
CHAPTER 1 1

I he C^onsepvative rceviv

YOU WALK AROUND WITH YOUR GOLDWATER BUTTON, AND YOU FEEL THE

THRILL OF TREASON.

—Robert Claus, student activist at th e University of Wisconsin, 1961'

"I find that America is fundamentally a conservative nation," wrote Senator
Barry Goldwater, Republican from Arizona, in a short, provocative book, pub-
lished in 1960, that set forth his political creed. "The preponderant judgment
of the American people, especially of the young people, is that the radical,
or Liberal, approach has not worked and is not working. They yearn for a
return to Conservative principles."2

At the time, most commentators found Goldwater's judgment in The Con-
science of a Conservative to be both inaccurate and old-fashioned. Didn't mos
Americans endorse the central tenets and programs of modern liberalism?
Didn't they welcome government's role in financing education, public hous-
ing, and insurance for the elderly and the unemployed? Hadn't strong unions
made working-class Americans prosperous? Wasn't the liberal ethic of racial
integration and cultural tolerance growing in popularity? Wasn't it sensible
to coexist peacefully with the Soviet Union, a nation whose hydrogen bombs
could destroy every major U.S. city? A popular study of American conser-
vatism, published in 1962, was subtitled The Thankless Persuasion. In the Sen-
ate, Goldwater had sponsored no major piece of legislation. "His main busi-
ness there," commented historian Richard Hofstadter at the time, "was simply
to vote No." Did the Right have anything meaningful to say to Americans in
the 1960s?3

Goldwater curtly dismissed that line of argument: "Conservatism, we are
told, is out-of-date. The charge is preposterous. . . . The laws of God, and of
nature have no dateline." Then the former World War II pilot went on the
attack: against the welfare state ("My aim is not to pass laws, but to repeal
them"); against forced integration, even though he personally favored bira-
cial schools ("I am not prepared . . . to impose that judgment of mine . . .
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206 America Divided

on the people of Mississippi and South Carolina); and against a foreign pol-
icy geared to "containing" the Soviet bloc instead of defeating "the Commu-
nist empire."4

In 1964 an unprecedented grassroots effort won Barry Goldwater the Re-
publican nomination for president. By then, Conscience of a Conservative had
sold over 3 million copies.

Much attention was paid, during the 1960s and alter, to powerful liber-
als who molded social policy and to the flamboyant movements—black, an-
tiwar, feminist, countercultural—that challenged liberal ideas and actions
from the Left. But the dominance of liberalism was attacked just as loudly
and strongly from the Right. A growing social movement of conservatives—
active on campuses, in business circles, inside Protestant and Catholic
churches, and among Republican party activists—tried to reverse much of
what the New Deal and subsequent administrations in Washington had
wrought. Although conservatives did not capture the highest offices in the
land until 1980—when Ronald Reagan was elected president and Republi-
cans won control of the U.S. Senate—they had become a major political and
cultural force more than a decade before.

Blessed with hindsight, we can better appreciate the significance of the
'60s Right. Conservatives began building a mass movement earlier than did
the New Left. And they sustained morale and kept expanding their numbers
for years after the young radicals had splintered in various directions. The
Left blazed through the '60s like a meteor, reshaping the cultural landscape,
particularly in the areas of gender and race. The Right established itself as a
unified and potent political movement during the same decade. And, at the
end of twentieth century, its fire was not yet extinguished.

Sixties conservatism had deep roots in the American past. Goldwater's
call to preserve social and moral order and to practice self-reliance echoed
the sentiments of many a Puritan minister, slave-holding planter, and self-
made industrialist. And, like such forerunners, modern conservatives mixed
their idealism with a loathing of anyone deemed to be ruining what they held
dear. The men and women of the 1960s Right were strongly motivated by a
vision of the good society, as elaborated by conservative thinkers as well as
the Scriptures. But their appeals to meaner sentiments, particularly white
racism, helped the movement grow among groups the Right had never at-
tracted before.

The intellectual revival began at the end of World War II. In 1945 the fu-
ture seemed to belong to the Left. Liberal Democrats then governed in Wash-
ington and in most of the big states, and the membership and economic clout
of unions was expanding. The federal bureaucracy had flourished during the
war and might soon take on the tasks of economic planning and providing
health care to all citizens—much as the new Labor government in Great Britain
was doing. Conservatives quarreled among themselves about issues like the
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The Conservative Revival 207

size of the postwar military and feared for their future. No wonder essayist
Albert Jay Nock, near the war's end, dubbed "the Remnant" those like him-
self who continued to keep the traditional mode of conservatism alive.

At that melancholy moment, a new generation of thinkers was already
crafting works that gave the Right a storehouse of concepts which activists
would refine and draw upon during the ensuing decades. Some of these writ-
ers were libertarian philosophers and economists, like Friedrich von Hayek
and Milton Friedman, who argued that liberty in the marketplace was the
key to a free society. Others were apostates from Marxism, fierce anticom-
munists like James Burnham and Will Herberg, who warned that the West
must cling to its religious and moral values if it hoped to prevail against So-
viet power and pro-Soviet subversion. Others, like the historian Russell Kirk
and the sociologist Robert Nisbet, drew inspiration from traditional concepts
like natural law and denied that a "meddling state" could or should dissolve
natural differences between human beings. All these intellectuals were cos-
mopolitan in background and eager to debate the ideas of Marx, Nietzsche,
and Freud with their present-day admirers.5

At the core of the new conservatives' worldview lay two profound, if
somewhat antithetical, concepts. The first, derived from the eighteenth-
century British writer Adam Smith, was that human freedom required gov-
ernment to stay out of economic life. This stemmed as much from moral con-
viction as from a calculation of how to produce goods and services most
efficiently. As von Hayek wrote in The Road to Serfdom:

Economic control is not merely control of a sector of human life which can be sep-
arated from the rest. It is the control of the means of all our ends. And whoever
has sole control of the means must also determine which ends are to be served,
which values are to be rated higher and which lower—in short, what men should
believe and strive for.6

For von Hayek, an Austrian emigre, liberal planners differed only in degree
from their Nazi or Stalinist counterparts. All sought to coerce individuals to
behave in ways the planners deemed most useful to society as a whole. All
were "collectivists" who wanted to substitute a strong state for the sponta-
neous energies of citizens. As Milton Friedman, a disciple of von Hayek's who
would later win the Nobel Prize in economics, argued in 1962, "The great
advances of civilization, whether in architecture or painting, in science or lit-
erature, in industry or agriculture, have never come from centralized gov-
ernment."7 Friedman advocated the end of any state agency or program—in-
cluding the post office, the minimum wage, public housing, and national
parks—that impeded or substituted for the marketplace.

The second big idea on the Right, inspired particularly by Adam Smith's
contemporary Edmund Burke, was the superiority of stable structures of au-
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208 America Divided

thority governed by a strict moral code. "Political problems," wrote Russell
Kirk in 1953, "at bottom, are religious and moral problems. . . . Custom, con-
vention, and old prescription are checks both upon man's anarchic impulse
and upon the innovator's lust for power."8 Liberalism, according to this view,
was both foolish and dangerous: the impulse to make the world over again
through the state would surely fail. But its influence was tearing apart the
traditional culture—rooted in the Bible—that had allowed families and local
institutions from schools to churches to businesses to thrive. Will Herberg
charged, " 'Modern man' . . . has disencumbered himself of his historic faith,
Jewish or Christian, . . . [but] has opened himself up to the incursion of a
host of devils . . . the most deceptive of pseudo-religions (Communism, Nazis,
the Liberal cult of Progress)."9 Herberg was a Jew, but the most prominent
traditionalists tended to have been raised as Catholics or, like Kirk, later con-
verted to that faith.

In the abstract, the viewpoint of a fierce economic libertarian was not
congenial with that of a cultural conservative. Success in the marketplace re-
quired constant innovation: the ethic of newer and better clashed with the
desire to preserve traditional values of thrift and sobriety.10 For Milton Fried-
man, any restriction on individual rights was suspect, whereas thinkers like
Kirk and Herberg worried that only communal pressure to act responsibly
kept America from descending into chaos.

However, there were pressing reasons for conservative intellectuals to
join forces in the late '40s and the '50s. Above all, they shared a hatred of
Soviet communism and its mammoth new ally, the People's Republic of
China—which they regarded as a puppet state of the Kremlin. Libertarians
indicted the "Reds" for practicing collectivism at its most evil and for re-
lentlessly spreading their false gospel to other lands. "Stalinism is worse than
fascism," wrote former leftist Max Eastman, "more ruthless, barbarous, un-
just, immoral, anti-democratic, unredeemed by any hope or scruple."11 Tra-
ditionalists were equally repulsed by a revolutionary order that persecuted
the pious and declared its hostility to classes and property rights. For Com-
munists, nothing was sacred, save their own rigid dogma.

At home, the liberal "establishment" provided another incentive to in-
tellectual fusion on the Right. New Deal reformers and left-leaning academics
both promoted what conservatives called "creeping socialism." State regula-
tory agencies, strong labor unions, high progressive income taxes, and civil
rights laws all wrested control from employers, property owners, and local
authorities. They implicitly punished anyone who had achieved worldly suc-
cess and forced a redistribution of income. "Separate property from private
possession," wrote Russell Kirk, "and Leviathan [the powerful state] becomes
master of all. Economic leveling . . . is not economic progress."12

Conservatives of both persuasions were also unhappy with what they be-
lieved was an erosion of the spiritual values that, in their view, undergirded
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The Conservative Revival 209

the republic and motivated the battle against "Godless communism." Al-
though about half of Americans regularly attended a house of worship, reli-
gious instruction was waning in the schools. And mainstream Protestant de-
nominations affiliated with the National Council of Churches seemed more
concerned with teaching cultural tolerance than in saving souls for Christ.

In 1962 the Supreme Court turned conservative discontent into outrage
when it decided, in the case of Engel v. Vitale, that no state could require
schoolchildren to pray. The specific prayer in question, written by the New
York Regents (the state board of education), was rather prosaic. It read,
"Almighty God, we acknowledge our dependence upon Thee, and we beg thy
blessings upon us, our parents, our teachers and our country."13 But Jewish
groups and the American Civil Liberties Union argued that it violated the
First Amendment's ban against establishing a religion, and a majority of jus-
tices agreed. One year later, the high court (in the Schempp and Murray cases)
also ruled against mandatory Bible readings and recitations of the Lord's
Prayer.

"The ruling could put the United States schools on the same basis as
Russian schools," charged a Democratic congressman about Engel v. Vitale.
His comment was among the more moderate ones uttered by critics of the
Court. Billy Graham, the nation's most popular preacher, called the rulings
part of a "diabolical scheme" that was "taking God and moral teaching from
the schools" and ushering in a "deluge of juvenile delinquency." George Wal-
lace, always eager to defy a federal mandate, vowed, "I don't care what they
say in Washington, we are going to keep right on praying and reading the
Bible in the public schools of Alabama."14 Veterans' groups called for a con-
stitutional amendment to reverse the Court, and congressmen from both par-
ties planned hearings into the matter. For intellectuals on the Right, the
judicial decisions confirmed a belief that liberals were bereft of moral prin-
ciple; they were heartened to learn that, on this issue at least, most Ameri-
cans concurred.

Thus, despite lingering differences about their ultimate ends, libertarians
and traditionalists were drawn together by their antipathies. Both wrote for
the same magazines—The Freeman, Human Events, and National Review—and
promoted the political fortunes of such men as retired army general Douglas
MacArthur and Barry Goldwater. Gradually, their ideas became well known
among journalists and literate Americans.

The most influential meeting point for conservative intellectuals and bud-
ding activists alike was National Review, which began publishing in the fall
of 1955. Founder and editor William F. Buckley, Jr., though only 30 at the
time, was already a famous and controversial writer. His books wittily con-
demned the secular, liberal cast of teaching at Yale, his alma mater, and de-
fended the anticommunist purposes of Senator Joseph McCarthy, if not every
charge the reckless inquisitor had flung. Buckley intended National Review
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210 America Divided

to be the beguiling standard-bearer for a new, fusionist Right. He and and
his fellow editors (including Brent Bozell, ghostwriter of Conscience of a Con-
servative) stood for an aggressive anticommunism and the unstinting defense
of both the free market and traditional Christian virtues. But Buckley pre-
ferred writers who, like himself, hit their mark with an ironic foil instead of
a polemical broadsword. His jaunty style demonstrated confidence in his
opinions as well as the depth of his learning.

One 1962 column by Russell Kirk bemoaned the intellectual content of
high school textbooks. Kirk ridiculed Wisconsin officials for censoring the
old-style McGuffey Readers being used in one of the state's elementary
schools. "You really can't allow ethical principles to take root in young heads,
you know," mimicked Kirk. "The authorities discovered that the Readers ac-
tually contained quotations from the Sermon on the Mount. . . . Somewhat
intimidated, the school board agreed to snip out or cover with strips of brown
paper the offending quotations from that old discriminationist, Jesus
Christ."15

National Review never let readers forget that it was a journal of combat
against the Left. Buckley and his colleagues considered the black freedom
movement as sure a foe as any liberal president or secular academic. In this
stance, the editors of National Review revealed both the depth and callous-
ness of their principles. Through the late '50s and early '60s, the magazine
consistently sided with the white South. At first, while echoing the argument
for "state's rights," National Review did not flinch from publishing candidly
racist views. Were white southerners justified in resisting civil rights laws
and demonstrators? "The shocking answer is Yes," the editors wrote in 1957,
"the white community is so entitled, because, for the time being, it is the ad-
vanced race."16

A few years later, when Bull Connor became the poster boy of white su-
premacy, National Review backed away from such pronouncements. But, like
George Wallace, the magazine continued to thunder against the federal courts
for trampling over "the principle of home rule" and depicted liberal politi-
cians cravenly giving in to "rioting mobs, intemperate demagogues and ram-
pant ideology." "We are . . . depriving private citizens of the protection of
their property; of enjoining, under threat of federal armed power, the police
power from preserving order in our communities," warned Frank Meyer in
the late spring of 1963.17 Armed with the fusion of old ideals and even older
prejudices, conservatives emerged from their intellectual subculture to build
a movement.

They were not creating something entirely new. Anticommunists had
been active on the Right for years and, during the early years of the Cold
War, had mounted a furious campaign against Americans from Hollywood
studios to the State Department they judged to be pro-Soviet "subversives."
In 1954 the political humiliation of Joseph McCarthy, prime symbol of the
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The leading conservative magazine's response to the liberal turn in Catholicism, 1965. Source:
National Review.

crusade, made Americans wary of the more lurid charges. But the imperative
to fight communism remained the spur for many conservative activists.

Some groups determined to carry on McCarthy's work. They insisted that
the Red enemy was lurking within the gates of national power, quietly bend-
ing the state to its will. A greater number of conservatives followed the lead
of National Review and embedded their anticommunism within a broader,
less alarmist critique of modern liberalism. Their discontent was channeled
into building a strong network that could take over the Republican Party and
transform the national political dialogue. By temperament and doctrine, the
two groups were destined to clash.

The John Birch Society (JBS) was the largest organization on the militant
Right. Founded in 1958, the JBS disdained ironic subtleties in the Buckley
style. The United States, alerted Birch Society founder Robert Welch, heir to
a candy company fortune, was at war with "a gigantic conspiracy to enslave
mankind; . . . [one] controlled by determined, cunning, and utterly ruthless
gangsters, willing to use any means to achieve its end."18 Even President
Dwight D. Eisenhower was, according to Welch, complicit in the grand plot,
along with nearly every prominent advocate of nuclear disarmament and black
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212 America Divided

rights, including the justices of the Supreme Court. Given the immensity of
the threat, the JBS counterattacked in remarkably pacific ways: letter writing,
radio commentary, hillboards calling for the impeachment of Chief Justice
Earl Warren, and selling alarmist literature through its own American Opin-
ion bookstores. The obvious prosperity of most JBS members may have ar-
gued against more forceful means. But smaller groups like the Ku Klux Klan
and the Minutemen who held a similar worldview did commit bombings and
other acts of violence.

The 1960 election of John Kennedy, an avowed liberal, heightened the
distress of dedicated anticommunists, and the Birch Society boomed. By 1963,
the JBS had close to 100,000 members, and its bookstores proliferated in Sun-
belt suburbs. Mainstream journalists and scholars labeled the JBS and such
kindred groups as the Christian Anti-Communist Crusade "radical," "para-
noid," and "extremist." But militant rightists dismissed the charges as enemy
propaganda; they would persevere in telling uncomfortable truths.

And in large parts of the South and West, the core of their gospel was quite
popular. Conservative activists could deny or ignore Welch's wilder accusa-
tions but still affirm that the nation faced a dire challenge from a hydra-headed
"collectivist" beast. In booming Orange County, California, the JBS boasted 38
chapters full of white doctors and dentists, engineers, small business people,
middle-class housewives—and several congressmen. Ad hoc local groups with
names like Citizens for Fundamental Education and the Californians' Commit-
tee to Combat Communism attracted thousands of other citizens.

These conservatives regarded the national Democratic Party and its union
and civil rights allies as dedicated enemies of freedom. Moderate Republi-
cans, in their view, were no better. Phyllis Schlafly, leader of GOP women's
clubs, wrote a popular book charging that "a small group of secret king mak-
ers, using hidden persuaders and psychological warfare techniques" had "ma-
nipulated" the GOP "to nominate candidates who had sidestepped or sup-
pressed the key issues." The grassroots Right demanded that the party stop
behaving as a "dime-store New Deal" (Goldwater's pithy dig at the Eisen-
hower administration). Only the nomination of a presidential candidate sworn
to protect individual and business freedom at home and take the offensive
against communism abroad would do.19

Why did the Right gain so much support in Orange County? Since the
beginning of World War II, the county had changed from a fruit-growing
center into a beehive of military and aerospace production. New residents
tended to be culturally conservative Protestants or Catholics who were ide-
ologically committed to the same Cold War that guaranteed their prosperity.
They saw no contradiction between damning "big government" and living
well thanks to increasing federal outlays for the military and aerospace in-
dustries. Encouragement and funds came from such local businessmen as
Walter Knott of Knott's Berry Farm and Patrick Frawley of the Schick Razor
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The Conservative Revival 213

Company, who had long resented moderate Republicans based in the East
for compromising with the liberal enemy. In addition, Cardinal Francis Me-
Intyre, head of the Roman Catholic Church in southern California, sent his
priests to JBS forums to educate themselves about communism. In Orange
County, the militant Right was not "extreme" at all. Indeed, it was the logi-
cal place to belong if one were a middle-class white Christian who believed
that his or her values were under siege.20

The Right also established an energetic movement on college campuses.
In the 1950s, the small Intercollegiate Society of Individualists experimented
with tactics the New Left would later make commonplace. ISI members pub-
lished newspapers of opinion, wrote sharp critiques of liberal textbooks used
in their economics and political science classes, and mounted street demon-
strations in favor of the House Un-American Activities Committee while their
left-wing counterparts protested against it. Then, in the fall of 1960, young
admirers of Barry Goldwater, who had given a graceful address to the Re-
publican convention that year, created Young Americans for Freedom. From
the first, YAF, unlike the more scholarly ISI, was enmeshed in current polit-
ical battles within the Republican Party and against powerful liberals, and it
rapidly signed up some 25,000 members.

YAF set down its creed at its 1960 founding conference held at William
F. Buckley's family estate in Sharon, Connecticut. The Sharon Statement,
largely written by 26-year-old journalist M. Stanton Evans, was a crisp syn-
opsis of conservative principles. "In this time of moral and political crisis,"
it vowed to preserve "freedom" and defined that ubiquitous term as encom-
passing the market economy, victory over communism, and limited powers
for government. The first issue of YAF's official journal, The New Guard,
stated, "Ten years ago this magazine would not have been possible. Twenty
years ago it would not have been dreamed of. Thirty-five years ago it would
not have been necessary."21

Here was a rebellion that sought not to transform society but to revive
the spirit of an earlier and presumably better order, free from the benighted
"isms which have poisoned the minds, weakened the wills and smothered
the spirits of Americans for three decades and more," as YAF phrased it. Like
members of the burgeoning New Left, young rightists railed against the sway
of liberal professors and administrators. "A conscious effort is constantly be-
ing made by instructors to liberalize the thinking of their students," com-
plained one University of Minnesota undergraduate.22 YAF members were
sometimes accused (by their adversaries) of "arrogance" and bad manners.

But such qualities drove campus conservatives to the lectern and the party
caucus more than into the streets. During its heyday in the early '60s, YAF
was mainly composed of young people from pious backgrounds who sought
out elders to lionize rather than condemn. The strongest chapters tended to
be located at Catholic colleges like Fordham and Notre Dame, and most ac-
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214 America Divided

tivists followed the lead of National Review and looked forward to a career in
electoral politics. Annual YAF conventions typically ended with a formal ban-
quet, at which men in suits and women in cocktail dresses gathered to hear
speeches by the likes of William F. Buckley and to give awards to such he-
roes as Russell Kirk and Herbert Kohler, a toilet manufacturer who was an
inveterate foe of labor unions.

The first effort that united all contingents of the New Right was the cam-
paign to elect Barry Goldwater president in 1964. The campaign, conducted
with crusading fervor, did more than anything else to make American con-
servatism a mass phenomenon. In 1963 an avid circle of boosters organized
themselves into a secret Draft Goldwater Committee headquartered in mid-
town New York City. Led by the veteran Republican strategist F. Clifton "Clif"
White, they fanned out around the country, recruiting activists (many from
the YAF) and converting likely GOP convention delegates. On July 4 of that
year, a rally to boost support for Goldwater drew almost 9000 people. In the
crowd, remembered one organizer, were

truck drivers with tattoos, . . . right-wingers convinced that Wall Street and the
Kremlin were conspiring to run the world, Southern whites who had faith in the
Cross and the Flag, retired people on Social Security worried about inflation, West-
erners tired of catering to Easterners, anticommunists demanding action against
Cuba and Khrushchev, small business-men fighting a losing battle against govern-
ment rules and regulations, readers of The Conscience of a Conservative, high school
and college rebels looking for a cause.23

By the time Goldwater agreed to be a candidate, he already had a huge ad-
vantage over any other hopeful.

In 1964 the organization mobilized a movement. In the weeks before the
California primary, 8000 members of YAF, the Birch Society, and the Young
Republicans visited over 600,000 households in the state. A nationwide di-
rect mail campaign netted far more money than any other presidential can-
didate had received in that way. Most contributors gave $100 or less, unlike
the Democrats, who relied on wealthier donors. Goldwater's new breed over-
whelmed the rather staid GOP officials in many areas. "I was plagued by
zealots who flocked to the cause," remembered a more orthodox Republican,
"They were uncontrollable. They cared nothing about the Republican Party,
only about their hero."24

Once nominated, Goldwater determined that Americans would hear the
conservative verities, blunt and undiluted. During his acceptance speech, he
proclaimed, "Extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice. Moderation in
the pursuit of justice is no virtue." The candidate favored making Social Se-
curity a voluntary program and selling off the network of dams and utilities
known as the Tennessee Valley Authority that had brought cheap electric
power to millions of homes. He also opposed the nuclear test ban treaty and
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"In Your Heart, You Know He's Right"—The 1964  Republican candidate. Source: Author's col-
lection

favored allowing NATO commanders to use nuclear weapons against the So-
viets, if they decided that were necessary. "In Your Heart, You Know He's
Right," read his billboards and bumper stickers. A pro-Johnson wag changed
the GOP slogan to read, "In Your Guts, You Know He's Nuts."

Goldwater also continued to denounce the Civil Rights Act that Congress
had passed the previous June. The legislation, he charged (erroneously),
"would force you to admit drunks, a known murderer, or an insane person
into your place of business" and to hire "incompetent" workers.25 Laws, he
protested, could never change the way white racists felt about blacks.

Lyndon Johnson's landslide victory that November surprised no one save
the most myopic Goldwater disciples, who thought that millions of "hidden
conservatives" would miraculously surface to rescue the GOP. Only in the
South did the Goldwater campaign live up to its hopes; A few years before,
the senator had essentially written off the black vote when he advised "hunt-
ing where the ducks are" to build support below the Mason-Dixon line. Now,
for the first time since Reconstruction, a Republican won a majority in Mis-
sissippi and Alabama, South Carolina, Georgia, and Louisiana. Goldwater ran
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216 America Divided

close in every other southern state, except for the president's native Texas.
Across Dixie, whites split their vote about equally between the two candi-
dates. The hostility to black rights and to the "outsiders" who supported them
had found a home in the party of Abraham Lincoln.

The Goldwater campaign had another consequence: it changed the Right
from a small, largely intellectual phenomenon into a huge grassroots force.
Many future conservative leaders first threw themselves into national poli-
tics during this seemingly hopeless effort: William Rehnquist, Michael Deaver
Jesse Helms, Phyllis Schlafly, George Will, and Patrick Buchanan, among oth-
ers. Years later, Buchanan rhapsodized, "Like a first love, the Goldwater cam-
paign was, for thousands of men and women now well into middle age, an
experience that will never recede from memory." Then he invoked Shake-
speare's Henry V: "We were there on St. Crispin's Day."26

The conservatives who had flooded into the GOP were not about to cede
it back to the hated "Eastern Establishment." Across the broad Sunbelt stretch-
ing from the beaches of Virginia to the jet factories of Orange County, con-
servatives increased their numbers and their influence in local politics. And
the Republican Party was utterly changed; since the early '60s, the Right has
exercised great, usually decisive, influence over the GOP's platform and
choice of national candidates. No Republican has been elected president with-
out strong conservative backing. Just after the 1964 election, an editorial car-
toonist depicted Goldwater and a woman, dressed as the parents of a new
bride, waving goodbye to their daughter. The politician consoled his "wife,"
"Look at it this way. . . . We haven't lost a presidency; we've gained a party! "2

Now conservatives had to persuade Democratic voters to look past the
"extremist" label. In 1966 a 55-year-old actor making his first run for pub-
lic office showed them how. Ronald Reagan had been a liberal Democrat for
most of his adult life; during the 1940s, he served as president of the film
actor's union and campaigned actively for both Franklin Roosevelt and Harry
Truman. A growing dislike for government regulation of business and a deep-
seated hatred of communism drew him rightward during the 1950s. In 1964,
near the end of the fall campaign, the retired actor delivered a televised speech
for Goldwater that was more impressive than any address the nominee him-
self had delivered.

Reagan adeptly turned the rhetoric of the New Deal on its head. He spoke
with the same reassuring empathy and scorn for unearned favors from gov-
ernment that had once helped liberals gain the allegiance of working-class
whites, both North and South. Reagan simply replaced older stories of work-
ers abused by corporate power with fresh anecdotes about women leaving
their husbands so they could be eligible to receive big welfare checks.

In 1966 Reagan ran for the governorship of California as a "citizen-
politician." He declared himself free of entanglements to any existing struc-
ture of power—despite close ties to the Goldwater wing of the GOP and the
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The Conservative Revival 217

financial backing of a ring of wealthy businessmen from the Los Angeles
basin. His campaign zeroed in on the kinds of outrages "law and order" was
intended to remedy: the Watts riot, the radical student movement at the Uni-
versity of California, and the increasing rate of violent crime. Reagan also
trumpeted his opposition to open housing laws—and to the state supreme
court's attempt to override the public will on that volatile issue. In 1964 Cal-
ifornia voters, by a 2-1 margin, had turned down the Rumford Act, which
made discrimination in real estate transactions illegal. When the court de-
clared the results of that vote invalid, it allowed Reagan to wave the banner
of democracy and to claim "infringement of one of our basic individual rights"
by a clique of unelected judges.28

Still, California Democrats were not overly concerned. Reagan's opponent
was Edmund "Pat" Brown, the two-term incumbent governor whose last op-
ponent had been Richard Nixon. Brown had dedicated his administration to
promoting the growth and glory of his state. During his eight years in office,
the freeway system was completed, an ultramodern water system perfected,
and the state university expanded and elevated into one of the finest in the
world. Brown's fervent endorsement of the war in Vietnam shielded him from
the wrath of all but the most eccentric anticommunists. In fact, angry left-
wing opponents of the war saw no difference between Brown and Reagan.
How could this confident chief executive of the nation's most populous state
lose to an actor who had supported the "extremist" Barry Goldwater?

Reagan, however, was a skillful campaigner who united the Republican
Party and ensured that groups like the Birch Society would not tarnish his
mainstream image. He told reporters who grilled him about the Birchers, "Any
members of the society who support me will be buying my philosophy. I
won't be buying theirs."29 The same advertising firm that had worked for
Nelson Rockefeller in 1964 crafted Reagan's television messages. Brown's
campaign manager later praised the GOP candidate for using an inviting, even
humorous tone when he attacked welfare mothers and student protesters.
"Most of the cracks aren't very fair, and some of them aren't very nice. But
they work off the predictable resentments and emotions of his audiences,
without requiring him to be harsh or abrasive."30

Against an opponent who was riding a wave of popular disgust, Brown
continued to bash Reagan's former profession—forgetting how many resi-
dents had been attracted to the state because of the imagery and industry that
was Hollywood. One of Brown's most frequently shown TV ads showed the
governor addressing an integrated class of schoolchildren. "I'm running
against an actor, and you know who shot Lincoln, don't cha?"31 Reagan won
by just short of a million votes.

Republicans got good news outside California in 1966 as well. The party
gained 47 seats in the House of Representatives and 3 in the Senate, virtu-
ally ensuring that Lyndon Johnson would get no more sweeping social pro-
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218 America Divided

grams through the new Congress. Seven other governorships fell to the GOP,
including that of Florida, which had not elected a Republican to the State-
house for almost a century.

Animus against liberals and their causes was growing inside the other
party as well. In Boston, Louise Day Hicks, an Irish-Catholic Democrat on
the elected School Committee, became a heroine to many whites when she
resisted state-mandated integration plans. "A small band of racial agitators,
non-native to Boston, and a few college radicals," charged Hicks, were en-
gaged in a "conspiracy to tell the people of Boston how to run their schools,
their city, and their lives."32 The rejection of racial liberalism also boosted
the national hopes of a southern Democrat who was the very symbol of white
resistance—George Wallace.

The events of 1963—in the streets of Birmingham and at the University
of Alabama—had made the governor something of a celebrity. TV interviewers
courted him, and students at northern colleges enjoyed jousting with him. A
former amateur boxing champion, Wallace reveled in the rhetorical combat.
On national television, reporter Anthony Lewis from the liberal New York
Times accused Wallace of preventing black citizens from voting in his state.
"We don't have any Utopia in Alabama," the governor acknowledged, "But
neither do you have one here in New York City where you can't walk in Cen-
tral Park at night without fear of being raped, or mugged, or shot." Thou-
sands of favorable letters soon arrived at his Montgomery office from all over
the nation.33

Wallace entered three state presidential primaries in 1964 and did sur-
prisingly well. Against stand-ins for President Johnson, he gained 45 percent
in Maryland, 34 percent in Wisconsin, and 30 percent in Indiana. Small farm-
ers and blue-collar workers, both those of eastern European ancestry and
southern migrants who had started coming North during World War II, were
his strongest supporters. They brandished law and order like a club against
local blacks. At one Wallace rally in South Milwaukee attended mostly by
Polish Americans, the local sponsor, a tavern keeper and ex-marine named
Bronko Gruber, ordered two African Americans who refused to stand for the
Star-Spangled Banner to leave. Then he asked, "Who is it that beats up our
newsboys, rapes our women, attacks old women? You know who it is—it's
your colored brothers. How long can we tolerate this?"

In this and later elections, George Wallace always denied that either he
or his supporters were motivated by racism. Ever the adroit counterpuncher,
he even charged that "the biggest bigots in the world are . . . the ones who
call others bigots," because they—liberal journalists and radical protesters—
dismissed, as a smokescreen for prejudice, the concerns of ordinary whites
about job security and safe streets. But, fueled partly by the national media
that wished him no good, the impression persisted that Wallace's political
strength was the direct product of antiblack feelings that he skillfully whipped
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The Conservative Revival 219

up with the use of "code words" like "law and order" and "neighborhood
schools."34

But Wallace also used the racial crisis of the 1960s to draw a class line
between two different groups of white people. He would needle liberal con-
gressmen for sending their own children to private schools and insist that all
he wanted was for parents to have a choice about where their children would
be educated. "We're not talking about race," he protested, "we're talking about
local democratic institutions."35 His favorite targets were powerful judges,
"bureaucrats," and "theoreticians" (their whiteness assumed) who wanted to
foist "absurd" blueprints for change on average men and women. That many
of those blueprints were attempts to aid black people was an essential ele-
ment in the resistance mounted against them. But so was a widening cultural
gulf between European Americans that had as much to do with differences
of class and with moral judgments as it did with their opinions about the
rights of African Americans.

As a populist spokesman on the right, Wallace accomplished something
unique. He managed to look and sound more like an ordinary, working Amer-
ican than did anyone of prominence on the contemporary white Left,
dominated as it was by activists bred in at least modest comfort. In his per-
sonal style as well as in the words he spoke, Wallace exuded a feisty self-
confidence, a combative defensiveness, a pride in his background that ap-
pealed to millions of white Americans (more of them male than female) who
worked with their hands or felt close to those who did.

The Alabamian had a canny regard for the particulars of wage-earning,
small-property-holding white society. Unlike conventional politicians, Wal-
lace fondly named the specific kinds of (white) Americans for whom he
claimed to speak, thereby dignifying their occupations and honoring their
anonymous lives: "the bus driver, the truck driver, the beautician, the fire-
men, the policeman, and the steelworker, the plumber, and the communica-
tions worker, and the oil worker and the little businessman."36

Wallace's tastes and bearing amplified his words. He had a common,
rough quality that fascinated and/or repelled observers who expected aspi-
rants for the presidency to carry themselves with relaxed dignity and to dress
like big-city bankers. The governor slicked back his hair, wore inexpensive
suits, and unapologetically admitted that he "put ketchup on everything."
Moreover, his performance before crowds was designed not to inspire but to
incite; he told hecklers to cut off their beards, dared "anarchists" to lie down
in front of his car, and mused about how "mean" a steelworker in the White
House would be. One conservative writer compared him to "Edward G.
Robinson in the days of Little Caesar" and quipped, "he can strut sitting
down."37

Blue-collar belligerence was a major element in Wallace's appeal. But his
authenticity did have a softer side. A son of the plebeian South, he declared
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220 America Divided

his adherence to evangelical Protestantism and his love for country music.
The former allowed him to scorn "the liberal circles" for thinking "their minds
are the greatest things in the universe and denying that "there is a God Who
made all of us." The latter, aided by endorsements from such popular record-
ing artists as Marty Robbins and Hank Snow, gave him a connection to a mu-
sical style whose popularity was exploding: by 1970, there were over 650 AM
radio stations exclusively broadcasting country songs; a decade earlier, fewer
than 100 had existed. "People that listen to the kind of music you are play-
ing tonight," Wallace said on a TV show in Oklahoma City, "are the people
that are going to save this country."38

Such calls for the common folk to make the country live right—or else—
did not gladden many of the conservatives who had toiled in the Goldwater
campaign. Writers like William F. Buckley, Jr. cherished the calm defense of
laissez-faire economics and spiritual order. Wallace's constant jibes at
"pseudo-intellectuals," his support of welfare programs in his own state, and
his appeal to racial prejudice struck them as the acts of a demagogue willing
to shout anything to win votes. Several National Review contributors argued
vehemently that, as Frank Meyer wrote, Wallace's populism was "the radical
opposite of conservatism" and would "poison the moral source of its
strength." Buckley himself privately referred to the Alabamian as "Mr. Evil"
and, in a televised debate, branded him a racist and a would-be dictator.

The geographic spread and obvious power of the white backlash required
conservatives like Buckley to perform a difficult balancing act. On the one
hand, they cheered the assertion of community and local rights against the
liberal "establishment." Finally, ordinary Americans were rebelling against
politicians, judges, and intellectuals in thrall to "social engineering." On the
other hand, few of the voters who rallied to Hicks, Wallace, or to Ronald
Reagan were disenchanted with government largesse. They demanded that
the state stop favoring blacks and the poor; they had little quarrel with such
favorite targets of the Right as Social Security, the minimum wage, or the
new Medicare program. And the rough, sometimes violent cast of places like
South Milwaukee and Marquette Park gave pause to conservatives who
revered the life of the mind and the lifestyle of benevolent aristocrats. If "the
people" were suddenly veering rightward, could veterans of the Right con-
trol them?

The upcoming presidential election lent some urgency to the question.
Conservatives of all stripes had gained strength since the debacle of 1964.
Now they had to decide how to wield that influence, both to gain the White
House and to promote their larger ideological agenda. Of one thing they were
sure: less than a decade after he'd written it, Barry Goldwater's brazen asser-
tion of 1960 sounded almost like common sense. Perhaps America was a con-
servative nation after all.
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