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Those who see in modernity admirable principles
but also worrisome tendencies, their persuasion will be
neoconservatism. .. Recognizing this fact about American life —
that almost everything is up for grabs and in continual flux —
neoconservatives believe. .. that we should aim at educating

and directing democracy.
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Neoconservatism has become the topic of the day. But does
neoconservatism really exist, and if so what is it? What exactly is ‘new’
in neoconservatism, and how does it differ from other strands of conservative
thought in America? And finally, what kind of political influence does
neoconservatism wield today? Of course, it is this last question that is
nowadays on everyone’s mind. Yet one can hardly begin to weigh the influence
of neoconservatism on the [George W.] Bush White House without first
reaching some understanding of what it is, and how it differs from the old
conservatism.

Until quite recently, neoconservatism was thought to be a spent force. Few
intellectuals anymore identified themselves as ‘neocons’, and the label rarely
surfaced in political conversation and debate or in the news media. The two
leading spokesmen for neoconservatism had themselves concluded that the
term had outlived its usefulness. In his 1995 book Neoconservatism: The
Autobiography of an Idea, Irving Kristol asked, “Where stands neoconservatism
today?’ to which he answered: ‘It is clear that what can fairly be described as
the neoconservative impulse... was a generational phenomenon, and has now
been pretty much absorbed into a larger, more comprehensive conservatism.
A year later, in an address before the American Enterprise Institute, Norman
Podhoretz emphatically declared that ‘neoconservatism is dead’.

Over the last year or so, however, and especially during the run-up to the
Iraq War, the label of neoconservatism made its way back into our public
discussions and political debates. ‘It is neocons... who are the brains behind
Bush’s push to expel Hussein, wrote Jacob Heilbrunn in the Los Angeles Times.
“Without them there would be no war talk. He was not alone in singling out
the neocons. It has become the label of choice for left- and right-wing war
critics. Though John Judis and Patrick Buchanan may have little in common,
though Christopher Matthews and Paul Craig Roberts may not agree on
Much else, they all agree that the war in Iraq was somehow an outgrowth of
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neoconservative ideology. And the fascination with neoconservatism has
hardly abated: ‘Neocons on the Line’ blared a recent headline in Newsweek;
‘The Neocons in Charge’ read another in The New York Review of Books.
Presidential hopeful Howard Dean declared on the campaign stump that
President Bush has ‘been captured by the neoconservatives around him’. And
now that the war in Iraq is not going so well, some critics speak of a
neoconservative ‘crack-up’.

The sudden and unexpected return of the neocon label could be attributed §
to conspiracy mongering by the left or as the convenient shorthand of
journalists to describe apparent fault lines within the Bush administration. Both
explanations have merit, but it is also the case that neoconservatism never quite
went away as claimed. Neoconservatism may in fact constitute not a i
generational phenomenon but one of several fundamental alternatives within "
conservatism taken as a whole. Generally, the neoconservative label has been {
applied to a particular group of intellectuals who moved from what might be
called a neo-liberal politics in the 1960s and 1970s to what became known as
neoconservatism. It now seems more likely that something like neoconservatism
represents a natural conservative response to modernity, at least in America, one
with its own distinctive qualities, its own style and substance, its own strengths
and weaknesses.

Today, it is simply assumed that neoconservatism is mainly about foreign
policy and stands for something like Wilsonianism-on-steroids — a unilateralist, §
even utopian, democracy-promoting foreign policy. Yet, historically speaking, 3
as Irving Kristol has noted, neoconservatism was more concerned with the 4
possibilities and limits of the free-enterprise system than with the ‘free world’ E
as such. And so it is here, on the domestic side of things, if you will, that we
must begin if we are to understand neoconservatism. ’j*

The basic contours of neoconservatism most readily emerge against the
backdrop of its two main conservative rivals: libertarianism and traditionalism
(1 will have little to say of religious conservatives and Straussians, since they ar¢. 8
frequently allied with neocons and have moreover helped shape the neocon
impulse.) These three conservative approaches — traditionalism, libertarianism,
and neoconservatism — first began to take the form we recognize today shortly
after World War II. However, each also has deeper historical and philosoph1
roots. Generally speaking, traditionalists look to Edmund Burke, libertarians
Adam Smith or (more so today) to Friedrich Hayek, and neocons to Alexis a4
Tocqueville. Each might also be said to find its origins in something morHy
elemental and immediate. Any one of us can’t help but have a gut feelin§
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about modernity and modern American life in particular — its possibilities and
limits, whether it is humane and decent or alienating and corrupting. Those of
us who regret much of modern American life and find solace in old, inherited
ways will cling to traditionalism. Others, who celebrate the new freedoms and
new technologies, will turn to libertarianism. As for those who see in
modernity admirable principles but also worrisome tendencies, their
persuasion will be neoconservatism.

THE TRADITIONALISTS

In the post-World War II period, a number of exceptional thinkers sought to
adapt a traditionalist, Burkean conservatism to American public life. They
became known as the ‘new conservatives’. The most prominent of them was
Russell Kirk, who authored in 1953 the best-seller The Conservative Mind. An
overly simple but for our purposes accurate enough way of characterizing
Kirk’s achievement would be to say that he initiated a turn among American
conservatives away from a bourgeois Lockean philosophy and toward a mildly
aristocratic Burkean one. A typical American ‘conservative’ in the pre-World
War II period was in fact a nineteenth-century liberal — a believer in laissez-
faire, scientific improvements, and progress more generally. The Burke revival
that Kirk helped spark in the 1950s lent to American conservatism a very
different voice. No longer would it settle for being the party of ‘big business’
or an apologist for bourgeois society. The traditionalists joined Burke in his
lament that ‘the age of chivalry is gone’, and concurred in his denunciations
of the ‘new conquering empire of light and reason’.

To the new conservatives, the problem was modern rapaciousness generally,
as the following passage from Kirk’s classic illustrates: ‘The modern spectacle
of vanished forests and eroded lands, wasted petroleum and ruthless mining,
national debts recklessly increased until they are repudiated, and continual
revision of positive law, is evidence of what an age without veneration does to
itself and its successors” And in Kirk’s romantic description of the town of
Beaconsfield where Burke was buried, traditionalism’s unease with modern
Mmass society is clearly evident:

Little has changed here: the good old houses of four centuries, the tidy
half-timbered inn, the great oaks and the quiet lanes are as they were in
Burke’s day, though the villadome and new-housing-scheme expanses
of London bite deep into Buckinghamshire, and light industry is
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invading the neighboring towns. At Stoke Poges, only a few miles
distant, a tremendous and hideous housing estate of unredeemed
monotony has shouldered right against Gray’s country churchyard. But
Beaconsfield Old Town is an island of ancient England in an industrial
and proletarian sea of humanity.

Kirk’s project was less about public policy than philosophic definition and
cultural recovery. With Burke as his touchstone, Kirk aimed at explaining to an
American audience what it meant to be conservative and to think conservatively.
In The Conservative Mind, he surveyed a kaleidoscope of conservative thinkers,
from John Adams to Tocqueville, and from Disraeli to Henry Adams. It had been
a long time since Americans had been taught to take these thinkers seriously, and
Kirk’s prolific writings changed the face of American conservatism. In its early
years, the National Review was heavily influenced by traditionalist modes of
thought, and for a while Kirk wrote a column for the magazine. The magazine’s
opening statement of purpose, authored by William E Buckley in 1955, was a
neo-Burkean call to arms in which it was declared that the National Review
‘stands athwart history, yelling Stop’.

The desire to stop, reflect, reconsider, and perhaps go back remains alive
within conservative circles. It can be seen in the conservative defense of the
traditional family, and in its cultivation of the older virtues and a religious
sensibility. Most practically it is evident in the traditionalist view that the
federal government has usurped the prerogatives of localities. Such
conservatives look back, almost wistfully, to an America of small towns and
close-knit communities, and they have become increasingly critical of what
they view as President Bush’s ‘Big Government conservatism’.

The influence of traditionalism in America, however, largely stops at the
doorway of practical politics. There are today no real ‘traditionalist’ politicians
in America, in quite the same way that there are, for example, identifiable
neoconservative, or paleoconservative, or libertarian politicians and policy-
makers. In part this was by design: traditionalist intellectuals in America tended
to be more interested in culture, as well as the cultivation of a certain
sensibility, than they were in ‘mere’ party politics. To be sure, they expected to
have an influence on politics, but more by indirection, and for the most part
they did not actively pursue a public policy agenda. Their lack of a strong
political presence can also be traced a bit further. It has long been understood
that the United States from its origins is thoroughly (though, of course, not
entirely) liberal and Lockean. Americans were born democrats, as Tocqueville
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pointed out, and never had an aristocratic tradition to which they might recur.
This desideratum, if it can be called that, puts a traditionalist style of politics
at a decisive disadvantage in America.

THE PALEOCONSERVATIVES

This is the place to digress for a moment and say a word about the
paleoconservatives, as they have been labeled. Commonly thought to be the
heirs of Kirk and the traditionalists, paleoconservatives in fact dissent from
what Kirk considered true conservative principles. They are not conservatives
so much as reactionaries or pseudo-radicals. The paleos can fairly be said to
despise much of contemporary American life and would like somehow to
move beyond the modern American political debate.

Paleoconservatives were largely unknown to the general public until the
1990s when Patrick Buchanan championed many of their ideas in his efforts
to remake the Republican Party. Buchanan’s goal was not to restore an older
conservative ideal but to initiate a right-wing reformation instead. In 2000, he
made his radical intentions clear by bolting from the Republican Party and
running as the Reform candidate. “With this campaign, he declared, ‘I intend
to redefine what it means to be a conservative! Buchananism stood for anti-
free trade and anti-globalism in economic policy; anti-immigration and pro-
life in social policy; and isolationism in foreign policy. Yet despite his strong
pro-life position and frequent religious appeals, Buchanan was rejected by
rank-and-file religious conservatives and their leadership. He may have
declared a ‘religious war’ for the heart and soul of the nation, but religious
conservatives did not buy it. They sided in the Republican primaries with
President [George H. W] Bush in 1992 and Senator Robert Dole in 1996 —
neither of whom was known to be strongly supportive of the religious right’s
agenda. The media largely missed the salience of these alliances, which greatly
damaged Buchanan’s electoral viability. The paleos’ agenda, as it turns out, is
more quixotic than anyone quite realized, and the religious right more
bourgeois than is generally supposed.

The very term paleoconservative is misleading. Unlike the traditionalists,
the paleocons contend that we have become irrevocably cut off from a living,
sustainable tradition. In their view, the acids of modernity have left us entirely
disinherited from old customs and ways, and conservatism’s project of
conservation is but a glittering illusion. They have thus gone in search of new
gods. Thomas Fleming, editor of the paleoconservative journal Chronicles: A






