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FOREWORD



Patrick J. Buchanan


WHAT HAPPENED TO THE AMERICAN RIGHT? What became of a movement once so united and disciplined it could deliver the presidency, consistently, to the Republican Party?


That the old house is divided, fractured, fallen, is undeniable. The great unifier, Ronald Reagan, is gone. The Cold War that brought conservatives together is over. With the Berlin Wall down, the captive nations free, the Evil Empire dissolved and subdivided, many on the Right have stacked arms and gone home. Once there, they have discovered that we come from different neighborhoods, honor different heroes, believe different ideas. To understand the new rifts on the Right, scholars have begun to research its history, explore its roots. Latest to do so is Justin Raimondo, who, in this book, argues that conservatism is a cause corrupted and betrayed. His is a story of heroes and villains, heresies and excommunications, faithfulness and betrayal—a veritable Iliad of the American Right.


Raimondo’s book goes back sixty years to the days when the Old Right first rose in rebellion against the New Deal and FDR’s drive to war. Believers in limited government and nonintervention, the Old Right feared involvement in a second world war would mean permanent disfigurement of the old republic, and a quantum leap in federal power that could never be reversed.


But history is written by the winners.


And these men lost it all: jobs, careers, and honored places in their nation’s memory. But they never lost their principles. Garet Garrett, John T. Flynn, Frank Chodorov—who has heard of this lost platoon of the Old Right? They went down fighting and ended their lives in obscurity, resisting the clamor to sign up for the Cold War.


Theirs, declares Raimondo, is the lost legacy. And the failures of conservatism are traceable to the Right’s abandonment of that legacy. Beginning in the midfifties, the Right was captured and co-opted by undocumented aliens from the Left, carrying with them the viruses of statism and globalism.


First in from the cold, Raimondo writes, came the Communists, refugees from Stalin’s purges, the Hitler Pact, and Moscow’s attack on the Baltic republics and Finland. First among these was James Burnham, ex-Trotskyite of whom Orwell wrote that he worshipped power. Burnham went on the masthead of National Review from its founding in 1955, to become grand strategist of the Cold War. He would be awarded the Medal of Freedom by Ronald Reagan himself. But, Raimondo argues, Burnham was never a true conservative; indeed, was barely tolerant of conservatives. A Machiavellian after renouncing Marxism, Burnham preached “American Empire” as the necessary means to combat Communist empire and was first to call for the creation of a “democratic world order.”


A second wave of migrants was the neoconservatives. Though Trotskyite, socialist, or Social Democrat in their youth, by the midsixties they were JFK-LBJ Democrats orphaned by a party dedicated to the proposition that Vietnam was a dirty, immoral war. In 1972, they signed ads for Richard Nixon, a man not widely cherished among their number in his Alger Hiss and Helen Gahagan Douglas days.


With Reagan’s triumph, the neocons came into their own, into his government and his movement. Raimondo echoes the Old Right journalist who calls the neocons the cow-birds of conservatism, migratory fowl that wait for birds to build their nests and lay their eggs, then swoop down, barge in, and kick the first birds out. If conservatism has failed, he writes, it is “because a Trojan horse inside the movement has been undermining the fight against big government. Since the midfifties… these interlopers have acted as a Fifth Column on the Right: conciliating the welfare state, smearing their Old Right predecessors, and burying the real story of how they came to claim the mantle of conservatism.”


And today? “Two traditions stand head-to-head, contending for the future of the… movement. One piously holds out the promise of enterprise zones from South Central Los Angeles to Mogadishu, while the other dares utter the forbidden phrase, America first!” Written in defense of, and in the style of, the dead lions of the Old Right, whom Justin Raimondo reveres, Reclaiming the American Right is not about olive branches; it is about conflict, about taking back the movement, about taking back America. Richly researched, beautifully written, passionately argued, Reclaiming the American Right is targeted at the new “generation of conservative theorists and activists (that) yearns to get back to first principles and get in touch with its roots.” Many will call this the revisionist history of the Right, but even those who work for consensus need to understand how those who do not believe, feel, and think. And the timing is perfect. For, suddenly, all the new issues before us, Bosnia, Somalia, foreign aid, NAFTA, intervention, immigration, big government, sovereignty, bear striking resemblance to the old.










INTRODUCTION TO THE 2008 EDITION



George W. Carey


Georgetown University


I STILL REMEMBER MY KEEN disappointment a few years back when the university bookstore informed me that Justin Raimondo’s Reclaiming the American Right was out of print. I knew from past surveys that students had consistently ranked it among the most stimulating and rewarding of all the required readings in my course on modern American conservative thought. I realized as well that its unavailability would create a significant void that could not be filled. No other work could match Raimondo’s sympathetic and comprehensive portrayal of the leading lights of the Old Right. Nor has any other single work chronicled so thoroughly the reactions of leading Old Right figures to the abrupt and arguably revolutionary changes in the American political order brought about by Franklin D. Roosevelt and his New Deal. Moreover, Raimondo’s treatment of the sources and ideology of neoconservatism and the emergence of the New Right open up perspectives for thinking about the future course of American politics not to be found elsewhere.


These remain among the reasons why, even fifteen years after its first appearance, this republication of Reclaiming the American Right will be most welcomed. Among those works that deal with the roots of modern American conservatism, the directions it has taken, and the troubling issues that confront it today, Raimondo’s merits a special and lofty status.


It is not possible in this brief introduction to survey all of the ground covered by Raimondo. Nor could any survey do justice to his main arguments. For this reason, I confine myself to indicating why his work is significant and to assessing its place in the realm of modern American conservative thought.





TO SAY THAT FUNDAMENTAL QUESTIONS concerning the meaning of conservatism have arisen in recent decades would be an understatement. To be sure, no era has been free from disputes over precisely what conservatism signifies, but today’s disputes revolve around its very essence. When a Republican administration, widely portrayed as perhaps the most conservative in our history, practices fiscal irresponsibility, promotes policies that expand the size of government, advances the centralization of federal authority, and launches a “preventive” war—that is, acts in a manner one might expect of liberal Democratic administrations—there is good reason to believe that something is terribly amiss, that somehow and at some point in time those principles and tenets which once formed the core of conservatism have been altered or abandoned. Such, at least, is the conclusion of many of my acquaintances in the academic community and elsewhere who have long considered themselves conservatives. Not unlike other commentators who have written to this issue, they believe that the word “conservative” has been applied to policies and actions that are, in fact, alien and antagonistic to what were once widely understood to be its basic tenets. Some fight this development by working for a restoration of the original understanding of conservatism; others have surrendered, in the sense that they now seek another word or term to characterize their beliefs.


This state of affairs is what makes this book uniquely interesting and its republication so timely. While many, if not most, have come to realize the full dimensions of the crisis within American conservatism only recently, they come as no surprise to those familiar with Raimondo’s analysis. He details how the militant anticommunism of New Right—fanned by the late William F. Buckley and the editors of National Review—opened the gates for the invasion of the Right by the neoconservatives, who, in turn, repudiated Old Right values and principles. On his showing, for instance, we can see how and why interventionism, including the doctrine of “preventive war,” has now come to be associated with conservatism, and why, moreover, if neoconservatives have their way, we can anticipate additional foreign interventions in pursuit of unattainable ideological goals such as the eradication of “evil.”


Raimondo maintains that the values, principles, and goals of the Old Right—which, as the subtitle informs us, constitute “The Lost Legacy of the Conservative Movement”—represent the core of conservatism and form a benchmark for assessing and evaluating the direction it has taken. While a goodly portion of the book offers an engaging and informative treatment of the lives and thought of intellectual leaders among the Old Right such as Garet Garrett, John T. Flynn, Rose Wilder Lane, Frank Chodorov and Isabel Paterson—individuals unknown to most of today’s conservatives—the strength of Raimondo’s approach, and what serves to make his arguments so formidable, resides in the fact that the New Deal era, that period in which the Old Right emerges, is both a convenient and natural starting point for discovering the roots of modern American conservatism. The New Deal fundamentally transformed American political and economic culture. As Robert Nisbet, a leading traditional conservative, observed, the New Deal represents “a great watershed not only in twentieth-century American history but in our entire national history.”1 The New Deal can legitimately be viewed as “founding” the American nation anew on principles at odds with those underlying the original founding. For this reason, if no other, it was bound to engender responses involving appeals to values presumably embedded in the American political tradition.


Most, if not all, traditional conservatives today share the basic concerns of the Old Right and would join Raimondo in his repudiation of the neoconservatives. They would, however, view modern American conservative thought from a wider perspective, one that points to serious tensions between them and the Old Right. In Raimondo’s approach and analysis, these tensions arise from the fact that he writes from a libertarian perspective and that, in addition, most of the leading figures of the Old Right were also libertarian—or at least very sympathetic to libertarian values. In light of the long-standing division between libertarians and traditional conservatives on philosophical grounds,2 a crucial question arises: Can the roots or basic principles of American conservatism be derived principally from libertarian reactions to the New Deal? A related concern, perhaps of even greater significance, relates to the differences between libertarians and traditionalists over the character of the American political tradition and, thus, the meaning and interrelationship of central values, such as “liberty” and “equality,” embodied within it.


These issues arise from the evolution of conservative thought. Raimondo, from my vantage point at least, is correct in asserting that in the early 1950s the New Right eclipsed the Old. During this period, however, with the publication of Russell Kirk’s The Conservative Mind (1953),3 modern American conservatism also began to take a direction largely distinct from that of the New Right. To be sure, Kirk and other traditional conservatives viewed the Soviet Union as a threat to Western civilization, but they can hardly be considered an integral part of the New Right that Raimondo describes. Kirk, for instance, was never as one, philosophically speaking, with the principal editors of National Review. At the very least, by linking conservatism to Edmund Burke and to the main intellectual currents in the broader Western tradition, Kirk’s work transcended the issues involved in the Cold War—i.e., those concerns that preoccupied the New Right.4 Likewise, his approach pointed to and embraced new dimensions of conservative thought well beyond those central to the libertarians of the Old Right. Indeed, the seemly unbridgeable philosophical divide between libertarians and traditionalists can be viewed as the outgrowth of this new and more comprehensive view of conservatism. As Nisbet stated, Burke can be regarded as the “father” of modern conservatism in large part because he rejected the “individualistic perspective” of society that undergirds libertarian thought.5


In light of these developments, what can be said about the “legacy” of the Old Right? What is the relationship, if any between more traditional, Burkean conservatism and the libertarianism of the Old Right, other than their incompatibility with neoconservatism?


By way of answering these questions we should note that Raimondo is not mistaken in characterizing the responses of the Old Right to the New Deal as “conservative,” even though they do spring from libertarian values. As Raimondo suggests, the Old Right and conservatism, at least until the early 1950s, were virtually one and the same; up to this point in time there simply was no awareness of deep divisions within the ranks of those opposed to expansive government, centralization, executive war-making powers, and the like. I know from personal experience that those of us in the Chicago area who relished the editorials in Colonel McCormick’s Chicago Tribune considered ourselves true “conservatives” and were so considered by our liberal counterparts. Likewise, at the 1952 Chicago Republican Convention, there was no question about which candidate was the conservative in the contest for the presidential nomination between Senator Taft and General Eisenhower.


The consensus that existed during this period may well account for the fact that over the last fifty years traditional conservatives have embraced and, in some cases, have even given new meaning to and justification for the principles and concerns expressed by the Old Right. Certainly, they would be loathe to abandon that which for a generation served to define conservatism, if only because to do so would—as is the case with the neoconservatives—bring their own authenticity into question. But it is also the fact that traditionalists, consistent with their understanding of conservatism, view the policies and actions of the New Deal period and beyond in essentially the same light as the Old Right. It is no surprise to find that in 1967, long after Old Right conservatism was a spent force, Russell Kirk lauded Robert A. Taft’s conservatism and his principled opposition to unchecked presidential powers and centralization of political authority,6 while Raimondo, for similar reasons, regards Taft as a major political figure of the Old Right. Nor is it surprising that traditionalists readily join the Old Right’s condemnation of the major centralizing policies of the New Deal, albeit on the distinctly nonlibertarian Tocquevillian grounds that they have “atomized” individuals by undermining the status of intermediate social groups and associations.7


Raimondo’s treatment invites the reader to think about the currents of thought within conservatism and their relationships to one another by raising anew the difficulties of reconciling libertarianism and traditional conservatism. Whatever differences might exist on this score should not obscure the vast areas of substantial agreement. Raimondo and traditionalists perceive essentially the same problems confronting the American republic. These problems include wisely delineating America’s role in the world, an issue that promises to become more acute in the years ahead. On this matter, especially with the end of the Cold War, there exists a virtual “fusion” among traditionalists and libertarians in their opposition to costly and counterproductive interventionist foreign policies. Closely connected to this issue are still others involving the constitutional separation of powers. Traditionalists clearly share the fears of the Old Right concerning the steady growth of presidential power, particularly the president’s presumed authority to unilaterally commit the nation to war. They share concerns as well about the ever-expanding welfare state, its costs, and its enormous bureaucracy that generates countless rules and regulations. To this must be added their mutual antipathy toward the political centralization resulting from the breakdown of federalism. In sum, to go no further, on operational and policy grounds there are a wide range of crucial concerns, many of them perennial, shared by libertarians and traditionalists. And in our present age, at least, these areas of agreement far outweigh the philosophical differences between the two groups.


Raimondo’s achievement, on the one hand, is to remind us that the principles and values of the Old Right should occupy a central place in contemporary American conservatism. On the other hand, it is to show not only why they do not occupy such a place, but also how and why conservatism is now widely perceived to stand against much of what the Old Right fought so valiantly for. This is no small accomplishment, and it is one good reason why this provocative book will always occupy a significant position among those volumes dealing with the course and character of American conservatism.










INTRODUCTION





Before true conservatives can ever take back the country, they are going to have to take back their movement.


—Patrick J. Buchanan





AFTER A DECADE IN POWER, why has the conservative movement failed to make a dent in the growth of big government? After taking over the Republican Party in the sixties, and then capturing the White House in 1980, conservatives are baffled to discover that the power of the federal government to tax, regulate, and invade every aspect of our lives has not lessened but increased over the last decade. Bewildered, frustrated, and demoralized, the men and women of the Right are asking themselves, What went wrong?


This haunting question cannot be answered unless conservatives are willing to confront the ghosts of their intellectual ancestors. Before they can understand what is happening to their movement in the nineties, conservatives must reexamine their past—and learn the secret of their true history. The purpose of this book is to uncover it.


But before we start digging, it is necessary to examine the current crisis on the Right—an identity crisis that began with the spectacular breakup of the Soviet empire. Before the Great Revolution of 1989–91, which overthrew communism in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, the Right marched in virtual lockstep, united on the top priority of a global crusade against Marxism-Leninism. Today, the conservative movement is united on nothing, not even the traditional conservative credo of limited government. The nineties have seen the growing dominance of a new faction on the Right, the neoconservatives; Fred Barnes of the Weekly Standard has aptly dubbed them the “Big Government conservatives.” Instead of railing against the corruption of the Republic and the depredations of the New Deal and the Great Society, they are comfortable with the legacy of FDR and seek not to repeal it but only to trim it around the edges. “Big Government conservatives” don’t want to roll back—or, God forbid, abolish—the welfare state, but only to modify it, modernize it, and make it more efficient. In this view, the American state is much like its European cousins; it is provider, as well as protector and policeman, not only of its own mean streets but of the entire world.


This is the opposite of the view taken by the Old Right, that coalition of libertarian and conservative writers, publicists, and politicians who united against the Roosevelt revolution, opposed U.S. entry into World War II, and decried the permanent war economy. For reasons that today’s neoconservative intellectuals dismiss as “nativist,” the Old Right used to argue in terms of an American exceptionalism, a largely unspoken but all-persuasive assumption that the New World is and ought to be exempt from the vicissitudes ordinarily visited upon the Old. In doing battle with the New Deal, partisans of the Old Right such as Rose Wilder Lane campaigned for an embargo on the European import of statism:




[D]uring half a century, reactionary influences from Europe have been shifting American thinking onto a basis of socialistic assumptions. In cities and states, both parties began to socialize America with imitations of [the] Kaiser’s Germany: social welfare laws, labor laws, wage-and-hour laws, citizens’ pension laws and so-called public ownership.


Eleven years ago this creeping socialism sprang up armed with Federal power, and Americans—suddenly, it seemed—confronted for the first time in their lives a real political question: the choice between American individualism and European national socialism.1





It was the great Old Right polemicist and editor Garet Garrett who—in the crystalline prose of The American Story—expressed this sentiment in its purest form:




The American Revolution was a pilot flame that leaped the Atlantic and lighted holocaust in the Old World. But its character was misunderstood and could not have been reproduced by any other people. It was a revolution exemplary.2





This American exceptionalism animated the Right’s case for limiting the power of the state, both at home and abroad, right up until the U.S. entered World War II. Based on the bedrock American political values of individualism, anti-statism, and the kind of foreign policy envisioned by Washington in his Farewell Address, the laissez-faire credo of the Old Right was founded on this reverence for “a revolution exemplary.” Even as late as the midfifties, the idea of a conservative globalism seemed unthinkable, for this would cut out the very heart of the American conservative soul, the nationalism that was unlike any other. Unique in that it was founded neither in ancient folk dances, nor religion, nor ethnicity, but in an abstract and revolutionary idea inextricably bound up with the American character: the idea of liberty.


Garrett’s The American Story was published in 1955. It was the last echo of what had once been a mass movement. By that time, the Old Right of Garrett, Senator Robert A. Taft, and John T. Flynn was no more. In its place rose what came to be called the “New” Right, the birth of which can be traced to the founding of National Review in 1955. Like the Old Right, it was a coalition of many components, but with one essential difference: the center of gravity was radically shifted. In place of the Old Right’s American exceptionalism, derided by the New Rightists as outdated “isolationism,” there was the new anticommunist messianism. The onset of the Cold War dictated a new conservative movement that was willing to endorse and lead a global crusade on the scale of the one just concluded.


What gave the New Right its peculiar coloration was that the first recruits to this movement came from the ranks of the disaffected Left. As John Judis notes in his biography of William F. Buckley Jr.,




National Review’s masthead was heavily weighted with former leftists preoccupied with fighting communism. Besides [James] Burnham, [Wilmoore] Kendall, and [Willi] Schlamm, the contributors included Max Eastman, Morrie Ryskind, Ralph de Toledano and former Communists Frank Meyer, Freda Utley, and Eugene Lyons.3





This was the first of three invasions from the Left, loosely grouped along generational lines, that would eventually detach the conservative movement from its moorings in American political culture and transform it into something unrecognizable—something which closely resembled that heretofore impossible creature, the globalist of the Right.


The irony is that, at the very moment conservatives declared their intention to launch a worldwide crusade against the menace of Marxism, this same European virus had worked its way through the crusader’s armor and into the bloodstream of the conservative movement.


The New Right reflected its origins; it was an inverted mirror image of the faith that these renegades had rejected and now hated with the special venom of the disillusioned. The ex-Communist recruits to conservatism waged their battle with all the ferocity they had once invested in their fight against a “decadent” and “exploitive” capitalism. Their war of retribution consumed them and dominated the movement with which they now found themselves aligned.


The results were catastrophic for the future of conservatism, for the content of their ideology had indeed changed, but not, in many cases, its form. Their outlook remained universalist and globalist, imprinted with the European mind-set that could not imagine or allow the limits of power. This new conservatism was hostile to the idea of an American exceptionalism that claimed immunity to the disease that had decimated Eastern Europe and was threatening Asia. According to the New Right, no nation could be immune to the Communist menace; what was required was not complacence, or “isolationism,” but a war to the death—a total war in which we dared not hesitate to use the same methods employed by the Communists. In this way, the war against totalism itself took on the characteristics of a totalist creed.


The exemplar of this obsession was James Burnham, the ex-Trotskyist professor and author of The Managerial Revolution, The Machiavellians, The Suicide of the West, and other books, whose ideas came to exert such a decisive influence on the New Right. Burnham’s contribution to Cold War conservative ideology consisted of its central thesis: that the Manichaean struggle between communism and the West should take precedence over everything, even liberty. In his view, the Third World War had already begun and the U.S. was losing. The only thing to be done, therefore, was to immediately reorient U.S. policy along the lines of a concerted and merciless counterattack. Having given up Marx for Machiavelli, he was not overly concerned with the effects of this monomania on the American republic or on the conservative psyche.


If Burnham represented the first wave of disaffected Marxist intellectuals who jumped ship on the eve of World War II and wound up dominating the postwar conservative movement, then the second wave came in the late sixties and early seventies—and again a war was the catalyst. Just as the outbreak of World War II led Burnham and others to a reappraisal of basic principles, so the Vietnam War and the cultural revolution of the sixties led to another influx of ex-leftist recruits into the conservative coalition.


Repulsed by the New Left and motivated in large part by the desire to be nearer to power, a group of disgruntled liberals centered around Norman Podhoretz’s Commentary magazine and Irving Kristol’s The Public Interest began to attack the “adversary culture” of the Left and to seek an alliance with conservatives. Here was a new generation of the disillusioned: liberals and assorted Social Democrats, who had often been radical leftists in their youth, finding that they had more in common with National Review than with Ramparts. A heterogeneous crowd to be sure, ranging from self-proclaimed neoconservative Irving Kristol to the ostensibly “socialist” followers of Max Shachtman in Social Democrats, USA, the extreme right-wing of the Socialist International. The only constants in this diverse constellation appeared to be a militant anti-Stalinism, and an abiding interest in raising up the common man and in fostering “democracy.”


Propelled by the Vietnam War and the nihilism of the ultra-Left, this small but well-positioned clique of intellectuals eventually found itself in the conservative camp. There ensconced, they developed a theory of government which owes much to James Burnham’s theory of the managerial revolution. Like Burnham, the neoconservatives posited the rise of a new class that was neither capitalist nor socialist, but a new supranational elite based on the rule of bureaucrats, administrators, lawyers, politicians, and the professional class, who would manage if not own outright the means of production. Socialism had failed, but the laissez-faire capitalism of an earlier era was finished as well.


Having long ago given up their faith in socialism, the neoconservatives yet retained a residual distaste for capitalism. The title of a collection of Kristol’s essays, Three Cheers for Capitalism, sums up their view of the free market. Instead of untrammeled free enterprise, the neoconservatives stand for a modified capitalism which allows for a significant degree of government intervention.


However much Kristol, Nathan Glazer, Daniel Patrick Moynihan, and others attacked the failure of the Great Society, it was the takeover of the Democratic Party by the “left-isolationist” McGovernites that really animated the neoconservatives. However much they differed among themselves as to what degree of government intervention in society was permissible or desirable, one thing was constant: a hard-line anticommunism with a globalist perspective.


This second infusion of fresh recruits from the Left soon coalesced into a political tendency in its own right. By the eighties the neoconservatives enjoyed wide influence among the core institutions of the conservative movement. Since the collapse of the Scoop Jackson wing of the Democratic Party, most neocons had, by default, wound up in the GOP. By the end of the decade they established themselves as the brain trust of the so-called “Big Government conservatives.”


Their brand of conservatism, or “democratic capitalism” as they call it, rejects laissez-faire and would retain the “reforms” of the New Deal almost wholly intact. Far from abolishing the welfare state, the neocons want to take it over and use it to “empower” people, employing conservative means to achieve liberal ends. The fact that ostensibly conservative politicians such as Jack Kemp are now beginning to echo this New Age psychobabble is clear evidence that the political culture, and especially the language of politics, is thoroughly corrupted. Today’s “mainstream” conservatives are no longer talking about the proper limits of power, but only of the best and most efficient way for government to empower its citizens: that is, to invest them with all the newly minted “civil rights” which they have recently acquired—the “right” to housing, medical care, education, and jobs, plus the democratic right to vote the nation into penury. Whereas once the Right would have scoffed at such a weird conception, today it is applauded by some alleged conservatives. This is a sad commentary on a defeated, degenerated, and thoroughly Europeanized conservative movement, domesticated by power and finally neutralized by a Fabian incursion from the Left.


There has been no equivalent of Marxist ideology on the Right, no overarching system that defined the commonality of American conservatism; and this is even truer today, with the end of the Cold War and the dissolution of the old conservative consensus. The lack of any such ideology has been one of the chief complaints of the neoconservatives, and the subject of a debate between Russell Kirk and Irving Kristol some years ago at a Heritage Foundation seminar. According to Kirk, Kristol




and various of his colleagues wish to persuade us to adopt an ideology of our own to set against Marxist and other totalist ideologies. Ideology, I venture to remind you, is political fanaticism: at best it is the substitution of slogans for real political thought. Ideology animates, in George Orwell’s phrase, “the streamlined men who think in slogans and talk in bullets.”4





In Kirk’s view, “all ideologies are anti-religions, or inverted religions”; the very concept of ideology is blasphemous and dangerous. It is blasphemous because, as Dr. Gerhart Niemeyer put it, “All these presume that man could create himself, implying that he is not a creature, dependent on God, but the master of his own soul and destiny.” It is dangerous because a belief in the perfectibility of man is often married to the idea that the State must do the perfecting.


The traditionalist antipathy to ideology put the neoconservatives in an excellent position. It gave them the intellectual advantage of a positive program as against the aloof mysticism of a few, like Kirk, that could only appeal to a few rarefied souls. Having surrendered the vital realm of ideology to various and sundry ex-Leninists, what was left of the old conservative movement slowly faded out of the picture.


While the conservative mainstream was content to meander along in the old way, the neocons were incubating the third generation of their little band in the think tanks, magazines, and activist organizations of the Right. This third wave seeks to finally replace what they regard as the nativist mythology of American exceptionalism with a new conservatism, one that is mildly statist, fulsomely “democratic,” and aggressively globalist—with emphasis on this last. The battle cry of these ideologues is “global democracy.” Some, like Francis Fukuyama, proclaim the “end of history” and the inevitable triumph of Western liberalism. Others, like Joshua Muravchik, want to help the end of history along a bit and urge the U.S. government to launch a campaign to “export democracy.” Thus the seeds of a new universalism, a new totalism, are even now growing in the ashes of the old, sprouting in the core institutions of the conservative movement.


The co-optation and corruption of the Right means that the American political dialogue is now decisively tilted in favor of statism. For if conservatives are committed to a globalism that sets no limits on the exercise of power, either at home or abroad, then the dialogue becomes a monologue. In that case, the American character cannot save the republic—nothing can.


Yet there are hopeful signs. When the Berlin Wall fell, it sent a seismic shock clear across the Atlantic. From one end of the American political spectrum to the other, old assumptions were shaken and old orthodoxies crumbled. Certainly the death of communism has had a devastating effect on the Left, on the domestic scene as well as abroad. Except for American academics and the “Soyuz” group in the Russian Parliament, no one is a Marxist-Leninist anymore. Yet it isn’t only or even chiefly on the Left that the collapse of communism has wreaked devastation. The Right is today embroiled in an internecine struggle every bit as vicious as the ancient blood feuds coming to the surface in the postcommunist Balkans. The Cold War consensus, which once cemented the various conservative constituencies into a united front against communism, is finished, and all the old divisions and antagonisms have suddenly reasserted themselves. The American Right has been shaken to its very foundations, and conservatives are split into rival factions based on polar opposite reactions to the sudden absence of an overwhelming external threat.


The challenge to the neocons comes from rebels who call themselves paleoconservatives. The prefix paleo is derived from the Greek word palaio, which means ancient. As Llewellyn H. Rockwell Jr., president of the Ludwig von Mises Institute, a leader in this new movement, put it, the rebel paleocons are




cultural traditionalists who reject the egalitarian movements that have wielded their way through America. They share the Founding Fathers’ distrust of standing armies, look to the original American foreign policy of isolationism as a guide to the post–cold war era, and see the welfare state as a moral and Constitutional monstrosity.5





The paleoconservative response to the Kremlin’s downfall, like that of most Americans, was a sense of overwhelming relief. They genuinely looked forward to postcommunist quiescence, and when George Bush rallied the country to the cause of the “New World Order” and against the alleged threat posed by Saddam Hussein, they dissented—and not so politely.


The neoconservatives have responded to the death agony of communism quite differently. They are thrilled by the sight of their old enemies, the Stalinists, tossed on the dustbin of history—and, at the same time, the sight of it makes them distinctly uneasy. Unlike their paleo distant cousins, they saluted when Bush raised the banner of the New World Order. They jumped at the chance of embarking on an open-ended quest to make the world orderly, safe, and even democratic; indeed, they were more royalist than the king before, during, and after the war against Iraq, urging Bush to strike as soon as Saddam invaded Kuwait and lamenting the fact that Stormin’ Norman did not march all the way to Baghdad. They feel the lack of some overwhelming danger, some Satan with a sword, and look for new enemies, new crusades, new reasons to pour billions and blood into building an American Empire on which the sun never sets.


Now that totalitarian socialism is dead, will conservatives return to their roots as the great defenders and preservers of the unique American character or will they chase the will-o-the-wisp of global democracy and a “New World Order”? How this debate is resolved will be determined by how conservatives answer the question asked at the beginning of this chapter: What went wrong with the conservative movement? How is it that, after a decade of Reaganism, big government is not only undiminished but growing faster than ever before?


The temptation is to look for some variable, such as certain personnel decisions, bad advisors, or the personality of Ronald Reagan, which could explain the failure of conservatives to achieve their political goals. There is no evidence that Reagan was hostile to those goals, although some of his appointments displeased conservative activists. Many of his advisors in later years were chosen from the ranks of the Eastern Liberal Republican Establishment. Yet the question remains: how did these advisors infiltrate the most conservative administration in recent memory? There was only one way to do it: by burrowing into the conservative movement itself. The problem, then, predates Reaganism. The answer to our question is not to be found in the history of the Reagan administration, but earlier in the history of the conservative movement in America.


This book examines that history from a new perspective and presents a radical new thesis: that conservatism failed because a Trojan horse inside the movement has been undermining the fight against big government. Since the midfifties, for over forty years, these interlopers have acted as a Fifth Column on the Right—conciliating the welfare state, smearing their Old Right predecessors, and burying the real story of how they came to claim the mantle of conservatism.


Two traditions stand head-to-head, contending for the future of the conservative movement. One piously holds out the promise of enterprise zones from South Central Los Angeles to Mogadishu, while the other dares utter the forbidden phrase, America first! It is an old argument, using language that seems to echo the past.


The America First Committee, main opponent of U.S. entry into World War II, was dissolved on December 11, 1941, more than half a century ago. Smeared, subjected to government repression, and ultimately defeated, the America Firsters are mentioned in passing in American history textbooks, if at all, as either crankish obstructionists or outright Nazi sympathizers. Now the same forbidden phrase is heard once more in the land and the smearmongers are at it again—recycling old libels and raving that some tinpot Third World dictator is the reincarnation of Adolf Hitler.


Today’s paleoconservatives are the continuators of the America First wing of the conservative movement, which has a long and distinguished history. They can count among their intellectual ancestors such towering (and, in some cases, half-forgotten) figures as Garet Garrett, Senator Robert A. Taft, John T. Flynn, Frank Chodorov, and Rose Wilder Lane. These names mean little or nothing to modern conservatives, who have lost touch with their heritage. As a new generation of conservative theorists and activists yearns to get back to first principles and to get in touch with its roots, blasting through the historical blackout on this subject is an all-important task, and the main purpose of this book.


Another subordinate but related purpose, equally important in understanding what went wrong with the conservative movement, is an examination of the history of the small but influential sect of neoconservatives. Although a few articles and books have been written on this subject, the history of the neoconservatives, like that of the Old Right, is also not generally known. If the prehistory of the paleos can be traced back to the Old Right and the period preceding World War II, then the origin of the neoconservatives is to be found in that same period, the so-called Red Decade of the thirties. The difference is that the neocons’ antecedents are to be found on the far left, in the movement of Marxist dissidents founded by the American followers of Leon Trotsky.


The history of the modern conservative movement in America is really the history of two movements. The Old Right, the original Right, was nationalist, populist, and fundamentally libertarian. The Cold War Right, dominated in large part by ex-leftist converts to conservatism, was militantly internationalist, increasingly elitist, and largely indifferent to free-market economics—indifferent, indeed, to virtually everything but the crusade against communism.6 Starting out at opposite ends of the political spectrum, these two movements eventually came to meet and merge. The end result of this long process, which began in the midfifties and was completed by the time the eighties rolled around, was the transformation and betrayal of the American Right. What was betrayed, and by whom, is the theme and substance of this book.










1 JAMES BURNHAM: FROM TROTSKY TO MACHIAVELLI





In a lifetime of political writing, James Burnham [showed] only one fleeting bit of positive interest in individual liberty; and that was a call in National Review for the legalization of firecrackers!


—Murray N. Rothbard,


The Betrayal of the American Right, 1970





THE INTELLECTUAL CRISIS OF SOCIALISM preceded the political and military collapse of the socialist bloc by more than fifty years. Ever since the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution, the Left has suffered numerous setbacks—the Moscow Trials, the Hungarian revolt, the revelations of Stalin’s crimes—each one setting off a wave of defectors. Over the years, the intellectuals among them have coalesced into a potent ideological force. What characterizes this otherwise diverse fraternity is that, for the most part, they started out in the Third International and wound up in the camp of Ronald Reagan via the Fourth—the Fourth International, that is, stillborn rival to Stalin’s Comintern, founded by Leon Trotsky after his expulsion from the Soviet Union. Trotsky’s schismatic sect never achieved a mass following and went into decline after his assassination, in 1940, by a Stalinist agent. For a brief moment during the thirties, however, Trotskyism was a fad that swept through the radical intelligentsia of Manhattan and environs and corralled quite a few.1


By taking refuge in the doctrines of Trotsky, who taught that the Russian party had been taken over by a “bureaucratic caste,” these leftist intellectuals could hold on to their core beliefs even as the Moscow trials were going on. The Revolution, said Trotsky, had been betrayed, and the only thing left to do was to build a new International, reclaim the banner of authentic communism, and overthrow the bureaucrats so that true socialism could be unleashed. The Trotskyites made a great show of denouncing the Stalinist terror, rightly claiming that hundreds of thousands went into Stalin’s prisons and never came out. What they neglected to say was that Trotsky’s policy, had he won, would have been no less bloodthirsty. The only difference was that he would have chosen different victims, and, perhaps, executed them at a more leisurely pace.


Those who still retained their faith in socialism, but were profoundly affected by the sight of the purges and the show trials, were naturally attracted to the Trotskyist movement. Trotsky’s problem, however, was that while he insisted on the distinction between anti-Stalinism and anti-Sovietism, in practice these two were often blurred. In an important sense, the Fourth International became a kind of halfway house between communism and reconciliation with bourgeois society. A whole bevy of intellectuals in retreat from communism parked themselves in the Trotskyist organization for some months or years at a time. Long after abandoning Marxism and Socialism, these types retained their Stalinophobia. Their fixation intensified with the years, the one constant encompassing careers that started out in the Trotskyist youth group and ended up in the conservative movement.


Intellectual defectors from communism have always played a key role in the modern conservative movement. Up until the Great Revolution of 1989, there was always a spot on the right-wing lecture circuit for ex-Communists, who enthralled conservative audiences with lurid tales of internal subversion directed by Kremlin masterminds. Benjamin Gitlow, a top leader of the Communist Party from its founding, was one of the first to go that route, and was followed by many others, a great number of whom eventually found themselves on the staff of the National Review. Whittaker Chambers was one; Frank S. Meyer, the conservative polemicist and theoretician of “fusionism,” was another. Freda Utley and Eugene Lyons, both ex-Communists, were also on the NR staff at its birth, along with ex-leftists Max Eastman and Ralph de Toledano. These, then, were the precursors of today’s neoconservatives, who made careers out of destroying what they had once fought to build, and whose lifelong obsession colored the modern conservative movement in its formative years.


But there are some striking differences, as well as obvious similarities, between these disparate figures. The ex-Stalinists, who came directly into the anticommunist movement from the Kremlin-loyal Communist Party, such as Frank S. Meyer, for the most part became genuine conservatives, even if of an idiosyncratic sort. Meyer, once a top Communist official, was the progenitor of the old “fusionist” school of conservative thought, which sought to fuse the best features of conservatism and libertarianism.


On the other hand, the great majority of those who came in from the anti-Stalinist Left, usually one sort of Trotskyist or another, were an altogether different breed. They retained more of their old allegiances and stubbornly resisted rejecting the central moral and political premises of collectivism. The conversion of the ex-Trotskyist intellectuals to the conservative cause was—with a single important exception—a long process extended over many years. Instead of jumping over to the other side of the political spectrum, this group of mostly New York–based intellectuals—such as Max Shachtman, who was one of the three original founders of the American Trotskyist movement—slowly worked themselves over from the Far Left, sidling up to the Social Democracy, then worming their way into the Democratic Party. By the time the sixties came around, Shachtman was supporting the Bay of Pigs invasion and the Vietnam War. His ex-comrades on the left contemptuously dismissed him as a “State Department socialist,” but his commitment to socialism never truly dimmed, although it was radically modified.



The Trotskyist Phase



The key to understanding the motive power behind the Long March of the neoconservatives from one end of the political spectrum to the other is to be found in an obscure but pivotal event. On September 5, 1939, at a meeting of the National Committee of the Socialist Workers Party, the Trotskyist Party in the U.S., James Burnham and Max Shachtman began a factional struggle against Trotsky and the party leadership that was to end, less than a year later, in a split. This mini-event was set off by a big event, namely, the signing of the Hitler-Stalin Pact and the opening shots of World War II.


One the eve of the war, the American Trotskyists, considered somewhat fashionable up until that point, suddenly found themselves in a difficult position. Although they had always enjoyed the advantages of being considered “idealists,” Communists who nevertheless could afford the luxury of denouncing the crimes of Stalin, there was a hitch with the Hitler-Stalin Pact: Trotsky stubbornly insisted that the Soviet Union must be defended, “against the Stalinists and in spite of the Stalinists.”


As the Soviets, in league with the Nazis, attacked Poland, Finland, and gobbled up the Baltic states, being a Trotskyist was no longer so attractive. The intellectuals recruited in bulk at the height of the Moscow Trials defected in droves. Most notable and visible of these was James Burnham, a top Trotskyist leader and theoretician, who taught philosophy at New York University and was to become one of the most influential figures of the American Right, the great-grandfather of today’s neoconservatives.


When Burnham, as a member of the Socialist Workers Party National Committee, rose to challenge Trotsky, he set off a factional explosion, the momentum of which eventually hurled him and his circle to the other end of the political spectrum. From Trotskyism to Reaganism is a long way to travel; the “Big Bang” that sent them on their way was World War II. “It is impossible to regard the Soviet Union as a workers’ state in any sense whatever,” declared Burnham at that fateful meeting. “Soviet intervention [in World War II] will be wholly subordinated to the general imperialist character of the conflict as a whole and will be in no sense a defense of the remains of the Soviet economy.”


The orthodox Trotskyists, led by James P. Cannon and energetically supported by Trotsky, argued that the Fourth International had always defended the USSR against the threat of capitalist restoration, and they saw no reason to change course. The Soviet Union, though degenerated, was still a “workers’ state”: the “gains of October,” though besmirched and endangered by the Stalinists, were still essentially intact and had to be defended.


Burnham had come into the Trotskyist movement via A. J. Muste’s American Workers Party, which fused with the Trotskyist organization (then known as the Communist League of America) in December of 1934. As a leader of the AWP, Burnham was co-opted onto the National Committee of the new organization and absorbed into the Trotskyist movement. As a leading figure in the anti-Stalinist left, a respected intellectual who often graced the pages of Partisan Review, the avant-garde literary journal of modernist Marxism, Burnham was an important acquisition for the Trotskyists.


He was a loyal member of the Fourth International from 1934 until the winter of 1939–40, and in that time he rose to occupy an important place, especially in the New York organization. For five years, he went along with the twists and turns of the Trotskyist leadership, entering the Socialist Party in 1936, when the Trots conducted a factional “raid” on the party of Norman Thomas. Burnham then dutifully joined the SWP when it reconstituted under its own banner in 1937. He was willing to play ball with the Socialist Workers Party as long as it looked like Trotskyism might be the coming thing; that is, until the outbreak of World War II.


The irony is that, less than a year before, Burnham and Shachtman had coauthored an attack on former fellow-traveling intellectuals such as Sidney Hook, Eugene Lyons, and Max Eastman for the party theoretical magazine, New International, entitled “Intellectuals in Retreat,” and foretelling their own apostasy with preternatural accuracy. The article ridiculed what it called the “League of Abandoned Hopes” as hopelessly flighty petit-bourgeois intellectuals, fly-by-night operators who had abandoned the USSR in its darkest hour. In describing the Eastman-Lyons-Hook pattern, they foreshadowed their own. At first, the apostates denied their renegading by bringing up essentially peripheral arguments, such as the validity of dialectical materialism and abstract quibbles about “democracy” and “freedom”—which, of course, the authors dismissed out of hand. But all of this is irrelevant, said Burnham and Shachtman during their orthodox phase, because what it really came down to was the Soviet Union, the “Russian question.” The “main intellectual disease from which these intellectuals suffer may be called Stalinophobia, or vulgar anti-Stalinism,” they wrote. This affliction was generated “by the universal revulsion against Stalin’s macabre system of frame-ups and purges. And the result has been less a product of cold social analysis than of mental shock; where there is analysis, it is moral rather than scientific and political.”2


Nine months later came the shock of the Hitler-Stalin Pact. The two main currents of Socialism, National Socialism and International communism, merged into a military and political alliance, and suddenly the macabre specter of “Communazism” was looming over the rubble that was Europe. Under the impact of these events, Burnham and Shachtman took out a joint membership in what they had once mockingly referred to as the “League of Abandoned Hopes,” with Burnham as chief theoretician and Shachtman as his attorney and chief factotum. They refused to defend the Soviet Union in this war or any other because, they said, it had degenerated into a phenomenon that had become indistinguishable from Hitlerism—into a new form of class society which they called “bureaucratic collectivism,” competing with capitalism for control of the world.3


As the Red Army rolled into Poland, crushed the Baltics, and attacked neutral Finland, it was obvious to the Burnham-Shachtman group—about 40 percent of the SWP membership, including most of the intellectuals and virtually all of the youth—that the military alliance of the two totalitarian powers was more than just an alliance of convenience. A certain ideological affinity was at work here, and events gave new impetus to this perspective.


Up until the U.S. entry into the war, this view of the Soviet Union in left-wing circles had been confined to a few “ultra-lefts,” the anarchosyndicalists, the followers of the German theorist Karl Korsch, and the Italian Bordigists, who contended that the Soviet Union had reverted to capitalism. This theory had only a small following, and understandably so. As Stalin “liquidated” the kulaks and all vestiges of private property and liberalism, it was difficult to argue that capitalism was being reborn. However, the Shachtman-Burnham faction had come up with a new variation of the old “ultra-left” argument, which combined the Trotskyist theory of the Kremlin oligarchy as a caste of Stalinist Brahmins with Burnham’s innovation: the bureaucracy, he claimed, represented a new class based not on private property but on collectivized property forms.


This challenge to party orthodoxy upset the orthodox Trotskyists and outraged Trotsky himself, who was sitting in his fortified compound in Coyoacán, Mexico, embattled and nearing the end of his long struggle to build the phantom “Fourth International.” There had already been a few attempts on the old revolutionary’s life, and soon a Stalinist agent provocateur would succeed where the others had failed. It was the last battle of Trotsky’s life, and he attacked Burnham as if he knew it. In several open letters the old revolutionary declared his contempt for the bourgeois professor, who dared question the mystic dogma of dialectical materialism. “Educated witch-doctor” was among the more temperate epithets hurled from Coyoacán.


Nor did Burnham restrain himself. His answer to the founder of the Red Army, “Science and Style,” marked his break with the Marxist movement.4 In this article, he exhibited all of the symptoms of the “disease” he had warned readers of the party theoretical magazine against: disbelief in the dialectic and a “Stalinophobia” that equated the Soviet regime with Hitler’s Germany. Although at the time he protested that “[i]t is false that we reject Marxian sociology,” soon he would reject Marxism completely.


The Theory of the Managerial Revolution


A mere three months after penning “Science and Style,” having just spoken from the platform of the new party he had helped to organize with Shachtman, Burnham dropped off his letter of resignation with the secretary at the Workers Party headquarters. “The faction fight in the Socialist Workers Party, its conclusion, and the recent formation of the Workers Party have been in my own case the unavoidable occasion for the review of my own theoretical and political beliefs,” he wrote. “This review has shown me that by no stretching of terminology can I any longer regard myself, or permit others to regard me, as a Marxist.” Marxism could no longer contain the limits of Burnham’s evolving worldview. “Not only do I believe it is meaningless to say that ‘socialism is inevitable’ and false that socialism is ‘the only alternative to capitalism’; I consider that on the basis of the evidence now available to us a new form of exploitive society (what I call ‘managerial society’) is not only possible as an alternative to capitalism but is a more probable outcome of the present period than socialism.”5


This is the origin of the theme and title of Burnham’s famous book, The Managerial Revolution (1941), in which he propounded his view that a new form of class society, spearheaded by a new elite, was virtually unstoppable. According to Burnham, the new ruling elite is made up of administrators, technicians, scientists, bureaucrats, and the myriad middlemen who have taken the means of production out of the hands of the capitalists. This bloodless coup occurred by virtue of the fact that the managers administer and therefore have come to control the production process. “In the earlier days of capitalism,” we are told, “the typical capitalist, the ideal of ideologists before and after Adam Smith, was himself his own manager so far as there were managerial functions.” But all this ended by “the growth of large-scale public corporations along with the technological development of modern industry,” which has “virtually wiped such types of enterprise out of the important sections of the economy,” except for marginal “ ‘small businesses’ which are trivial in their historical influence.”6


Burnham’s understanding of entrepreneurship and how markets develop, although somewhat improved after he became a conservative, never really went too far beyond this crude analysis. Perhaps we ought not to hold it against the author of The Managerial Revolution that he failed to foresee the influence of such companies as Apple Computer. Yet his book is in fact a whole series of very specific predictions, most of which turned out to be wrong.


Burnham’s essential insight—that the war would accelerate a worldwide statist trend in Europe and the United States—is a theme that ran through much political writing at the time. On the left, Bruno Rizzi and Rudolf Hilferding were forerunners of Burnham; but this analysis was not limited to dissident Trotskyists. The same theme was expressed on the prewar right by such writers as John T. Flynn, who, like Rizzi, compared the New Deal to German National Socialism and Italian Fascism.7 In the case of Burnham, some essential error blurred his vision of the future, and so distorted his sense of reality that he felt confident enough to predict the victory of Hitlerism. Aside from a tendency to exaggerate everything, what blinded him was his understanding of politics as a “science,” like physics or chemistry. This is the philosophical legacy of Marxist materialism, which Burnham never abandoned; he merely peeled off the Marxist veneer. What remained was the theory of “managerial society,” which purported to be unconcerned about such trivialities as “whether the facts indicated by this theory are ‘good’ or ‘bad,’ just or unjust, desirable or undesirable—but simply [concerned] with whether the theory is true or false on the basis of the evidence now at our disposal.”8


Appropriating the language of science, Burnham identified managerial society with modernity. The rise to power of the new managerial class, he maintained, was necessitated by objective developments, namely, the increasing complexity and scale of modern production and advancing technology.


Throughout this work, and in his future writings, Burnham assumed the Olympian detachment of the objective seeker after truth. “I am not writing a program of social reform, nor am I making any moral judgment whatever on the subject with which I am dealing.” To hear him tell it, Burnham is concerned only to “elaborate a descriptive theory able to explain the character of the present period of social transition and to predict, at least in general, its outcome.”9


Writing during the latter half of 1940, Burnham predicted the triumph of the Thousand Year Reich, the postponement of the Russian-German confrontation until after Britain’s inevitable defeat, and the imminent breakup of the Soviet Union. George Orwell, in his penetrating analysis of The Managerial Revolution, focused on the flaw in Burnham’s method:




[A]t each point Burnham is predicting a continuation of anything that is happening. Now the tendency to do this is not simply a bad habit, like inaccuracy or exaggeration, which one can simply correct by taking thought. It is a major mental disease, and its roots lie partly in cowardice and partly in the worship of power, which is not fully separable from cowardice.





In the cool tone of the dispassionate scientist, Professor Burnham described the efficiency of the Nazi form of managerialism in terms verging on admiration. “The Nazi success, year after year, can only be explained by the ever-increasing weakness of the capitalist structure of society.” Out of the rotting remnants of decadent capitalism is born that harbinger of the managerial future, Nazi Germany. “Internally, Germany still remains in its early stage,” wrote Burnham:




However, it was impossible to complete the internal revolution without at once going over to the more grandiose external tasks of the managerial future. Excluding Russian from consideration here, Nazism has given Germany, we might say, a head start over the other great powers in getting ready for the managerial world system.10





In the winter of 1940, when it looked as if Hitler would almost certainly conquer the whole of Europe, Burnham portrayed the Nazis as the agents of progress, and even defended them against charges of decadence:




There are many who call Nazi Germany decadent because its rulers lie a great deal, are treacherous, break treaties, exile, imprison, torture, and murder worthy human beings…. But it is not at all a fact that such actions are typical of decadence…. Indeed, if historical experience establishes any correlation in this matter, it is probably a negative one: that is, the young, new, rising social order is, as against the old, more likely to resort on a large scale to lies, terror, persecution.11





Without once mentioning the doctrine of racialism throughout a long chapter on “The German Way,” Burnham’s ostensibly value-free description of Nazi managerialism is subverted by the undertone of adulation: “A rising social class and a new order of society have got to break through the old moral codes just as they must break through the old economic and political institutions. Naturally, from the point of view of the old, they are monsters. If they win, they take care in due time of manners and morals.”12


Burnham’s vision was anything but value free. As Orwell said, “Power worship blurs political judgment because it leads, almost unavoidably, to the belief that present trends will continue. Whoever is winning at the moment will always seem to be invincible.” This certainly seems to be a recurring theme in Burnham’s career. When collectivism of the Left looked as if it might be winning, he was a Leninist; when Hitler was the master of Europe, he was awed into reverence for managerialism, Aryan-style; when the United States stood astride the postwar world, with a monopoly on nuclear weapons, he called on the Americans to set up a world empire.


Certain that totalitarianism, leader worship, and a regime of unrelenting cruelty were the wave of the future, Burnham wrote that




the [Allied] nations discover that they can compete in war with Germany only by going over more and more, not merely to the same military means that Germany uses, but to the same type of institutions and ideas that characterize German society. This somewhat ironic relations holds: the surest way, the only way, to defeat Germany would be for the opposing nations to go over, not merely to institutions and ideas similar to those of Germany, but still further along the managerial road than Germany has yet gone.13





While Burnham’s prediction was that the immediate postwar world would be dominated by Germany, Japan, and the United States, this miscalculation did not alter the basic thrust of his theory: the world was witnessing the victory of a new managerial class which had already taken power in the Soviet Union and, after the war, would be triumphant in the U.S. as well. For the U.S., in the aftermath of World War II, had indeed moved in the direction of Germany, albeit not to the extent imagined—or implicitly urged—by the author of The Managerial Revolution.


Burnham did not mourn the alleged death of capitalism. He had nothing but contempt for the American businessman, whom he saw as a greedy, shortsighted creature, richly deserving of imminent extinction. Even in the act of proposing to mount an all-out struggle against their mortal enemies, the Communists, Burnham could not help but sneer at the American capitalists, who can only




repeat the traditional capitalist symbolic ritual of “liberty,” “free enterprise,” “the American way,” “opportunity,” [and] “individual initiative.” They repeat it sincerely, as their fathers repeated it before them. But the ritual has lost its meaning and its mass appeal. Before the centralizing, statizing power of the managerial revolution, the institutions of American society, the Constitution, the vision of the Founders, and the spirit of 1776 are swept away like so much litter.14





Burnham’s power-worshipping mentality is epitomized in his subsequent book, The Machiavellians: In Defense of Freedom.15 “In The Managerial Revolution,” writes Burnham, “I tried to summarize the general character of the revolution. I did so… primarily in institutional, especially in economic terms. I propose here to redefine the nature of the revolution through the use of the Machiavellian principles.”16


In spite of its title, The Machiavellians indicates a softening of Burnham’s position. While still heralding the implacable march into the managerial future, the author stopped to at least examine the fact that such a development bodes ill for human freedom. He admits that “it would be absurd to deny” how much advancing managerialism “darkens the prospects of freedom for our time. Nevertheless, I am not yet convinced that they are sufficient to make freedom impossible.” Besides, we are told, “Freedom does require that all economic power should not be centralized, but there are other means than capitalist property rights to prevent such centralization.” Despite this minor modification, the essential contours of the theory of the managerial society remain intact. In The Machiavellians, Burnham still projects a society that is neither socialist nor capitalist, and he attacks both the Marxists and the conservatives as purveyors of “myths that express, not movements for political liberty, but a contest for control over the despotic and Bonapartist political order which they both anticipate.”17


Here he steps out of his role as mere chronicler of the inevitable to dispense advice to the new ruling elite:




There would seem to be no theoretic reason why sections of the elite should not be scientific about political affairs. If our reference is to the governing elite, we are asking whether rulers can rule scientifically; and the answer would seem to be that, up to a certain point, they can.18





Instead of denying that “the primary real goal of every ruling group is the maintenance of its own power and privilege,” a truly scientific elite would “recognize it frankly, and take appropriate steps to insure power and privilege.”19


Burnham’s sudden defection from Marxism, and his subsequent odyssey which led him to join the staff of the leading journal of the anticommunist Right, is not as inexplicable as it first appears. There is a continuity in his thought, a constant theme. Trotskyist communism posited a revolution betrayed and a parasitical ruling caste sprung from but also in conflict with collectivized property forms. Shachtman went a little farther down the same road and posed the question of whether the bureaucracy was in fact a new exploiting class; Burnham took the theory of bureaucratic collectivism still farther, positing a Machiavellian creed which denied all “utopias” and sought only to modify the behavior of the ruling managerial elite in a more “scientific” direction. Burnham’s political trajectory, from revolution to reconciliation with the ruling class, in the space of less than five years, encapsulates the experience of a whole generation of ex-leftists, who moved rightward more slowly but steadily during the fifties and were finally driven out of the Left completely in the sixties. Burnham was the first neoconservative, and the purest in the sense of being the most explicit and consistent.


National Review and the Anticommunist Crusade



After his break with the Workers Party, Burnham lingered for a short while in the ranks of those anticommunist liberals who were associated with the Congress for Cultural Freedom and with the Partisan Review crowd. As long as he confined himself to a call for rolling back communism and outlawing the American Communist Party, he was considered extreme but still within the bounds of rational discourse. The split with liberals such as James T. Farrell, Dwight Macdonald, and Daniel Bell came over the issue of Joe McCarthy. Burnham did not openly come out for “Tail-Gunner Joe,” but he attacked the Senator’s leftist critics and defended the concept that governments have the right and even the duty to investigate internal subversion. In 1953, Burnham resigned from the American Committee for Cultural Freedom, the liberal anti-communist front financed largely by the CIA, declaring that while he was not a McCarthyite, nor was he an “anti-anti-McCarthyite.” Sentiment against Burnham had been building in the ACCF for months, and he had been under attack by some members who criticized him for writing the introduction to a book that accused American scientists of relaying secret information to the Soviet Union. Burnham replied that his critics had




failed so far to realize that they are, in political reality, in a united front with the Communists, in the broadest, most imposing united front that has ever been constructed in this country.20





Isolated from the intellectual circles in which he had formerly flourished, Burnham retired to his home in Kent, Connecticut, to write a book for the Reader’s Digest, defending the congressional investigation into Communist activities. When William F. Buckley Jr. came to visit him in late 1954, Burnham welcomed the suggestion that he join the staff of a new conservative magazine. As senior editor at National Review, Burnham played a pivotal role, taking on a good deal of the day-to-day editorial tasks. For the next twenty-three years he was a decisive influence on what was to become the fountainhead of American conservatism.


In his National Review column, “The Third World War,” Burnham turned his elegant, angular prose to the task of outlining an unrelenting but ruthlessly realistic strategy for meeting the Communist challenge. The title of his column is taken from the opening of his 1947 polemic, The Struggle for the World,21 wherein he comes to grips with the errors of The Managerial Revolution, which were by that time quite glaring. The triumph of tripolar totalitarianism had been averted. Instead, the struggle for the world was reduced to two powers, the United States and the Soviet Union. The Third World War, as the logical outgrowth of the Second, had begun.


The Struggle for the World develops this contention into a full-blown justification for a U.S. world empire. Without mentioning his earlier prediction of a tripartite world of mega-states, Burnham presents two proposals for the postwar bipolar world: first, the merger of the United States and Great Britain, with the latter in a subordinate role, and second—incredibly—a preventive war against the Soviet Union.


The existence of nuclear weapons and the unique nature of the Communist enemy, he argued, made it imperative for the U.S. to use its nuclear monopoly to impose a “World Federation” on “at least enough of the world to dominate effectively the major questions of world politics.” He freely admitted, however, that “[a] federation… in which the federated units are not equal, in which one of them leads all others, to however slight a degree and holds the decisive instrument of material power is in reality an empire.” Naturally, the word “empire” will not be used, he says, but




[t]he reality is that the only alternative to the communist World Empire is an American Empire which will be, if not literally worldwide in formal boundaries, capable of exercising decisive world control. Nothing less than this can be the positive, or offensive, phase of a rational United States policy.22





Before the clarion call for a “New World Order” was sounded in 1990 by a Republican president, there was Burnham’s declaration that the U.S., in 1946, had two choices: a “world imperial federation with a monopoly of atomic weapons” or else another devastating world war that might destroy both superpowers.


Conspiracy theorists of the Right have traditionally blamed the Council on Foreign Relations for coming up with the expression “New World Order,” but in fact it was Burnham who, with unusual prescience, first coined the phrase:




It will be useful to give a name to the supreme policy which I have formulated. It is neither “imperial” nor “American” in any sense that would be ordinarily communicated by these words. The partial leadership, which it allots to the U.S., follows not from any nationalist bias but from the nature and possibilities of existing world power relationships. Because this policy is the only answer to the communist plan for a universal totalitarianism, because it is the only chance for preserving the measure of liberty that is possible for us in our Time of Troubles, and because it proposes the sole route now open toward a free world society, I shall henceforth refer to it as the policy of democratic world order.23





While Burnham’s prediction that “a new war in the full sense, and in a comparatively short time, is very probable,” was wrong, his insight that the United States might well embark on a quest for empire, or world dominion, was uncannily accurate, right down to approximating the phrase employed by George Bush to describe the goal of U.S. foreign policy.


True, it is not quite a democratic world order—certainly the emir of Kuwait does not qualify as a democrat—but that would have bothered Burnham as much as it apparently bothered the Bush administration.



Neither Capitalism nor Socialism



The globalist ideologues who today tell us that we must establish a Pax Americana, by force of arms if need be, owe a great debt to James Burnham, who was the first to openly advocate their program for the post–Cold War world. This debt was readily acknowledged by John O’Sullivan, the editor of National Review, who replaced Buckley in 1990. In a long paean to Burnham, published in the magazine’s thirty-fifth anniversary issue, O’Sullivan was clearly looking for precedents for the new conservative globalism, searching for a theoretical peg on which to hang conservative support for the Iraq war, and hoping to find it in Burnham. “The best new world order we can reasonably hope for,” declares O’Sullivan, at the end of his long, rambling essay,




is that the U.S…. may be persuaded to go beyond a narrow interpretation of its national interest…. America’s position in such a system would be similar to that of a medieval king in a feudal society: the sole sovereign with a recognized monopoly of force, but reliant for levies of both troops and money upon powerful barons…. Such a system would not be perfect, but, as Burnham himself might have said, it would certainly be an improvement on the totalitarian Dark Ages from which we have only just emerged.24





If this is the best new world order we can hope for, then perhaps we can do without. To compare the chief executive of the American Republic to a medieval king is bad enough; to add dependence on a council of foreign barons would be obscene if it weren’t so absurd.


O’Sullivan’s program of British-style imperialism has limited appeal to Americans, whatever their political coloration. If American conservatives were going to have the “New World Order” shoved down their throats, then the editor of National Review was determined to find some way to make it all go down smoothly. He had to discover some American precedent for a globalism of the Right, and certainly Burnham fit the bill.


O’Sullivan’s attempt to resurrect Burnham’s ghost, in defense of a globalist doctrine profoundly alien to American conservative thought, failed because Burnham, who believed neither in liberty nor transcendence, was no more a conservative than he was a Trotskyist, as anyone who skims through The Managerial Revolution, The Machiavellians, and even The Struggle for the World, and some of the later works will readily discover. Neither in his method, a crude form of mechanical materialism, nor in his politics, was James Burnham any sort of conservative, either traditionalist or libertarian. As one who would bring “science” to politics, he had no use for transcendence. As for liberty, Murray Rothbard put it well in his unpublished manuscript, The Betrayal of the American Right. Discussing the strong authoritarian trend at National Review, Rothbard writes,




At the opposite pole from the Catholic ultras, but at one with them in being opposed to liberty and individualism, was James Burnham, who since the inception of National Review [was] its cold, hard-nosed, amoral political strategist and resident Machiavellian…. In a lifetime of political writing, James Burnham has shown only one fleeting bit of positive interest in individual liberty: and that was a call in National Review for the legalization of firecrackers!25





Burnham’s views were a constant source of conflict at National Review. In spite of the fact that the magazine had consistently mocked the policies of Dwight Eisenhower, in 1956 Burnham argued that NR ought to endorse him. In his biography of Buckley, John Judis quotes Neal Freeman as saying that in 1964, Burnham “had been subtly but persistently reminding the editorial board of the hidden virtues of Nelson Rockefeller.”26 In any conservative’s book, the chapter entitled “The Hidden Virtues of Nelson Rockefeller” is going to be very short.


None of this seems to bother O’Sullivan, at least not much. Perhaps he assumes that most of his readers will not have read the books he cites, except perhaps for The Suicide of the West, a standard anticommunist tract. Still, there is always the danger that his more inquisitive readers may have stumbled across The Managerial Revolution or will be impelled to pick it up on his recommendation. Thus he is forced to downplay the importance of the book as bearing “the marks both of Burnham’s recent Marxism and of the period in which it was written.” To say that a book bears the mark of the period in which it is written is to tell us nothing, for surely every book bears this mark. As for the effects of the author’s cast-off Marxism, this would make sense if The Managerial Revolution stood in contrast to his later works. But in fact they are all of one piece: The Machiavellians, The Struggle for the World, The Coming Defeat of Communism, and the rest. All are suffused with a single theme, and that is the supremacy of power.


O’Sullivan even falsely states that “Burnham therefore explicitly retracted his predictions of a new world order in The Managerial Revolution.” Far from retracting the conclusions reached in that seminal work, Burnham merely modified and refined them over the years, as his preface to the 1960 Midland Books edition makes eminently clear. In spite of what he called a tendency to be overly “schematic,” too “rigid and doctrinaire,” he stood by his basic thesis. While allowing for the possible retention of some capitalist property forms—though in a distinctly subordinate role—even at that late date he was able to write,




Throughout the world, indeed, informed and thoughtful men have come to a double realization: first, that the capitalist era, in anything like the traditional meaning… is drawing to a close, or may even be regarded as finished; but second, that it is not to be replaced by socialism…. If these two negative facts are accepted, there then remains a double positive task: from a theoretical standpoint, to analyze the precise nature of this present historic transition… [and] from a human and practical standpoint, to act in such a way as to promote those variants of the new order that permit us that minimum of liberty and justice without which human society is degraded to merely animal existence.27





This was the essence of Burnham’s view: if liberty were to exist at all, then it would have to be the bare minimum. In Burnham’s malevolent universe, man’s inevitable station in life is just a cut above slavery—and he had better learn to be grateful that he isn’t totally at the mercy of his masters. In any case, Burnham assures us, the growth of state power is unavoidable, with the clear implication being that conservatives would be well-advised to abandon their futile efforts to stop it and focus their energies on the real threat posed by communism.


In The Coming Defeat of Communism, which was in effect a program for the implementation of the principles outlined in The Struggle for the World, Burnham bares his contempt for the American businessman.28 Aside from being “ignorant, abysmally ignorant about what communism is,” a condition none too surprising, this is the least of his sins. “Very many businessmen do not know the difference between a communist and an anarchist, democratic socialist, or mere eccentric dissident,” scolds Burnham. “They pick up a pompous phrase like ‘socialism is the half-way house to communism,’ and imagine that by repeating it they are being profoundly philosophical.”29


Defending Hubert Humphrey, the Reuther brothers, and labor leader John L. Lewis against the Right, Burnham turned his fire on the “greedy” capitalists, whose “monstrous incomes and profits have an antagonizing and demoralizing effect upon the workers, and the rest of the poorly or normally paid members of society, in this country and throughout the world. These income statistics are emotional explosives handed gratuitously to the communist propaganda machine.” Another villain is the businessman who stupidly resists the trade union attempt to extort tribute. “Some of the businessmen, plain and simple reactionaries, are absolutely anti-union,” lamented Burnham.30


This book, written over a decade after his formal break with Marxism, cannot be so easily dismissed as the remnants of a recently shed ideological skin. How easily these phrases—“greedy” capitalists, “monstrous incomes and profits”—could be lifted out of context and dropped onto the pages of some Trotskyist jeremiad! Although now a man of the Right, Burnham still spoke the language of egalitarianism, in which all profits beyond some ineluctable minimum are “monstrous.” No plain and simple reactionary, Burnham had nothing but contempt for the crude and grasping American entrepreneur, who was apparently too dull to recognize his own best interests.


In his attitude toward business and the mysterious exigencies of the market, Burnham shared the general view held by most American intellectuals: it was all dreadfully vulgar and distasteful. This equation of commercialism with philistinism is deeply embedded in European political culture but alien to America. It was the intellectuals who imported this foreign affectation to our shores; certainly most if not all of the intellectuals who graced the pages of Partisan Review were imbued with it. In moving rightward, Burnham did not discard it but carried it with him into the conservative movement, where its echoes are to be found today in the calls emanating from the neoconservative camp for a “socially responsible” and “democratic” capitalism.


Hailing the rise of the new managerial classes—the engineers, soldiers, government bureaucrats, and other “professionals” whose status had been elevated by World War II—Burnham decided that he didn’t really need the businessmen, especially if they insisted on opposing such political innovations as “the Reconstruction Finance Corporation, the Export-Import Bank, the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development, the Marshall Plan, the Securities and Exchange Commission, and the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation”—in short, the whole structure of the welfare-warfare state built up by Roosevelt and extended by Truman. “I do not wish to imply that I think that all of these and of the other major changes of this period have been ‘good.’ But most of them have been almost inescapable adaptations to the quickly changing world in which we are living.” In a footnote, he berates Wendell Wilkie for “having made his public reputation as the representative of Commonwealth & Southern in battling [the] TVA. I wonder how many stockholders of Commonwealth & Southern have reflected on the fact that their properties… are now paying dividends, and are immeasurably better off as a direct result of the area development brought about by TVA?”31


In Burnham’s totalistic view, everything had to be subordinated to the fight against international communism: even capitalism itself. Capitalism was, at any rate, doomed, according to the theory of the managerial revolution, and hardly worth fighting for.


What, then, was the West supposed to be fighting for? In a word: power. Summing up the career of James Burnham, ideologue, which telescoped in many ways the progression of a whole generation of intellectuals from Left to Right, we can point to a single theme dominating all the phases of his evolution: the manipulation of power by an elite. Like most of the intellectuals of his generation, as Orwell pointed out, Burnham was fascinated by power and possessed by the desire to wield it. This is the leitmotif of his life’s work.


O’Sullivan attempts to defend Burnham against Orwell’s charges by citing a letter in which Orwell agrees that the trend is toward centralism and planning “whether we like it or not.” Correctly explaining this by noting that both men were socialists, he writes that Orwell “remained a curious kind of cranky, unsystematic British socialist,” while “Burnham evolved into a curious kind of American conservative.” Curious indeed, as one examines the record of Burnham’s written works, and certainly for the time. In our time this sort of conservatism is still curious, but no longer quite so unfamiliar. The seed planted by Burnham—and the other defectors from communism who were soon to follow him in droves—has sprouted and flourished to such an extent that it now threatens the delicate ecology of the conservative movement.


O’Sullivan presents us with a choice of Burnhamite visions: the three super-states of The Managerial Revolution, based on the three major trade blocs led by the U.S., Japan, and Germany; or else the U.S.-led World Empire of The Struggle for the World—with the former based on protectionism and the latter on free trade.


O’Sullivan does not reveal why it would be impossible to have a tripartite world based on relatively free trade—or what would prevent subsidies and trade barriers from distorting the economic structure of his U.S.-led World Empire. Surely our allied “barons” would demand something as the price of their allegiance. But all this is beside the point: O’Sullivan’s argument is just a diversion from the emptiness at the core of the new Burnhamite dispensation. What he is evading is the answer to the question, Why should America take on the burden of empire, now that communism has collapsed, when the natural inclination of those who do not live in Washington, D.C., is to go back to their own affairs, back to economic matters and concern for community and family?


As the manifesto of post–Cold War conservatism, O’Sullivan’s essay is fatally flawed. If Burnham is the best the “New World Order” conservatives can come up with, the sole or even the major precedent for a globalism of the Right, then the effort is doomed to failure. Burnham, although intimately connected with National Review, was always the outsider, a permanent guest in the house of the Right, who was barely able to tolerate what he no doubt considered the curiously archaic and even primeval customs of his conservative hosts.


Globalism of the Right


It is true, as O’Sullivan says, that James Burnham was prescient in many ways; his predictions concerning the internal weaknesses of the Soviet Union in The Coming Defeat of Communism were for the most part accurate. But, in an important sense, he missed the boat even in this area. While correctly pointing to the vital national question as the Achilles heel of the Soviet Union, and while citing endemic economic problems, Burnham did not believe that the masses of the Communist bloc, left to themselves, would ever revolt, or, if they did, that their struggle could be anything other than sporadic and ineffective.


Containment or Liberation, The Suicide of the West, and much of Burnham’s published writings after The Struggle for the World were devoted to developing a vast and detailed plan, coordinated on a world scale, to eradicate the Communist menace. In every sphere of social and political activity, from the labor unions to the cultural front, Burnham urged the U.S. government to organize the cadres of the counterrevolution into a kind of Anticomintern, devoted to spreading the doctrine of the “democratic world order” by word and deed. This huge apparatus, supported not only by tax dollars but by U.S. military might, would have a fighting chance to defeat the enemy, but only if U.S. policymakers recognized the nature of the threat and immediately acted to meet it.


The vast apparatus of official anticommunism, the creation and expansion of which Burnham spent much of his life urging, has outlived its adversary. Today, although this giant machine is dormant, it is not demobilized. The Voice of America, the National Endowment for Democracy, and the like live on. This is due to the fact that these bureaucracies, like all such agencies, are not without their constituencies, the special interest groups that lobby on their behalf and save them, year after year, from the budget-cutter’s axe.


Now the very existence of the “pro-democracy” bureaucracy is being called into question. After all, if there is no enemy, then the war is over—right? Wrong, say the neoconservatives. Instead of dismantling the network of political apparatchiks that waged the Cold War on the ideological front, we ought to greatly expand it precisely because we find ourselves, as Charles Krauthammer puts it, at the “unipolar moment.” With no enemy and therefore no obstacle in our path, now is the time to act before that moment passes. The post–Cold War world, they argue, is the perfect opportunity for the U.S. to make its bid for empire.


It is the old Burnhamite idea of a “democratic world order,” revived and refurbished—but with a new twist. The neocon credo of “exporting democracy” is Burnhamism minus the scenery, i.e., minus the threat of implacable communism looming in the background. What is left is the fascination with power and Burnham’s original vision of a managerial elite in the saddle on a world scale.


Certainly most Americans would scoff at the idea of an American Empire and remain unmoved at the prospect of a “New World Order.” But the neocons think they have figured out a way around this. As Burnham predicted, these would-be Caesars do not openly call for an empire; only the haughty Krauthammer dares to name what he is advocating. Instead, in what is the ultimate irony, they pose as champions of “democracy.” Rather than seeking to build an empire, which the American people would not long tolerate, the advocates of the new globalism claim to be “exporting democracy.” This is the new myth in the name of which the world-savers and would-be world planners empty our wallets and fill their coffers; the new rationale for the existence of countless think tanks and the cushy jobs that go with them; the latest code word for a frankly imperial policy, unrestrained by either modesty or common sense.


The proper goal of U.S. foreign policy is not to protect and defend the people of this country, say the democratists; it is to extend our system to the rest of the globe. It is a temptation that will be the undoing of the American republic. Such a policy would have to mean constant wars, an attendant confiscatory taxation, and political and economic centralization. In addition, what greater threat to our form of government exists than the clandestine machinations of American intelligence agencies engaged in political intrigues, all carried out under the shroud of official secrecy? Yet Burnham and his league of embittered ex-Leninists flourished in the atmosphere of secrecy and conspiracy with which the CIA cloaked its activities. Indeed, Burnham worked as a consultant for the CIA. He was a founder and leading light of the CIA-financed International Congress for Cultural Freedom and its U.S. affiliate, the American Congress for Cultural Freedom, which provided a base for so many liberal anticommunists during the fifties.


This affiliation is the organizational link between two generations of leftist intellectuals moving rapidly rightward. Many of today’s neoconservatives were yesterday’s liberal anticommunists who, unwittingly or not, played the CIA’s game. But this allegiance, while not irrelevant, is potentially misleading. For in the end it is ideology that connects the generations, a common origin in the same troublesome brand of schismatic Trotskyism that blew apart the Socialist Workers Party on the eve of World War II and enjoyed an independent existence longer after that event.


It is therefore instructive for those who would understand what is happening to the conservative movement to examine the history of the anti-Stalinist Left. Before we can begin to see how and why the original ideology and goals of the American Right have become corrupted, it is necessary to examine the roots of that corruption in a strain of leftist ideology that seems to carry within itself some mutating power, some crucial gene that transformed a generation of American intellectuals, and may yet succeed in rendering the conservative movement unrecognizable.
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