theorizing and idiosyncratic but tyrannical left-wing thought-control. Few if any of America’s national institutions—political, military, educational, journalistic, or religious—can today be said to reliably represent traditional American civilization. Deepening division between what remains of the older America and the forces sympathetic to wokery and cancel culture is tearing at the social fabric.


These developments do by themselves raise questions about the ability of the American constitutional republic to survive, but to them must be added other equally alarming factors, notably America’s deepening problem with ordinary criminality. That problem ranges from the staggering amount of drug abuse and deaths from overdoses in the general population to life-threatening violence. It is a disturbing commentary on the state of the country that each year about twenty thousand Americans are murdered, hundreds of thousands more are the victims of other violent crime, and millions live in fear because of lawlessness. Serious crime has also blended increasingly with general civic disorder, including violent protests, looting, arson, organized attacks on police, and destruction of property and monuments. Maintaining peace and security has always been regarded as government’s most basic duty. The inability—in some cases the reluctance—of American civil authorities to contain even acute disorder shows that law and order and the very stability of society can no longer be taken for granted as central objectives of government. Together with the previously mentioned crumbling of constitutionalism, the abandonment of fiscal discipline and high standards and the spread of street-level lawlessness raise the subject of so-called failed states. Another sign of dysfunction and disintegration is the inability or unwillingness to enforce national borders.


But perhaps the most telling illustration of America’s fraught condition is the wishful thinking of its dominant, trendsetting elites inside and outside of government: their inability or refusal to recognize and act on reality. There may be no more striking example than the trendsetters in America’s foreign policy establishment, including many putative conservatives. Deeply ingrained in them is a certain strain of thought that has long dominated American foreign policy: that the United States must act as global umpire and guarantor of world order and must be sufficiently powerful to overwhelm any competitor. There are many reasons to question this view, but one does not have to be dismissive of it to think that, given the historical circumstances, dreams of American global hegemony are, especially in some versions, not merely unrealistic but dangerously fanciful. One might think that American foreign policy experts, especially ones calling themselves “realists,” would be acutely aware that the country’s pressing political, economic, intellectual, social, and cultural problems are sharply limiting its freedom of action in foreign affairs. Do these problems not mandate modesty and great restraint in strategic and tactical thinking? For the sake of American foreign policy alone, should these experts not be advocating emergency measures to stave off further domestic decline? Should they not recognize that in the concrete historical circumstances at hand their ambitious plans for American global leadership might lead to disaster? But no, with few exceptions, members of the foreign policy establishment continue to place all emphasis on America as the world’s “indispensable nation.” The cynical habit of leaders to deflect attention from domestic failures by stressing foreign threats is well-known to history, but when the American foreign-policy intellectuals assign a hegemonic role to the United States, it suggests a deliberate avoidance of reality—a form of escapism that in the nuclear age is terrifying.


How could all this have happened in the United States? This brief review of ominous developments, including conservative complicity in them, indicates that by any number of measures that should seem appropriate even to conservatives themselves, American conservatism has failed. It may defend itself by pointing to unfortunate historical circumstances and overwhelming opposition, but perhaps its most prominent and debilitating flaw is that it never fully understood those circumstances and the nature of the opposition. For that reason, it could not effectively address them. American conservatism has to a considerable extent contributed to the developments mentioned above, not just because of intellectual confusion but by advocating or accepting ideas and policies that a more mature intellectual conservative culture would have rejected.


The writings collected here all bear more or less directly on American intellectual conservatism from World War II to the present and on these two questions: Why, despite its many strengths, did American conservatism fail, and might the worst of the above-mentioned social disintegration have been averted? This book will take its readers into territory that will probably strike many as unfamiliar. It will introduce perspectives, including criteria of failure or success, that may initially confound some readers. The book will, among other things, show that the word conservatism, which has been used rather loosely above, has acquired many different meanings, some of which are incompatible and some of which would appear to have little claim to the term. The failure that this book examines and tries to remedy clearly does not pertain equally to all varieties of American conservatism. The failure has its main source in certain intellectual inclinations and currents. One of the reasons why sadness has to color the description of the failure is that the dubious influences undermined or drew attention away from major, very promising achievements.


What happened was in a way unexpected. The burst of intellectual energy and creativity in the early 1950s, which foreshadowed what would become a broad and manyfaceted conservative movement, was truly impressive. The leading thinkers were deeply rooted in earlier American and European thought, and their work revivified, extended, and creatively rearticulated old traditions. In decades to come, intellectual currents of a generally conservative cast produced an extraordinary number of books and other publications as well as organizations devoted to spreading such ideas. In anticipation of a subject that will be central to this book, it should be mentioned that in its early stages the movement was not merely or even primarily political in the narrower sense of that word. This would change. The movement’s interest in politics would become more and more pronounced.


Over the last few decades, numerous studies have been devoted to recording and analyzing aspects of this large and complex historical phenomenon. This volume does not attempt to provide a history and comprehensive assessment of American intellectual conservatism. It is not even a systematic treatment of any particular dimension of it. It is a collection of articles and other writings that span a wide variety of subjects but which are all germane to deepening the understanding of American conservatism and weighing its strengths and weaknesses. The book pays particular attention to what made conservatism fail. These articles or excerpts were written at very different times but are held together by certain perspectives and themes. Although they were not written to become parts of a single whole one day, one can see in hindsight that they might have been. They express a certain view of human nature, society, and politics and address recurring central questions. The overlap that is inevitable in a book of this kind confirms an underlying philosophical unity.


The market for books on conservatism is in a sense flooded, but this volume is not typical of the genre. Its ideas are not new exactly because most of the material collected here has been available in some form for many years. But much of it was published in places not frequented by general readers interested in conservatism. Many of these writings appeared in predominantly scholarly outlets that have a limited readership. This book also raises issues different from those that have been emphasized by the people who have dominated public discussion of conservatism. I have spoken a partly aberrant and often rather philosophical language. In those of my writings that reached a fairly wide audience, I also criticized widely read, supposedly conservative public intellectuals, which, in the eyes of many, made me an exasperating dissenter, even a threat, one who should receive the silent treatment. Precisely because trendsetters within the conservative movement were disinclined to take up the concerns prominent in my writing, the contents of this volume may strike some as unusual.


It is today widely acknowledged that conservatism is in disarray or crisis. There is an obvious need for major rethinking of the meaning of conservatism and of what it means to be an American. This book suggests that the current disorientation springs in large measure from certain long-standing, seemingly chronic weaknesses. I have had much to say about them over the years. It can be argued that American intellectual conservatism is not well equipped to cope with the massive long-term challenges that it faces. A prerequisite for dealing with its problems, as with any serious problem, is adequate diagnosis. What went wrong and why? Those wishing to rethink conservatism and the meaning of America in the historical circumstances of today must try to understand the shortcomings that damaged and disoriented conservatism. While devoting much space to analyzing deficiencies, this book points to more promising varieties and potentialities of American conservatism, ones that might have yielded very different results in the past and that might help remedy pressing problems today.



THE LARGER SETTING OF POLITICS


It is common in America to think of “conservatism” as a term relating to politics and economics. It stands for limited government, a strong defense, and a free market. It is less common to include in the definition preferences that are not obviously connected to issues of government. In this book, whether the emphasis is on current practical politics or matters of political principle, it is assumed that issues of politics cannot be adequately understood without relating them to basic questions of human existence, some of which may appear “nonpolitical” or “non-economic.” All notions of government and politics imply assumptions about human nature and society, just as all notions of human nature and society have political implications. A thesis of this book is that politics is indistinguishable from and deeply influenced by society’s general culture as expressed in churches, the arts, literature, music, movies, entertainment, education, and childrearing. Although readers of this volume will come across familiar names, ideas, and controversies, those unacquainted with my thinking may find the general perspective surprising, perhaps even far-fetched. Politics is here placed within a moral-cultural context, including its origins in history. There are frequent references to the history of Western thought. Each article or section represents a more or less explicit rebuke of the tendency, not least among self-described American conservatives, to treat political ideas or practices as if they did not assume and express views of human nature and society.


If asked to discuss the meaning of American conservatism and the direction in which it ought to move today, the typical conservative commentator will want to get as quickly as possible to questions of public policy. Should America advance the cause of freedom and democracy in the world, or should it limit its international commitments and pursue the national interest? Should America treat Russia and China as enemies or as competitors with which to seek peaceful, respectful relations? Should tariffs protect domestic businesses and workers, or should international competition be spurring Americans to greater productivity? Should markets be tempered with reference to a common good or be unfettered except for some ground rules enforced by a minimal state? Should immigration into the United States be easy or permitted only under selective and strictly enforced laws? When one seeks to define conservatism, a broad range of public policy issues are relevant, some of which will come up in this book, but nothing is more important than the frame of mind in which public policy questions are approached. Not even the most detailed and extensive familiarity with the pros and cons of policy choices will ensure that a wise course is adopted. The wisdom of policies selected will depend, in the end, on the quality of the view of life that guides judgment. To what extent does the decision maker have a realistic view of the world? To what extent do policy choices reflect a sound sense of priorities and proportion? What will stop a warped notion of how the world works from influencing decisions? This is to say that the frame of mind within which policy questions are addressed matters greatly. Anything more than a superficial definition or assessment of conservatism must place the basic view of reality at the center. When public policy preferences come up in this book, it is in relation to the general perspective on life that produced them or is implied in them. Much attention will be devoted to basic presuppositions regarding human nature and society in this introduction and elsewhere. It will be argued that certain influential assumptions undermined and diverted an otherwise impressive post–World War II American conservatism.


A recurring concern of this book is to broaden and deepen the meaning of the term political. Only when set within the larger whole of life can political thought or practice be properly understood and assessed. What political or intellectual activists or thinkers with narrow conceptions of power may think of as dwelling on “irrelevancies,” “philosophical subtleties,” or “fine points” is in actuality the only way to fully comprehend the meaning and entailments of policy preferences and to distinguish between tenable and untenable ideas.


Conservatism and politics are addressed here in a manner that ranges far beyond what most people think of as politics. Subjects like ethics, aesthetics, and epistemology may look distant from the world of political practice, but just the opposite is the case. Without exploring them in some depth, it is not possible to have a more than perfunctory view of the “real world.” Properly conceived, these subjects do not take students of politics into a sphere of esoteric abstractions but make possible a more firmly grounded understanding of life in general and of politics in particular. Good philosophy weeds out distorting illusions, reveals important connections, and fosters an uncompromising realism. What is often called “realism” is prone to rather crude assumptions about politics. Many conservatives think themselves more realistic than others because they conceive of political power as being, at bottom, “coercion,” a view held by so-called libertarians and by admirers of Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679), the latter famous for his view that the natural condition of human beings is a war of all against all. The key characteristic of government is thought to be that it has “a monopoly on violence.” This reputed “realism” does in fact betray a cramped, even superficial understanding of power. Some sources of power have little to do with physical violence and coercion but nevertheless strongly influence political and other conduct. Any truly realistic definition of power must take these sources into account. That even highly intelligent American conservatives should find this view counterintuitive helps explain the disorientation of American conservatism today.


Although the writings collected in this volume are, for the most part, not philosophically “technical,” they reflect a certain philosophical outlook that spans a great deal more than politics as ordinarily understood. This is not the place to explain that outlook in depth. It has been done in other books and articles.1 Although I believe that what is offered to the reader in this book can stand on its own, it may be helpful to summarize at least some of the philosophical positions from which my analyses of conservatism and other subjects are derived. Because of the need for brevity, the philosophical terms used will have to be left rather vague, but they acquire further definition in the rest of this volume. It may soothe the reader to know that this brief philosophical excursus will be followed by a move into more familiar territory.


I have tried in my philosophical work to integrate the study of seemingly different but closely related aspects of life and to ascertain their roles and importance within the whole of human existence. The resulting philosophy has been called “value-centered historicism.” It encompasses ethics, aesthetics, and epistemology and shows the intimate connections between goodness, beauty, and truth and their opposites. According to this philosophy, the higher values of human existence are apprehended and attained through a special interaction of will, imagination, and reason in which moral character is primary and indispensable. While defending universal values, value-centered historicism disputes the common view that these values are disembodied intellectual abstractions or vague emotive states. These values actually become known to human beings in experiential particulars—a notion that seems paradoxical to thinkers who are used to placing what is ultimately normative beyond what is near and concrete and used to regarding the universal as empty of concrete particulars. Value-centered historicism challenges moral rationalism—the belief that only abstract rationality can be morally normative—and challenges an equally ahistorical, merely dreamy notion of transcendence. The higher values of life become known to the well-integrated, morally grounded person in experiential particulars.


Contrary to an ancient tendency, which has been reinforced by some theorists associated with American conservatism, history need not be the enemy of higher values or philosophy. On the contrary, these values enter human experience and become available for philosophical scrutiny to the extent that human beings embody them in their lives. Historical-experiential patterns thus created guide new generations to the ultimate source of these values. Sound philosophy, I argue, incorporates the kind of historical consciousness that entered Western thought in earnest in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. That consciousness sharpened the awareness of what a good current state of affairs owes to the past, and it helped foster a generally conservative view of life, as exemplified by the British statesman-thinker Edmund Burke. The analyses of conservatism in this book flow from these larger philosophical interests. The particular writings are, in effect, case studies in the light of value-centered historicism and typically emphasize the moral-spiritual and cultural aspects of problems.


A topic that is central to my philosophical outlook and that receives much attention in this volume is the important role of the imagination in shaping human thought and conduct. How we behave and see the world is affected less by strictly rational considerations than by deep-seated intuitions—by a basic nonconceptual sense of the nature of existence, of what can be expected in life, and of what is desirable. Intuitions already formed direct the attention of the mind and are the material for its theoretical elaborations. Human beings are guided most fundamentally by an overarching sense of the nature of reality and by ingrained hopes and fears. These are derived from a broad range of cultural influences and personal experiences. This sense of what the world is like is intuitive-imaginative rather than rational-conceptual. Because of the influence of the prevalent surrounding culture, some of these intuitive suppositions are widely shared, but the sensibilities and outlooks of individuals are at the same time always unique to them by virtue of their special experiences and circumstances. Creative people—for example, novelists, filmmakers, composers, poets, and artists—who are able to capture the imaginations of others can enter the innermost selves of those others and affect their notion of what is desirable and undesirable, thereby influencing their conduct. Over the years, all the people who are able to color the inner life of others have a cumulative influence that ordinarily far exceeds that of particular political leaders. This is not to deny that political leaders can stir the imagination. They can derive power from an ability to enlist existing popular dreams and hopes in their support. A central theme in this book is the power of “the culture” to shape the predispositions of individuals and hence the evolution of society.



MOVEMENT CONSERVATISM


The term movement was used loosely above to refer to the expanding conservative intellectual current in America after World War II. This current reaffirmed and creatively applied and extended older traditions. But the phrase “the conservative movement” would in time acquire a more specific meaning among people interested in the subject. It became the label for particular patterns of thought, for a movement that had its own distinctive emphases and goals. The origins of what became known as “movement conservatism” can be traced back to William F. Buckley Jr. and his National Review, which was founded in 1955. A gifted writer and polemicist in his own right, Buckley connected to his magazine a number of prominent authors, notably James Burnham, Whittaker Chambers, Willmoore Kendall, and Russell Kirk. The magazine exhibited great intellectual vitality. Animated by Buckley’s tastes and intuitions, the magazine became in effect the architect and umpire of movement conservatism. It could make reputations but also steer attention away from thinkers of whom it did not approve. It is important to understand that the inclinations of this conservatism were more political than they were cultural or philosophical. For Buckley, most of the National Review circle of writers, and most of the magazine’s expanding number of readers, the chief and ultimate goal was to promote a certain political objective, specifically that of capturing the presidency for conservatism—as Buckley and his followers defined it.


The intellectual conservatism that surged in the decade just after the war had great strengths and considerable variety. It seemed poised to challenge “progressive” intellectual trends in America for dominance, but it had to develop in unfavorable intellectual circumstances, which will be discussed in more depth later. One impediment was that it had to evolve without the support of an accompanying mature philosophical culture. It was not assisted and boosted by high-level efforts to explicate, refine, and extend its contributions and to weed out weak ideas. The new conservatism also did not generate any deep desire to remedy that deficiency. One of the consequences was that the strains of early postwar American conservatism that showed the most promise as the foundation for a broad intellectual and cultural renaissance were never fully digested, appreciated, and absorbed. They were not the dominant influence in what became known as “the conservative movement.” One can study this weakness in the otherwise highly successful intellectual enterprise that was National Review.


Buckley’s chiefly political purposes made him prone to a rather dubious type of intellectual ecumenism. Ideas advanced in the magazine were sometimes philosophically incompatible—as when Catholic traditionalism was paired with socially atomistic libertarianism—but they appeared to Buckley sufficiently coherent in political terms to become parts of the political coalition that he envisioned. National Review senior editor Frank S. Meyer tried to make this alliance intellectually consistent in his theory of “fusionism,” which was an attempt to blend classical individualistic liberalism and moral traditionalism. Only a lack of philosophical depth and discipline made it possible for this earnest but ultimately unstable amalgamation to became virtually synonymous with “movement conservatism.”


The problem with Buckley’s magazine and with the ferment that it triggered was not intellectual variety. Even in the most stringently philosophical and discriminating movement, diversity and tension are inevitable. They can be signs of intellectual vitality. The problem was variety stemming from a lack of philosophical discernment and depth.


In their basic interests and tastes, the typical movement conservatives gravitated toward politics and economics, which were perceived as having the most impact on the evolution of society. As directed especially by Buckley, Meyer, and National Review publisher William Rusher, the conservative movement formed the intellectual backbone of the effort to get Barry Goldwater elected president of the United States. Movement conservatives did not abjure advanced ideas and works of art—many of them cited the need for a revival of “Western civilization”—but most of them seemed to have thought of the churches as supplying what was needed by way of higher values. But what about “the culture”? How important were literature, symphonies, paintings, movies, and advanced education? Few movement conservatives stressed them as collectively indispensable to social well-being or evinced a deep personal desire for them. Were they not primarily a kind of adornment to real life? The idea that high culture might be the very lifeblood of civilization was far from their minds. Although tradition had long looked to works of high culture for profundity of vision and a deepening and softening of the spirit—needed not least to elevate politics—the typical movement conservative regarded books, for example, as worthwhile to the extent that they were directly related to politics: political biographies, exposés, documentaries, or policy tracts. Fiction was not positively disdained, but did it not have something insubstantial, vaguely unserious about it that suited it for rest and relaxation? Was a novel not something to bring to the beach for vacation and that should deliver thrilling “action,” preferably having a political aspect? Only a minority in movement conservatism thought of drama, movies, music, and the best of literary fiction as essential to understanding and elevating human existence. Even fewer recognized that, at its worst, culture has the power to degrade society.


The way in which movement conservatives deployed their energy and financial and other resources showed that, for them, changing society for the better depended more on supposedly robust political efforts and intellectual activism directed to general audiences than on addressing seemingly intangible “subtle” issues of culture or “fine points” of philosophy. In the wake of the 1964 presidential election, which saw Barry Goldwater lose by a landslide to Lyndon Johnson, key supporters of Goldwater, including William Buckley, started the American Conservative Union (ACU). The ACU was to coordinate the work of existing organizations and provide intellectual leadership for continued political action. It attracted growing support and became the host of an annual Conservative Political Action Conference, which is attended by thousands. One might say that in its way of combining political ideas and political activism the ACU comes close to embodying the temperament and sense of priorities of the conservative movement. The point here is not that there is something wrong with wishing to organize politically and letting ideas guide politics. Any attempt to improve society will have to have a political dimension. What is at issue is what kind of change is most needed and what kind of political action can best assist that change. The problem has been that the conservative movement had a limited understanding of what forces ultimately move human beings and shape the future. It seemed to many conservatives farfetched that there might be sources of influence more significant for the longer run than controlling government. The movement’s activist political temperament betrayed a pseudo-pragmatism that will be discussed later. Another factor shaping the evolution of conservatism was that the currents within it that attracted the most public attention were those that most directly related to the issues of the day, as defined by the media and existing political and economic interests. Movement conservatism attracted media attention and gained a career advantage by adjusting to the concerns of the intellectual-journalistic establishment.


Despite the admirable efforts of a few leading thinkers, American conservatism never developed a sure and sophisticated sense of what was at the bottom of the problems of America and the Western world. Movement conservatives placed the blame loosely on the growth of “the Leviathan state” and the retreat of religion, as if the expansion and centralization of government and falling church attendance were independent variables and not consequences of deep moral and cultural developments. Lacking a proper diagnosis of what was wrong, conservatives had difficulty identifying and applying remedies.


A recurring observation in the writings collected in this volume is that although American conservative intellectuals often considered the ideas of major thinkers, they were most comfortable with essayistic writing. Few of them felt a strong need for the kind of philosophical depth and rigor that might in time have yielded a more penetrating diagnosis and generated a broader intellectual renewal. A lack of philosophical ambition and a consequent flawed sense of priorities and direction made the movement liable to confusion and manipulation. Although many movement conservatives showed more than a nominal interest in formulating a basic view of the world and especially a notion of moral right, those who most influenced the direction of the larger movement were generally satisfied with middle-brow ideas, at best with a kind of near-philosophy. They might refer to European philosophers and use sophisticated-sounding terminology, but for the most part, they did not attempt systematic, thoroughgoing philosophical explorations. Too often, formulaic regurgitation took their place.


One illustration of the bias in favor of politics is that even when movement conservatives did show serious interest in the basic issues of human existence, they were chiefly attracted to thinkers in political philosophy, the Europeans Eric Voegelin and Leo Strauss prominent among them. Russell Kirk was a good deal more than a political thinker, and he was widely admired and cited, but many influential movement conservatives treated him with thinly veiled condescension because of his more “literary” emphasis. Kirk was not a philosopher in the stricter sense of the word, but he understood much better than his critics the importance to civilization and to politics itself of nonpolitical factors. He was never comfortable with National Review’s fusionism and heavy stress on political-intellectual activism. He wrote a column for it on education from its founding until 1980, but he never allowed his name to appear among the editors on its masthead.



NEGLECT OF PHILOSOPHY AND “THE CULTURE”


Philosophy proper and culture of the most elevated kind will, of course, always be the province of relatively few, but at high points of civilization major figures at that level are respected and heeded by many others. Intellectuals or artists of lesser caliber are inspired by them and transmit their perspectives to the more discerning members of the general public. Sensibilities and insights that elites have in the most refined form spread to different parts and levels of society in simplified, diluted versions. The sense of reality and values that emanates from the most profound works of mind and imagination thus exert a magnetic pull. This pull moderates the tendency for popular tastes to be dragged down by indolence or polluted by intellectuals and artists pandering to humanity’s lower desires.


In the postwar era, there was in American intellectual conservatism broadly understood no strong dynamic of the kind mentioned above that unified and elevated intellectual and cultural efforts. Many American scholars drawn to a conservative outlook made important contributions to particular fields such as political theory, sociology, American constitutionalism, literature, history, and economics, but few attempted the kind of overarching philosophical exploration of basic issues of human existence that might have anchored, informed, and connected particular fields of study. Original and important thinkers did not receive nearly the attention that they deserved. Perhaps the most significant example of this weakness was the failure to recognize the groundbreaking contribution that was made in the immediately preceding generation by Harvard professor Irving Babbitt (1865–1933). That Babbitt had been formally a professor of literature and a cultural critic was probably one reason why he did not attract broad interest among postwar conservatives, focused as they tended to be on politics and economics. Yet Babbitt’s thought was interdisciplinary in the best sense and showed the intimate and crucial connection between culture and politics. Had it not been for Babbitt’s strong influence on a few leading postwar American conservative thinkers, Russell Kirk and Peter Viereck prominent among them, American conservatism would have been without what was perhaps its most original and important ingredient. The case of Babbitt illustrates how major insights available to American conservatism were neglected or only partially appropriated. Important ideas were not philosophically digested and supplemented, were not widely applied to a range of subjects, and did not give rise to the kind of broad, penetrating intellectual and cultural renaissance that might have transformed the American mind and imagination.


The disinterest in more exacting philosophical explorations also made movement conservatism less than discriminating in its likes and dislikes. This book has much to say about movement conservatism’s accommodation of ideas that are fundamentally inimical to conservatism in a traditional sense. Two prominent examples discussed at particular length in this book are its uncritical acceptance of key ideas associated with Leo Strauss and his numerous followers and of the ideology of so-called neoconservatism. This is not to assert that Straussianism and neoconservatism have been without merit, only that major ideas from those sources entered the mainstream of the conservative movement and undermined its ability to address the deeper problems of American and Western society. This was true of their prejudice against relying on history for guidance and their preference for purely abstract theorizing.


The conservative movement’s failure to produce the kind of deep and enduring revitalization that could have transformed American society cannot be blamed solely on its own weaknesses. It should be stated without delay that when it made its first valiant efforts in the postwar period, general historical circumstances were not propitious for the emergence of an advanced conservative philosophical culture. Powerful moral, intellectual, and cultural trends had badly eroded core elements of Western civilization since the eighteenth century. In the universities, the arts, and the general culture, what Walter Lippmann called “the acids of modernity” had produced widespread indifference or hostility to the kind of older Western ideas and tastes that conservatives were trying to revive and develop. Progressive and radical sentiment in ever-new iterations were setting the tone, making conservative impulses a virtually alien influence. In the trendsetting reaches of academic and cultural institutions conservatives were like guerrillas living off the land trying to establish a foothold. That the political dimension of their ideas was often in the foreground intensified resistance.


There is another important reason why American intellectual conservatism did not develop a mature philosophical foundation. A significant feature of the American temperament is pragmatism. In its most admirable form that pragmatism is a salutary check on overly abstract or dreamy speculation. But there is a strong tendency for this pragmatism to become a general impatience with ideas or cultural-artistic phenomena that are not obviously and directly related to practical matters. This pseudo-pragmatism does not recognize that clear, penetrating thinking and a refined sensibility are indispensable to really understanding practical situations. It also overlooks that the culture of a society predisposes its members to practical conduct of a certain kind. In the minds of too many movement conservatives, pseudo-pragmatism combined with dislike of the dominant intellectual and cultural elites to produce a deep ambivalence regarding intellectual and cultural efforts of a more demanding kind. This unease helped keep attention on more obviously “practical” questions of politics and economics, and it served to conceal what is most needed for a society to change its direction—a partly subtle transformation of character, mind, and imagination.


Russell Kirk and Peter Viereck understood better than any of the other leading thinkers in the postwar period that the imagination and culture play a central role, for good or ill, in shaping the future. They had here been deeply influenced by Irving Babbitt. It was Babbitt who had explained the power and conflicting potentialities of imagination and who, using a phrase from Edmund Burke, had given substance to the term “moral imagination.” But the writing of Kirk and Viereck was, though scholarly and often profoundly insightful, predominantly essayistic. They did not feel called to elaborate systematically and with conceptual precision just how the imagination shapes our picture of the world and governs human conduct. As this book discusses, Kirk would become much more influential than Viereck. The latter called himself a conservative but had, by the standards of the 1950s, “liberal” leanings in politics. These leanings seemed to National Review conservatives like Frank S. Meyer disqualifying. Some movement conservatives picked up on Kirk’s stress on the imagination and often talked of the need for “the moral imagination,” but rather than carefully examining the meaning and implications of that term and the deepest sources of human conduct, which would have helped the larger conservative movement to rearrange and focus its priorities, they remained at the level of essayistic expression or near-philosophy. With regard to the most important philosophical questions, members of the conservative intellectual movement as a whole were only loosely connected and headed in disparate directions.


One organization that played a significant role in the evolution of American intellectual conservatism and that would to a considerable extent buck the overall activist trend of movement conservatism was the Intercollegiate Studies Institute (ISI). Its mission was to bring the best of conservative thought to the attention of students and to assist bright young scholars interested in academic careers. Under the leadership of Victor Milione from the early 1950s to the late 1980s, ISI largely followed the sense of priorities defined by Russell Kirk. It gave much attention to basic political ideas and even economics but as integrated into a larger whole that included literature, philosophy, and religion. ISI, too, suffered from the philosophical deficiencies already discussed, but its broadly humanistic and serious intellectual ambitions were for a long time a counter to the movement’s preoccupation with politics more narrowly conceived. ISI’s emphasis on the nonpolitical sources of Western civilization and its intellectual integrity limited its fundraising potential. Milione’s immediate successor, who had served in the Reagan White House, steered ISI closer to the neoconservative and Straussian networks that dominated a few rich foundations.


The most prestige-laden conservative intellectual organization was and remains the Philadelphia Society. It was founded in 1964 to advance the ideas of the free society, specifically, the heritage of the framers of the US Constitution. The Society elected to membership professors, educators, professionals, clergy, and journalists who were interested in discussion of basic issues of liberty and civilization. Among its many distinguished members there were even Nobel Prize winners. The Society’s meetings often featured high-level speeches and panels. It was a truly national organization with a smattering of members from other countries. The Society reflected the variety of influences that had been prefigured in the intellectual coalition forged by William Buckley and the early National Review. The Society exhibited much of the paradox, tension, and confusion previously discussed, which will receive more attention here. The dissonances were, however, largely hidden behind a façade which declared that complementary or at least not incompatible ideas coexisted amicably in the Society. The Society abjured partisan politics, but the members liked to assume that a broad, rough agreement on policy issues reflected a deeper intellectual congeniality. The notion that shared political leanings should trump intellectual discord left a heavy mark on the American conservative movement.


I was able for many years to observe the Philadelphia Society from within, as a guest, a member, a member of its board of trustees, and its president 2001–2002. I appreciated the Society’s commitment to discussion of central issues but was uneasy about its passing over what seemed to me major philosophical divisions. For example, there seemed to be little awareness of the radically anti-conservative implications of Straussian anti-historicism. But philosophical considerations like these attracted little interest or were expected to take a back seat for the sake of political comity. The problem was not diversity of opinion. Wherever serious thinkers gather, there will be differences of opinion. It can be a sign of intellectual vitality. What troubled me was a lack of awareness that ideas of an anti-historical and rather blatantly ideological cast were represented in the Society that, despite superficial appearances, were deeply at odds with traditional American culture and constitutionalism, hence also with the mission of the Society. I could see that these ideas, dubious in themselves, had disturbing practical implications that could discredit the Society. It was these questionable strains of thought that would in time make the Society receptive to, or at least tolerant of, the ideology of American exceptionalism and neoconservatism. In foreign policy these ideas helped feed a propensity for knee-jerk hawkishness, interventionism, and imperial ambition. This kind of thinking receives much attention in this book and will be discussed further in this introduction.


While these ideological currents and their more academic antecedents illustrated the deep but partly submerged philosophical fissures in the Philadelphia Society, it never fully succumbed to the most questionable of the ideas that it embraced. Some of its members, including me, worked to reduce their influence. I published pointed critiques of what I called the new Jacobinism or “democratism,” which will be discussed further in this introduction. Despite these outspoken comments, including a feature article in National Review in 1989, I was elected president of the Society a decade later. I held that post when 9/11 occurred. This was a time when the justified anger of Americans created an opening for hawkish ideology. When, in a presidential address the week after the atrocity, I cautioned against rash, indiscriminate action and expressed the hope that America would heed its best traditions, I was up against just the kind of ideological, imperial thinking that had worried me. Democratist ideology was now showing its practical ramifications. Neoconservatives or people accepting of them now became more influential in the Society. In the years after my presidency I was invited to the Society a few times to speak on this controversial topic, and I continued my criticisms.


The conservative movement organization that comes the closest to embodying its preoccupation with politics and that has attracted the most money, by far, is the Heritage Foundation in Washington, DC. It put most of its munificent resources into Washington-centered policy activism, including systematic attempts to influence members of Congress. It paid lip-service from time to time to the conservatism of a Russell Kirk, but in practice it was mostly interested in directly affecting policy. Philosophical rigor mattered much less. Straussians and neoconservatives were influential. This was conducive to fundraising and media approval but reflected and aggravated the intellectual confusion typical of movement conservatism. Heritage had great sway in other conservative organizations, including the Philadelphia Society. Because of its roots in Buckleyite conservatism, Heritage was not as close to neoconservatism as the American Enterprise Institute, which became known as “Neocon Central.”


Heritage and its donors seemed not to notice that the enormous expenditures on policy activism did little to reverse “progressive” and radical trends in the country. In 2013 Heritage’s long-time president, Ed Feulner, retired and was replaced by former US Senator James DeMint. He and his top lieutenants took Heritage in partly new directions. Interestingly, they seemed to recognize the limits of short-range policy activism. They evinced more interest in the power of ideas in academia and elsewhere to produce long-term change. This new departure was cut short in 2017 when the new regime was ousted by people committed to the old emphases. Ed Feulner was brought back to run Heritage and help find a new president.


The preoccupation of movement conservatism with politics and policy activism was reinforced by the willingness of corporate and other donors, including the military-industrial complex, to support much of this supposedly efficacious work. Policy shops and think tanks proliferated. The availability of money for this kind of writing and research generated more and more of it and also slanted the intellectual perspective of what was published. The sheer volume of books, articles, papers, and speeches of this type made the genre look more important than publications whose immediate significance for practical politics was not obvious. The preponderant flow of writing together with the aforementioned pseudo-pragmatism and the reluctance even among leading intellectuals to delve into the most demanding problems of philosophy helped make topics centered on politics and policy wholly dominant within American movement conservatism. That politics might be an off-shoot, consequence, or manifestation of other developments seemed utterly far-fetched.


There was of course nothing wrong with an interest in politics or with addressing general audiences on political issues. Politics matters, and writing for the general public must by definition be widely accessible. When it comes to conveying ideas or phenomena difficult for nonexperts to understand, essayistic or journalistic writing is positively indispensable. But what will stop popular writing from descending into a cacophony of superficial opinion, from being pulled down to the lowest common denominator? What will steer discussion to truly important topics? What will define a sense of direction, priorities, and proportion? One can imagine a state of public discussion in which emphases are decided by nothing more than the trends and fashions of the moment, by people with a gift for sniffing out and pandering to emerging tastes. Drift and confusion then become the order of the day. Or one can imagine an environment in which certain basic assumptions do structure debate but are so misguided that really bad consequences result. If no sophisticated, overarching, and unifying vantage point exerts a magnetic pull, intellectual and other standards will not only be low but subject to trendy opinion.


American movement conservatism in the last quarter of the twentieth century did exhibit a certain esteem for leading intellectuals, but this celebration of a few typically formed part of political-intellectual activism, serving the interests of the alliance or network with which the respected thinkers were associated. The task of deciding which writers were to be lionized and which ideas were to be viewed as brilliant fell too often to bright but intellectually limited people—magazine or newspaper editors, heads of foundations and think tanks, media figures, writers of snappy articles, or politicians. Intellectuals, books, and schools of thought acquired reputations out of all proportion to their intrinsic merit. A supposedly conservative book that fits that description is Allan Bloom’s The Closing of the American Mind, published in 1987. The astounding amount of attention that this book received had little to do with its quality. But Bloom was a prominent figure in the large and growing Straussian network, and his message appealed to or intrigued members of the liberal establishment. Intellectuals with access to leading magazines and newspapers treated the book as if it were a profound work on education. It may have puzzled some conservatives that a putatively conservative book attracted so much favorable interest among people of whom they were ordinarily deeply suspicious, but conservatives were starved for favorable attention in America’s trendsetting circles. Few conservatives actually read Bloom’s bestseller, and even fewer detected that, contrary to its reputation, it had a barely concealed anti-conservative message. The anomaly that books and articles of poor or modest quality could turn their authors into intellectual authority figures is often compounded in America by the fact that audiences defined by ethnicity or religion routinely give exaggerated praise to writers who belong to their group.


The conservative movement tended to take its cues less from learned, incisive thinkers than from intellectuals who reached large audiences. But are not reputations and intellectual priorities always created by arbiters who influence many people although they have no particular intellectual stature of their own? They are. That is why intellectual gatekeepers, those who can steer discussion and make or break reputations, need to be as vitally connected as possible to thought of the highest caliber, thought that transcends special interests and the fashions of the movement.


The problem with the conservative movement was not that it had too few intellectuals or that they were insufficiently active. Their numbers grew quickly, and they addressed a wide range of subjects. Their debates were lively and often high-level. New conservative groups and venues often came into being. If anything, too many people were ready with an opinion. The trouble was that in the midst of all of this intellectual energy, movement conservatives were disinclined to look beyond general ideas to systematic, in-depth treatment of the most difficult issues of religion, ethics, aesthetics, and epistemology. It seemed to movement conservatives that the supposed distance of advanced philosophy from the world of practice excused them from paying close attention to it. What was missing was a link to a mature philosophical culture that might have guided, integrated, and sharpened intellectual efforts.


For the most part, conservative “schools of thought” in academia and elsewhere did not produce mutually complementary points of view. They tended to be self-absorbed and to take little genuine interest in each other. This insularity served in part to give members of the school a sense of self-importance and a belief that no widening of their intellectual scope was necessary. What was outside of the school was by definition inferior. A particularly good example of this kind of self-reinforcing intellectual isolation was the network of disciples of Leo Strauss. This network actively cultivated a sense of superiority and disdain for outsiders. Socially and intellectually insecure persons could here achieve self-respect by affirming the profundity of the Great Teacher, whose thinking they, but no others, really understood. Insularity of this kind became a prominent feature within American conservatism. A more ecumenical frame of mind and greater depth, discipline, and coherence at the philosophical center might have given rise instead to a multifaceted but more integrated and sophisticated intellectual movement. But this never happened. The kind of cohesion that movement conservatism did exhibit was more apparent than real, loose terminology concealing rather sharp intellectual tensions.


There is an example of weak conservative interest in advanced, “technical” philosophy that is all the more revealing in that it has characterized a supposedly intellectual conservative movement. I am thinking of the more or less veiled prejudice against, even condescension toward, German historical philosophy. The latter has been viewed as obscure, pretentious, and “abstract” as well as pernicious. It is worthy of note that the two modern European thinkers who most influenced the political theory of American movement conservatism, Leo Strauss and Eric Voegelin, were, despite their German background, unfriendly or hostile to the philosophy in question, Strauss especially so. There is much to criticize in this German philosophy as in all intellectual movements. The extravagances of Hegel are a case in point. But Strauss and Voegelin were strangely unreceptive also to the creative, groundbreaking features of the new historical consciousness and to related philosophical developments, including the contributions of Hegel. One major figure who was influenced by this philosophy was Max Weber (1864–1920). Voegelin and Strauss both wrote extensive and widely read criticisms of him that were deeply flawed but accepted as authoritative by their followers. The point here is not to attribute special significance to Weber, although he has had great influence, but to note that the criticisms Strauss and Voegelin directed against him betrayed obvious, even embarrassing misunderstandings and distortions. These disclosed a strange unfamiliarity with the modern historical consciousness, which had long stirred within philosophy and had been a major ingredient in the rise of modern Western conservatism. Edmund Burke was in important ways a forerunner of this German philosophy. It seems to have never occurred to Strauss and Voegelin that this new philosophical impulse had the potential for strengthening the ancient Greek philosophy they thought they were defending. They seem to have been psychologically resistant even to considering the possibility. It is no coincidence that in Natural Right and History (1953), based on his Walgreen Lectures at the University of Chicago, Strauss launched an elaborate attack on Burke. Strauss clearly wanted to make sure that Burke would not have an influence in America. Neither is it a coincidence that Voegelin showed no interest in exploring Burke’s thought. Strauss and Voegelin had significant disagreements, but they advanced notions of moral universality that disconnected it from history. In large part because of the influence of the two thinkers, German ideas that should have been of great philosophical interest to conservatively inclined intellectuals were widely ignored or positively shunned. These ideas were also hard to understand, a difficulty that was blamed on German obfuscation, not on the interpreters’ lack of philosophical preparation. The prejudices of Strauss and Voegelin, particularly Strauss’s strictures against “historicism,” became an excuse for philosophical dabbling and disinterest in tradition.



ANTI-HISTORICISM


Perhaps the best example of paradox and lack of philosophical acumen in the American conservative movement is that, partly through the mediation of William Buckley, the movement became widely associated with Straussian anti-historicism and a correspondingly abstract notion of higher values. When it comes to addressing questions of moral universality and right, Strauss asserted, history and tradition lack all authority. The paradox here is that students of modern conservatism in the Western world had long regarded Edmund Burke, the eighteenth-century British thinker-statesman, who was in some respects a forerunner of Hegel, as a key figure and as perhaps the most representative conservative thinker—even as the father of modern conservatism. And why had he been so regarded? Because Burke saw the close connection between attaining virtue, wisdom, and knowledge and learning from history. He believed in conserving the best of the human heritage, what he called “the bank and capital of nations and of ages,” not as an alternative to pursuing higher values but, on the contrary, as an indispensable guide to those values. The individual is morally and intellectually weak, but the species is wise. Burke had an acute awareness that the past has shaped and moves in the present. Concrete instances of well-being now enjoyed owe greatly to the efforts of ancestors. Tradition at its best does not offer final answers but attunes human beings to goodness, truth, and beauty—to divine providence. The transcendent reveals itself as, guided by history, humanity struggles to articulate it afresh. For Strauss, by contrast, Burke’s “historicism” represents a threat to moral universality, what Strauss calls “natural right.” This historicism is, Strauss contends, a greater danger than the ideas of the French Jacobins, whose conception of universal human rights are at least appropriately ahistorical, abstract. According to Strauss, what is ultimately normative in human affairs can be discerned only by abstract rationality, while Burke’s defense of the historical consciousness amounts to relativism or nihilism. This is historicism and must be flatly rejected. Strauss’s view of Burke and historical consciousness betrays a pronounced reductionism. Strauss never contemplates that historical thinking might have a form entirely different from what he rejects. He seems psychologically resistant to consider the possibility. But, surely, the experience and achievements of the human race are a rich source of guidance for intellectually limited and otherwise flawed individuals. It is revealing that so many self-described American intellectual conservatives should have adopted moral rationalism and turned anti-historicism, previously associated in the Western world with radicals and revolutionaries, into an ideological staple.


Undermining respect for historical experience and advancing a purely abstract notion of universality was no marginal philosophical move. It was a stratagem with far-reaching ramifications. The implied view of human nature, society, and right was hard to reconcile, for example, with the old belief of mainstream Christianity that tradition is an essential support for religious life and thought and with its central idea that the Word was historically incarnated. The latter belief flatly contradicts the notion that moral right can have nothing to do with history. It has been a striking and curiously incongruous element of movement conservatism that numerous Christian movement conservatives, especially Roman Catholics, adopted Straussian anti-traditionalism and moral rationalism. That they could be so easily won over to a view sharply at odds with their supposed religious beliefs suggests a lack of elementary philosophical discernment. Strauss and his disciples may have intuited that in this quarter vague notions of natural law together with philosophical innocence would ease acceptance of his notion of natural right. A group that might otherwise have been the most likely to enroll in the defense of tradition would instead, unknowingly, set out to undermine it.


The anti-historicist prejudice against learning from history and the preference to be guided by purely abstract ideas also runs counter to the American constitutional temperament. The latter is reflected, for example, in Madison’s view that the setting up of government is better informed by experience than by theorists “in their closets.” One of the reasons why Edmund Burke was sympathetic to the American colonists in their resistance to the British government was that they were complaining of violations of long-standing traditions, including “the rights of Englishmen.” Their thought, practice, and general sense of direction evinced continuity with classical, Christian, and British traditions. The framers built original features into the Constitution, but in essential respects it implied and extended the way of thinking about life and politics that the colonists had brought to America and adapted to their circumstances. The framers of the Constitution assumed and hoped that the culture and personality traits that had generated constitutionalism in the first place would continue to shape the American people and its leaders. Their constitutionalism grew out of and depended for its survival on the habits of moral virtue and responsibility that these traditions had fostered. These habits had to be carried forward. Followers of Strauss, by contrast, have argued, some with great intensity, that the founders deliberately broke with the past and constructed something new on the basis of abstract, ahistorical “principles.” According to the late Harry Jaffa, to celebrate the American founding is to celebrate revolution. Jaffa’s contrived, reductionistic view of the founding gained currency among young Americans who had little historical or philosophical education but who found in this ideology a language for expressing their patriotism. One has to wonder if Jaffa’s reinterpretation of America and the Constitution as based solely on abstract principles rather than on an old heritage did not express a nonphilosophical desire: to be able to think of America and the Constitution as not being creatures of WASP culture. If understood as based on ahistorical principles, the Constitution would appeal more to Irish, Italian, and Polish Catholics and even to non-Christian recent arrivals in America. Jaffa’s view of the American founding conflicts so much with the historical record that it is plausible to think that it serves a deep psychological need. It is as if Jaffa and theorists like him see America’s actual past as a source of discomfort. Their anti-historicism might as well have been tailor-made to discourage Americans from studying and cherishing their historical origins.


The just-described abstractionist notion of “the founding” actually reinforced the old progressive view of the meaning of America, which was powerfully and persuasively challenged by Russell Kirk and other scholars before and after Jaffa and the Straussians. The ahistorical idea of the founding made it appear that the survival of the Constitution was a matter of Americans keeping certain ideas in their heads, which drew attention away from the more demanding task of nurturing the personal and cultural habits, most importantly the moral character, that had given rise to the spirit of constitutionalism in the first place. Looking back on the development of America since the adoption of the Constitution, it is possible to see that a failure to undertake this demanding work of transmission and revivification was bound to erode the accomplishments of the framers. The institutions they set up could not work as intended unless they were animated by people who embodied what I call the constitutional personality. Without people of that kind, the institutions would become mere plans on paper or would be put to nefarious purposes.


“A republic, if you can keep it,” is how Benjamin Franklin is supposed to have described the new American form of government. To understand the actual origins of America’s constitutional regime is the same as to recognize what is required for it to survive. Keeping it is not a matter of course. Repeating certain “founding principles” could never substitute for the arduously acquired traits of the constitutional personality, including the moral character on which everything else depends. To champion the US Constitution without emphasizing its moral and cultural prerequisites is in effect to undermine it.


It can be argued that, in the final analysis, it was precisely a failure to satisfy the demanding preconditions of American constitutionalism that produced the decline of the American constitutional temperament and the deep constitutional crisis of today. Some Straussians might argue that nothing could have been further from their intention than to weaken the Constitution, but their abstractionist notion of its nature helped produce just that effect. To be a good American did not require respect for, familiarity with, and cultivation of the cultural heritage that made American constitutionalism possible. All that was needed was adherence to America as an “idea.”


Ahistoricist thinking regarding America helped prepare the way for the notion that, unlike other countries, America is not a historically evolved society with deep roots in a particular past. America is “exceptional.” It is founded on principles that make it a model for other countries. One leading Straussian, the late Allan Bloom, referred to “the American Project.” America’s principles are everywhere applicable, he asserted. World War II was “an educational project” fought to force those who did not accept American principles to do so. This view of America’s role, which receives much attention in this book, reinforced and ideologically garnished the already strong imperial impulse in the American foreign-policy establishment. Academic Straussianism here became indistinguishable from the more directly political ideological current known as “neoconservatism,” which gained political prominence in the 1980s. Most of the leading neoconservatives had once been on the hard left. They had now had “second thoughts,” but had a vision of the world transformed. They had global ambitions. What they desired for the world was a mixture of equality, democracy, and capitalism. Almost without anybody in the conservative movement noticing, neoconservatism became the dominant public voice of the conservative movement—another instance of philosophical incongruity.


Like Straussianism, neoconservatism was not uniform, but its representatives had foreign-policy views of a markedly hawkish and imperial cast. No advanced knowledge of intellectual history was required to see that its philosophically rather crude ideological universalism was closely akin to the radicalism of eighteenth century French Jacobinism, a resemblance that is discussed in depth in this volume. It is appropriate to mention that it was the fondness of the Jacobins for “abstract,” ahistorical principles and their disdain for historically evolved beliefs and practices that scared Edmund Burke and inspired him to write his seminal Reflections on the Revolution in France, in which he accurately predicted many of the events that would become known to history as the “Reign of Terror.”


The affinity of many self-described American conservatives for ahistorical theorizing, the virtual opposite of a historically informed and grounded view of life, exemplifies the sometimes glaring philosophical shortcomings and contradictions that will be taken up in these pages.


These preliminary observations regarding intellectual flaws are not meant to assert that Straussians and neoconservatives have made no salutary contributions to American conservatism. My emphasis has been on the basic assumptions that are most distinctive and characteristic of their thinking and that have been most detrimental to the intellectual development of the conservative movement. Straussians and neoconservatives have of course sometimes moved outside of those limiting assumptions and linked up with and contributed to more promising intellectual currents. In recent years, increasingly threatening social and political circumstances have also made ahistoricist ideology look more and more distant from historical reality. What is the relevance of formulaic notions of “the American founding” for facing the collapse of American institutions, the fragmenting of America, and precipitous cultural decline? These acute challenges have prompted many anti-historicists, especially of the so-called West Coast, Claremont variety, to frame responses. Straussians appear to be pushing their old formulas to the side as incidental to pressing needs. It remains to be seen whether the confrontation with the real world will trigger a more than superficial reassessment of old assumptions. Ideologues tend to hang on to their most cherished illusions even after reality has called them into question. It would not be surprising if the abstractionist mindset that created the notion of American exceptionalism lingered and reconstituted itself, for example, as an unsound form of nationalism. Another more cheering possibility is that worsening historical circumstances will help dispel abstractionism and generate a new intellectual seriousness.



THE NEED FOR INTELLECTUAL RENEWAL


Why give much attention to philosophically inferior and inauspicious ideas? One reason is that ideas of that kind can move entire societies and thus affect the course of history. I started to pay closer attention to Straussian anti-historicism and neoconservatism in the late 1970s because I expected their influence to grow, not because they had intellectual merit but because they appealed to and advanced powerful interests. What was curious, if not unexpected, was that, with very few exceptions, movement conservative intellectuals seemed oblivious to or unconcerned about what was happening. It seemed to me that to avert decline, stagnation, and worse, it would be necessary for conservatism to shake off the more dubious aspects of these intellectual currents. Yet something about the intellectual background of the movement conservatives made them strangely undiscerning—tolerant of, even receptive to, the mentioned ideas. It was this lack of awareness of danger that made me try to expose some obviously questionable ideological notions and to warn of their practical implications. A question that comes to the forefront in this book is why so many intellectual conservatives failed to notice or call out these ideas. One explanation is the previously mentioned bias in favor of politics narrowly conceived, which included the old Buckleyite practice of including in the movement whatever seemed to match certain roughly defined political criteria. Those criteria were themselves questionable, but to challenge the ideas of well-known “conservatives” was to risk censure as a troublemaker. With very few exceptions, those who did recognize or at least intuit the problem of misguided alliances were reluctant to offend people with the power to affect reputations and steer financial resources. A deeper, strictly intellectual explanation for the lack of opposition also helps explain the habit of giving primacy to politics, the less than mature philosophical culture that has already been discussed. It says much about the state of American intellectual conservatism that the criticisms of questionable ideas and alliances I started advancing a few decades ago are almost as relevant today.


I should elaborate on a qualification at which I have already hinted. It bears on whether conservatism might at this late hour begin to repair its flaws. It should be evident that there is need for a major critical assessment of basic assumptions, which will require considerable time. Given the weaknesses of some of the main currents of movement conservatism, might those currents be salvageable in some new form? Will people holding inauspicious views be able and willing to break out of ingrained intellectual habits and explore philosophically unfamiliar territory. It is relevant to mention what might not seem obvious to all: that intellectual currents or “schools” that are defined by general ideas are made up of human beings who are not all of a piece. They have a mixture of traits and thoughts, some of which are discordant. To take an example, some Straussians, who are pegged as such because of their intellectual leanings, mentors, and tell-tale terminological habits, may in important respects transcend the label. The anti-historicism of Strauss, for example, may for some Straussians be less a well-considered theoretical stance than a rhetorical signal that they reject moral nihilism or relativism. Ideological formulas that they are echoing—“the American founding,” “the Declaration of Independence,” “equality,” “Lincoln,” “natural right,” etc.—may, in the end, mean less to them than very different views and leanings, such as Christian beliefs, a visceral love of America, or even a Burke-like respect for the America of history. Because of their limited exposure to history and philosophy, it may surprise them to discover that the anti-historicism and abstract universalism to which they are at least nominally committed are actually incompatible with beliefs about which they care deeply, that they do, in fact, overlap with modern progressivism and radicalism. One can imagine the intellectually and psychologically liberating effects of recognizing philosophically and historically dilettantish beliefs for what they are and to be thus extricated from them. Young persons especially, who have been unknowingly at loggerheads with themselves, might discover a more appropriately named conservatism and an America quite different from that of their abstract, ideological formulas. An obstacle to this kind of intellectual broadening and deepening is that the Straussian network has for a long time relied heavily on psychological bonding and bolstering to induce self-confidence and loyalty.


Of the other more or less well-defined “schools” or strains of thought within movement conservatism whose weaknesses have similarly impeded intellectual development, so-called libertarianism presents a special intellectual challenge. The fact that the term “libertarian” has so many meanings, some of them incompatible, presents a basic problem of definition. Some libertarians defend limited government and liberty while recognizing what these goods owe to historical evolution, community, and moral responsibility, while others associate libertarianism with social atomism, abstract rationalism, hedonism, and moral nihilism. The fact that many libertarians are economists points to the need for distinguishing between different ways of understanding the free market. That some forms of libertarianism cannot be reconciled with conservatism in any meaningful sense should be obvious, but most movement conservatives have been uninterested in or incapable of making important basic distinctions. Deciding what is and is not tenable in libertarian and free-market thinking would be a large and worthy project, but this need receives only limited attention in this volume.


Another large subject that would deserve its own extensive treatment is how conservatives have dealt with religion. One might have thought that they would have been on high alert against deformed religious sentiment and that they would have quickly identified and opposed a hugely influential but spurious form of spirituality that receives much attention in this book. Conservatives reaffirmed traditional beliefs but have been only vaguely aware of, and not well-equipped to oppose, sentiments that were transforming the meaning of traditional terms. This failing has been closely connected to another major weakness that I am just about to discuss and that will take up much space in this book. Even belated efforts to remedy that particular problem could have wide-ranging salutary effects.


Many intellectuals who think of themselves as “realists” or hard-nosed pragmatists will of course resist my making a big to-do about conservatives having missed what the supposed realists consider fine and very subtle distinctions with minimal relevance for practical life. What matters in the real world, they think, is adapting to and winning a down-to-earth struggle for power. This way of minimizing the importance of ideas and other “nonpolitical” factors is but one example of what has greatly hampered the development of American intellectual conservatism. One can grant an element of truth in the putatively “hard-nosed” approach to politics, especially at a time when society and its culture are imploding, but even the harshest, roughest actions exhibited in the power struggle are bound to reflect “pre-political” sentiment so that no genuine realism can do without a more than superficial understanding of the deepest sources of human action. This book deals extensively with issues of national security and international relations. It shows that some highly dubious intellectual constructs and dreams would not stay in the mind and imagination but were rife with implications for practical action. Bombs would fall and many thousands would die. If there is to be an intellectual renewal of American conservatism worth the name, the greatest need to be addressed may be that of acquiring a better grasp of what makes human beings tick.


Much of what is here offered to the reader is an attempt to sort out what is what and to criticize thinking that would soon have been refuted or marginalized if American conservatism had evolved in an intellectual environment of greater philosophical maturity and stringency. As the previously mentioned anomalies illustrate, American conservatism has struggled to articulate its essential identity. It has had great difficulty defining key terms, including “virtue,” “universal values,” “nationalism,” “freedom,” and, of course, “history.” Very loose definitions have often served as vehicles for very questionable ideas, as has the term “conservatism.” The latter has become so flexible as to make room for opposites, putting it on par with the by now virtually useless term “liberalism.” To a surprising extent, what presents itself as American conservatism often turns out to be on closer inspection quite different from the kind of conservatism that extended the thinking, temperament, and historically evolved culture of the framers of the US Constitution: a conservatism with deep roots in classical and Christian traditions, as transmitted through British culture. To point this out is to indicate that American conservatism faces a daunting intellectual challenge.



THE UNRECOGNIZED POWER AND THE ROAD NOT TAKEN


Postwar American conservatism produced a wide array of criticism of religious, moral, cultural, intellectual, political, and economic phenomena that it saw as threatening traditional Western civilization in general and American constitutionalism and liberty in particular. A recurring theme was the damage done by Enlightenment rationalism and positivism. A belief in allegedly scientific, strictly rational inquiry steered the Western mind away from the study of the moral-spiritual dimension of human existence, which had been given precedence in the previous millennia. For leading conservatives, the rationalistic fascination with science and neglect of transcendent higher values seemed the most important reason for the disorientation and decline of the West. Modern ideologies, most obviously Marxism with its admitted materialism, filled the vacuum left by a retreating Christianity. Conservatives properly warned of letting supposedly scientific methodology replace other ways of studying humanity. I call this inhumane epistemology “scientism.” Conservatives sharply criticized the idea that the human condition could be transformed into something vastly better through scientific engineering. For many, C.S. Lewis’s The Abolition of Man identified the greatest threat to a humane existence.


This book suggests that there was another, perhaps even more powerful source of what is by now the far-advanced deconstruction and replacement of the old Western civilization. Progressive modernity did celebrate reason, but it also had its own quasi-spiritual vision for humanity, and the latter as much as faith in science accounted for its appeal and profound influence. A few leading conservative thinkers in the postwar era who had read Irving Babbitt seriously knew of this other danger but were only partially aware of its scope and momentousness. They did not explore Babbitt’s insights into this force in philosophical depth and did not fully incorporate it into their analyses of what was going wrong in Western society. Focused on other deleterious phenomena, movement conservatives never developed a more than limited grasp of the pervasiveness of this influence. What I have in mind is a new sensibility, a new way of viewing and reacting to the world—a new form of imagination. It changed the understanding of the basic terms of the human condition, most importantly of the nature of morality and goodness. It was not another brand of rationalism or scientism. It was a sentimental brand of caring and benevolence that was indistinguishable from a sense of moral superiority in the bearer. To explain further, I need to elaborate on an aspect of the subject of culture that was discussed above and to which movement conservatism gave wholly insufficient attention.


During the eighteenth century, the new way of imagining life started permeating Western elites. This development was roughly contemporaneous with Enlightenment rationalism and had in common with it a disdain for Western moral-spiritual traditions. Yet it had its own distinct dynamic and became a powerful strain of romanticism. A brand of “idealism” emerged that sought the remaking of the world. The inspiring sensibility can be summarized in the phrases “love of humanity” or “brotherhood of man.” By the twentieth century it had probably become the dominant source of moral self-worth in the Western world, though still in competition with lingering older classical and Christian views of human existence. This new sensibility redefined justice and good and evil. One of the reasons it proved difficult for many even to detect the radical nature of this sensibility was that it bore a superficial terminological resemblance to classical or Christian moral-spiritual beliefs. It retained words like “virtue,” “love,” “justice,” “responsibility,” and “compassion” but gave them a wholly different meaning infused with “touchy-feely,” teary-eyed sentiment. It could present itself as an improved, more deeply and broadly caring and liberating spirituality.


Another reason movement conservatives had difficulty pinpointing and understanding this force was that it did not fit the pattern of phenomena to which they normally affixed blame, such as “atheism,” “rationalism,” or “materialism.” Eric Voegelin, who started influencing American intellectual conservatism in the 1950s, is a prominent example of a thinker who did not, except quite indirectly, explore the role of the imagination. The subject had long been extensively discussed by European philosophers, especially in the fields of epistemology, aesthetics, and literary studies, but Voegelin did not have a vocabulary for addressing this part of consciousness, as if he considered it of negligible or secondary importance. Voegelin did intuit some of the power of warped imagination, but he accounted for the pernicious effects of this unrecognized imagination by using his own accustomed analytical categories. For him, as for so many other intellectuals who defended a more traditional Western view of life, the key source of spiritual deformation and social decline was a corruption of reason, such as the one brought by Enlightenment rationalism. What I am pointing out is that the moral sensibility now under discussion was primarily a product of a transformation of the imagination—which is a preconceptual, primordial apprehension of the world. This new sensibility, felt by the possessor to be a form of high spirituality, had been drained of traditional moral-spiritual content, specifically of the view that man is morally divided against himself and capable of evil as well as good. It was suffused instead with dreaming and emotion. Hiding behind nonthreatening, familiar-sounding terms like “love,” “compassion,” and “service,” this pseudo-spiritual imagination drastically changed the self-understanding of Western men and women.
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