
Conservatism  
 
The Five Wings of the American Right 
 
Metaphor for an unstable bird. Fractious and full of conflict, but ultimately pretty 
successful. 
 

1. Conservatism 
2. The Libertarian Right 
3. Neoconservatism 
4. The New Right 
5. The Extreme Right 

 
 

1. Conservatism 
a. Edmund Burke 
b. B. Classical Liberalism (rugged individualism) 
c. William F. Buckley Jr. (National Review) 
d. Reaganites – Murray, Gilder, and Laffer and the supply-siders 

 
“Mood” rather than a doctrine 
   Values – tradition, order, stability, authority 
 
Negative view of human nature 
 Tainted by original sin 
 Imperfect, fallible 
 
Commonly talks of the darkness of human nature hence the need for authority, 
tradition and religion to guide people away from sinning. 
 
Traditional conservatism has been against change, against individualism, possibly 
anti-capitalist. Anti-democratic, pessimistic about reform 
 
This European style conservatism has never been particularly strong in the USA. 
American conservatism is largely classical Liberalism (rugged individualism e.g. 
Reagan and Limbaugh) 
 
WILLIAM BUCKLEY  
William F. Buckley Jr., editor of the National Review. Some would call Buckley a 
libertarian but in the American context I prefer the term conservative. 
 
The National Review circle was a key conservative forum. 
 
William Buckley’s first book was God and Man at Yale but it was his 1959 Up from 
Liberalism that began the right-wing movement that turned American liberalism into 
a swear word in American politics. 
 
Buckley supported Goldwater in 1964 election campaign. 
 



In the late 70s he debated Reagan on the Panama Canal hand-back and was attacked 
regularly by the New Right. 
 
In 1996 he came out in favour of the legalisation of drugs – his argument was used by 
David Pennington in his address to the Victorian State Parliament on this issue. 
 
Foreign Policy:  Cold War – strong anti-communist 
   Post-Cold War – strong disagreement with the isolationist right 
 
TWO TYPES OF CONSERVATISM 
In the 1950s and 1960s there were debates over fusionism. The work of Frank Meyer 
looks at trying to fuse tensions between on one hand Tradition and Virtue 
(Conservative) and on the other hand Reason and Freedom (Libertarian) 
 
There is obviously a possible contradiction between these two positions.   
 
 

2. Libertarian Right 
a. Instrumentalists    Hayek, Friedman 
b. Moralists   Ayn Rand, Robert Nozick, Murray Rothbard 

 
 
Libertarianism is a strong anti-statist movement. Opposed to state involvement in all 
spheres of life.   
 
Not exclusively a right-wing movement. Supported also from former leftists or 
countercultural elements suspicious of government e.g. those who wish for fewer 
restrictions on drugs or pornography. The internet has been the ultimate tool for the 
libertarians. 
 
Generally however Libertarianism is right-wing because it is utterly opposed to 
government interference in the economy. 
 
Cato Institute 
Anti-welfare 
End of prohibition on drugs 
To me they fudged their position on abortion “liberty of the unborn” 
 
 

3. Neonconservatism 
 
Intellectual movement 

               a. Irving Kristol (Editor Public Interest) 
Norman Podhoretz (editor Commentary) 
Jeane Kirkpatrick (US ambassador to the UN appointed by Reagan) 
Nathan Glazier 
 

              b. Daniel Bell (editor Public Interest) 



Daniel Patrick Moynihan (Johnson and Nixon administrations; New York 
Senator) 
 

               
1. Blamed for Iraq War 
2. Democracy promotion 
3. Best seen as a network rather than a belief system or ideology 
4. Jewish Cabal 
5. Left to right conversion (aging process) 

 
 
DIFFERENT STRANDS 

1. Against social engineering (limits of social policy – sceptical of Great Society 
reforms and unintended consequences) 

2. Sceptical of the UN 
3. Belief in the goodness of American power and using it abroad 
4. Belief that character of regimes is a legitimate concern of US 
5. Belief that democracy is the best system of government (end of history) and 

that democracies are less likely to fight each other. 
 
First and second generation theory. Former Liberals and Socialists who dissented 
(Jewish) against Liberal Great Society (and counter culture), saying that there were 
“limits to social policy” and arguing that Liberalism pretended to solve all problems. 
They were very wary of unrealistic expectations. 
 
They like to quote Dr Johnson: “How small, of that human hearts endure, 
that part, which laws or kings can cause or cure.” 
 
Against social engineering domestically but okay for the reordering of other nations – 
DISCONNECT. Why? 
 
 
Range of ideas the neocons 
 
Limited supporters of welfare state unlike most American conservatives but opposed 
to affirmative action and quotas. 
 
Argued that public sector workers were bringing down capitalism. They argued these 
professions they considered the non productive class e.g. teachers, social workers 
were not concerned with solving poverty but continuing it for their own employment 
and personal gain. 
 
Were the intellectual arm of Wallace’s attack on “Pointy-head” intellectuals and 
bureaucracy. 
 
The “New Class” attack was central to the derailing of the War on Poverty as the 
attack depicted it as having suspect aims. 
 
United on anticommunism and total opposition to counter-culture 
 



Jeane Kirkpatrick - Distinction between Totalitarianism (Communism) and 
Dictatorships (potentially US-friendly) 
 
Increasingly anti-welfare (pro free market) e.g. Podhoretz – welfare state should be 
dismantled as quickly as politically possible 
 
Contradiction between the focus on liberty and moralistic views. 
 
Intellectual Reagan Democrats  
Trumpeted the Gingrich Revolution. Neoconservative 60s and 70s, now large 
numbers of Democrats openly Republican (important because it mirrors white urban 
shift to GOP from 60s through to 90s).  
 
Conflict with the New Right (particularly the Jewish question). 
 
Commentary (Internationalist) vs Paleoconservatives (Chronicles) Traditionalists, 
explicitly Christian, non-interventionist. 
 
 

4. The New Right 
              a. The Goldwater Movement 

Richard Viguerie, Howard Phillips, William Rusher, Paul Weyrich 
Key Think Tank: Heritage Foundation 
Key magazines Policy Review; Conservative Digest, Human Events. 
 

  b. New Right Coalition 
Political Action Committees 
 

  c. Religious Right 
Moral Majority – Jerry Falwell 
Christian Coalition – Pat Robertson (GOP presidential candidate 1988). 
Ralph Reed 

 
Different from the UK/Australian New Right. US mass social movement who 
describe themselves as “radicals” not conservatives. 
 
Goldwater Movement 
Brought together many in the GOP Right. 
 
Viguerie – coalition building, inventor of the direct mail method of campaign. Built 
up the grass roots movement, shifted away from the erudite National Review types. 
Was a response to the New Left. 
 Anti-modernity 
 Anti-bigness 

Anti-Nelson Rockefeller 
Reagan long time hero; Reagan-Wallace ticket seen as “dream team” but by 
the 1980s Reagan was being criticised by the New Right who were essentially 
anti-political. 

 



By 1980 they were sending out millions of  letters a year to: 
• Firstly donators to the Goldwater campaign 
• Citizen committees for the right to keep and bear arms 
• Coalition for Peace through strength 
• National rights to work Committee 
• Heritage Foundation (policy review) 
• Right to Life committees 
• Stop ERA 
• Foreign Policy Nationalists 

 
The New Right PAC was the biggest spender in the late 70s and early 1980s, and they 
had great success in 1978 with their targeting of liberal Senators. 
 
1994 Contract with America. Contract with American families 
 
Powered by anti-abortionist movement; pro-family agenda. 
 
But also libertarian anti-regulation arm 
 Guns 
 Anti- Big Brother e.g. anti the collection of Federal Records 
  
 
At the fringes conspiratorial elements like the Extreme Right 
 
RELIGIOUS RIGHT  
Strong growth in the 1970s in response to the social changes of the 1960s: 
Women’s equality; reproductive choice; homosexual rights; education. 
Growth in evangelical churches with a Fundamentalist interpretation of the Bible; 
Televangelism – Jerry Falwell (in 1980 50,000 viewers of his TV show), Pat 
Robertson 
 
The US has one of the highest levels of religiosity in the world  
 
Mainstream churches in serious decline, fundamentalist churches still on the rise. 
 
In the mid-1980s Religious Right and New Right were hit by high profile scandals 
which saw a dip in popularity nationally before regaining popularity. 
On a local level though they were still extremely active pushing for: 

• The banning of sex education and pornography 
• Anti-feminism and anti-abortion 
• Introduction of school prayer and creationism theory at schools 

 
This led to the censorship in some schools of classic literature such as: Huckleberry 
Finn, Catcher in the Rye, Slaughterhouse 5, Brave New World, 1984. 
 
The Religious Right became disappointed in Reagan, openly hostile to George HW 
Bush which led to their support of Buchanan in the 92 campaign. 
 
Heavy involvement overseas 



 
 
PATRICK J BUCHANAN 
Attacked the Supreme Court as a judicial dictatorship protecting “criminals, atheists, 
homosexuals, flag-burners, convicts and pornographers.” 
 
In 1970 Buchanan had attacked Kentucky Fried Chicken and Sears Roebuck for 
advertising during the ‘immoral” “Charlies Angels” and “Three’s Company”: the 
companies withdrew their advertising. 
 
Foremr advisor to Nxon and Reagan 
Arch conservative  
 Economic populist 

Authoritarian social conservatism 
 
Ran in primaries against George Bush in 1988. His Houston speech is a classic. 
 
Declared a cultural war for the “heart and soul” of America 
 
Politics were anti-immigrant  
 Promoted the idea of walls along the Mexican and Canadian borders 
 In 1996 campaign referred collectively to Mexicans as “Jose” 
 American first – nationalist and nativist 
Strong ant-abortion stance 
 
Won New Hampshire primary in 1996 (second most popular Republican)  
  
THE RELIGIOUS RIGHT  
 
Russ Limbaugh: broadcast on hundreds of radio stations, 2 million copies sold of his 
first book 
Pat Robertson 
 
Today the Religious Right are the biggest collation in the GOP. In 1994 22% of 
voters described themselves as evangelists. They voted 90% for GOP. 
 

 
 

5. The Extreme Right/Radical Right 
Ku Klux Klan 
Aryan Nation 
Populist Party  
Liberty Lobby 
Posse Comitatus (power of the county; only accept local authority i.e. the power of 
the local sheriff) 
Identity Christianity 

 
Lyndon LaRouche 
David Duke 
 



Like to use American Revolutionary heroes Jefferson etc to justify their own struggles 
against big government and gun ownership. Views promoted in mid-west and West 
Coast farm belts where farmers suffered a major recession in the 1980s  
 
Anti-government – anti federal taxes 
Anti-welfare 
Anti-semitic  argue that the US is controlled by Jewish bankers; Zionist 

Occupational Government (ZOG); behind the death of Jewish radio 
host – the subject of Oliver Stone’s Talk Radio 

Anti UN/world government   
 
DAVID DUKE 

• Ex-Ku Klux Klansman leader 
• Elected 1989 Louisana State Legislature 
• 1991 Lost the Governor’s race but won 55% of the white vote. His support 

came from economically anxious anti-welfare anti-Affirmative Action. 
 
 
This combined right-wing movement leads to extreme anti-government rhetoric from 
intellectuals, community leaders, interest groups and radio talk show hosts. 
 
Contributed to the Oklahoma City bombing, in which 168 people lost their lives.  
 Timothy McVeigh’s motives linked to the Branch Davidian raid at Waco, Texas on 
19 April 1995 exactly 2 yrs before Oklahoma bombing, which saw the deaths of 82 
supporters of the offshoot religion. 
 
 
John Birch Society  
Hard right anti-communist group founded in 1958 
 
Ku Klux Klan 
Founded by veterans of the Confederacy in 1866 
Anti-Catholic, Anti-Semitic 
In 1920 the Klan included 15% of the nation’s eligible voters– 4-6 million members 
Acted with impunity up till the 1950s and early 1960s 
Murders of civil rights campaigners as portrayed in the movie Mississippi Burning. 
 
 


