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Suppose you wanted a better grasp on contemporary American conservative 
thought. Or suppose you were well acquainted with contemporary American 
conservative thought but were fuzzy about where it came from. Or suppose 
you understood where contemporary American conservative thought came 
from, but wanted to see how a historian with encyclopedic knowledge and a 
gift for elegant writing would weave its origins into a compelling narrative. 
Or suppose you were simply in the mood for a good book, a book that 
explored big ideas and interesting people and how they have interacted to 
shape history. You'd want to pick up a copy of The Conservative Intellectual 
Movement in America Since 1945, by intellectual historian George H. Nash. 
This book traces the rise of the post-war conservative movement from its 
unpromising origins to its current status as a force to be reckoned with. ISI 
books recently published an updated and revised 30th anniversary edition of 
this landmark book, and I took the occasion to interview its author for Right 
Reason. 

MG: Why did you choose to begin your history of American conservatism in 
1945? 
 
GN: My book was originally a doctoral dissertation in History at Harvard 
University. While searching for a dissertation topic I had become interested in 
the role of intellectuals in American politics in the twentieth century. For a 
short time I worked on a dissertation about the Americans for Democratic 
Action (ADA), which was founded in 1947. I soon abandoned that topic and, 
with the encouragement of my adviser, decided to examine what was 
happening on the "right" side of the intellectual/political spectrum in that same 
period: the years immediately after World War II. 
 
It soon became apparent that the year 1945 was an appropriate point of 
departure for my investigation. There was no organized conservative 
intellectual presence in the United States at the end of World War II. 
Conservative voices here and there -- yes, but not what historians would 
consider a movement. I now had a story to research and tell: the story of the 
emergence of this movement or community from weakness and obscurity to 
power and influence in the new era known as the Cold War. 
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MG: Your book traces the development of three camps, three strands of 
thought, that coalesced into the post-war conservative movement: libertarians, 
traditionalists, and anti-communists. At first glance, these groups seem to 
have little in common. Can you say a bit about what brought them together? 
 
GN: You are quite right: in the beginning (the 1940s) there was not one right-
wing renaissance in America but three, each reacting in diverse ways to a 
perceived challenge from the Left. No rigid barriers separated these groups, 
but they tended to act independently of one another. What gradually brought 
the three emerging components of the conservative revival together was a 
shared antipathy to twentieth century liberalism as well as a deepening sense 
of being under siege from the forces of leftism and liberal modernity. 
 
As these three independent wings of the conservative revolt against the Left 
became more self-conscious in the 1950s, many among them felt the need for 
greater intellectual coherence and for what we might call better networking. 
Here an event of enormous importance was the founding of National Review 
in 1955 by William F. Buckley, Jr. Apart from his extraordinary talents as a 
writer and polemicist, Buckley personified each impulse in the nascent 
coalition. He was at once a defender of the free market, a traditional Roman 
Catholic, and a staunch anticommunist (a source of his ecumenical appeal to 
conservatives). His magazine provided an indispensable forum for the 
multiplying voices of protest from the Right against liberal orthodoxy. Here 
was a place where conservatives of many stripes could seek and often find 
common ground. 
  
MG: You note that, through the 1950s, National Review, along with Russell 
Kirk's Modern Age, carried the ball in the task of defining the burgeoning 
conservative intellectual movement. But you go on to suggest that the decade 
closed with some uncertainty about the precise identity of conservatism: 
"What, if anything, bound these disparate people into one movement? What, in 
fact, was conservatism? What was conservatism in America?" 
 
How did conservatives try to answer these questions? Did they reach any 
consensus? 
 
GN: Conservatives in the late 1950s and early 1960s faced two huge 
challenges, one philosophical and one historical. 



 
The philosophical challenge was this: amid all the sound and fury beginning to 
emerge on the intellectual Right, what was it that held them together? Behind 
what principles and aspirations could they coalesce? What did it mean to call 
themselves conservatives?  What intellectual legitimacy did their movement 
have? 
 
This quest for philosophical self-definition took many forms: a revival of 
interest in Edmund Burke, for instance; in natural law teachings and the so-
called Great Tradition of political philosophy; in the work of Eric Voegelin 
and Leo Strauss; in the classical liberalism of Hayek and others. The quest 
also exposed a growing and permanent tension between those who took the 
label libertarians and those who called themselves traditionalists. 
 
One result was a tremendous polemical controversy in the Sixties that became 
known as the freedom-versus-virtue debate, as the two sides tried to sort out 
their first principles.  It fell to an ex-Communist and chief ideologist at 
National Review, a man named Frank Meyer, to formulate a middle way or 
modus vivendi that became known as fusionism -- that is, a "fusing" of the 
competing paradigms of those who favored freedom, and those who favored 
virtue (decent order), as the highest goods in a conservative society.  It is a 
long story, but most conservatives eventually adopted fusionism as the proper 
and balanced expression of conservatism in the American context. 
 
And that leads me to the second high hurdle that self-identified conservatives 
had to overcome in this period:  the insistence of their liberal critics that 
conservatism in America was illegitimate and inorganic -- at best a hothouse 
plant, at worst a form of social pathology or special pleading for social 
injustice.  Time and again conservatives had to answer the liberal charge that 
America was fundamentally a liberal country and always had been. 
 
To refute this line of attack, conservatives evolved several strategies to show 
that the American experience, properly understood, did contain conservative 
elements, traditions, and institutions that were worth preserving and defending 
against those on the Left who would impose a dangerously utopian, statist, 
anti-traditional, irreligious new regime. Among other things, conservative 
intellectuals turned to the political philosophy of the Founding Fathers, the 
conservative dimension of the South, and the indigenous American traditions 
of limited government and entrepreneurial freedom for sustenance in their 
resistance to the Leftist assault. 



 
With time, the "problem" of supposed conservative rootlessness and 
marginality tended to solve itself, as people who called themselves 
conservatives gained influence with the American "silent majority" during the 
cultural and political upheavals of the Sixties and later.  How could one 
cavalierly dismiss conservatism as foreign to the American experience when 
self-avowed and increasingly self-confident conservatives began winning 
elections and shaping the agenda of public policy? 
 
This,of course, is just an synopsis of a complicated transformation that I 
explore in detail in my book. 
 
MG: In a later edition of your book, you mention a fourth strand of 
conservative thought: neo-conservatism. What did the neo-conservatives add 
to the mix? 
 
GN: Irving Kristol once said that a neoconservative is "a liberal who has been 
mugged by reality."  In the late 1960s and 1970s many American liberals and 
social democrats had this experience and began an intellectual journey toward 
conservative positions.  The stresses that produced this migration included 
disillusionment with the grandiose liberal social activism of the Sixties (the 
Great Society), alarm at the antinomian cultural upheavals of that era, and 
dismay at the rise of the New Left.  Many neoconservatives were 
anticommunist liberals of the Harry Truman/Henry Jackson variety who found 
themselves bereft of a political home after the capture of the Democratic Party 
by the followers of George McGovern in 1972.  Eventually, they made their 
way into the conservative coalition of Ronald Reagan. 
 
One consequence of this intellectual defection was, I think, profound. Since 
the days of the New Deal, American liberals had held a near monopoly on the 
manufacture and distribution of prestige among the intellectual and chattering 
classes.  From the liberals' perspective, the libertarian, traditionalist, and Cold 
War conservatives of 1945-1965 or so were marginal figures -- no threat to 
liberalism's cultural hegemony and sense of superiority.  The emerging 
neoconservatives, however, were an "enemy within" who had made their 
reputations while still on the Left and could not, therefore, be so easily 
dismissed.  By publicly breaking with the Left and critiquing it so effectively, 
the neoconservatives undermined a hitherto unshakable assumption in liberal 
academic circles: the belief that only liberalism was an intellectually 
respectable point of view.  This was a very significant development in the late 



Sixties and 1970s.  The neoconservatives helped to destroy the automatic 
equation of liberal sentiments with intelligence.  The neoconservatives 
brought new respectability to the Right and greatly altered the terms of public 
debate in the United States. 
 
If you think of conservatism since World War II as an evolving coalition, the 
neoconservatives were the fourth component to arise.  The fifth, I might add, 
was the Religious Right or social conservatives who mobilized in the 
Seventies and Eighties. This is something to bear in mind when you study the 
history of conservatism:  It has not been static. 
 
MG: It seems to me that the quest for self-understanding might still be 
incomplete -- indeed, that conservatism, given its nature as a 
broad tradition rather than a crisp body of doctrine, must continuously work 
to define itself, both for its own sake and for those it would draw into its orbit. 
Who is performing this task today? Where might one look to find the 
conservative outlook being worked out in our time? 
 
GN: The conservative hero of the 1950s, the ex-Communist Whittaker 
Chambers, once said that "each age finds its own language for an eternal 
meaning."  When you think about it, the vocation of the conservative is a 
never-ending task.  The Spanish philosopher Ortega y Gasset remarked many 
years ago: "The simple process of preserving our present civilization is 
supremely complex, and demands incalculably subtle powers."  That, in a 
nutshell, is what conservatism is all about -- if by "preservation" we also 
include the work of regeneration and renewal. 
 
So who is developing the conservative outlook today? In a sense we all are. 
Never in history have there been so many self-identified conservative voices 
as there are now, and never have they been more accessible. Consider all this 
from the perspective of a historian.  When I began my doctoral dissertation a 
generation ago, the number of noteworthy conservative intellectuals in the 
United States was minuscule: a few dozen at most. Today how can we even 
begin to count?  A veritable conservative counterculture -- a web of 
institutions from the Beltway to the blogosphere -- has been formed. This is an 
enormous change, and it occurred in the span of less than thirty years. 
 
In this respect it is an extraordinary time to be a conservative. The challenge 
today is not to find some obscure conservative Remnant out there but to find 
the time to keep up with the many fine voices in the conversation. 



 
MG: It must be exciting, from a historian's perspective, to witness a real 
blossoming of conservative thought in our time. As exciting as this is, 
however, it is also hard not to notice the leftward drift of American politics 
and culture. Are the conservative voices getting through? 
 
GN: I do wonder about that sometimes. The mainstreaming of American 
conservatism in the past two generations has been a remarkable development. 
But as a historian I cannot but notice that during most of this same period 
American culture has been moving right AND left at the same time. 
Particularly in the area of "lifestyles," popular attitudes and mores have been 
veering in an increasingly permissive,even neopagan, direction. 
 
In my lectures around the country I often ask my audiences what -- apart from 
conservatism -- have been the most influential social and intellectual forces of 
the past thirty years or so.  I tell them my own answer: feminism and 
environmentalism. Clearly the vectors of social change have not pointed in a 
uniformly conservative direction. 
 
This is not to say that conservatives should now succumb to cultural 
defeatism.  Another phenomenon that I find historically significant is the rise 
in the past decade of what has been called a "missionary generation" of 
college and graduate students coming out of  evangelical Protestant, 
conservative Roman Catholic, and Orthodox Jewish institutions of higher 
learning.  If this "return to religion" persists, in fifteen or twenty years 
America might just be a more socially conservative country. 
 
Still, one of the "perils of prosperity" for today's self-conscious conservatives 
is that there now exists a conservative parallel universe. (The Left has one, 
too, and faces the same temptations.) Success can breed both triumphalism 
and sectarianism.   So if I were to offer a bit of advice to conservatives who 
are trying to "get through" to the larger culture, I would say: Remember to 
address the real-world concerns of "everyday" people.  And do not just talk to 
your own brethren. 
 
MG: If you could commend, say, three books to readers who wanted to 
understand American conservative thought, what would they be? 
 
GN: First, let me emphasize again that American conservatism is not, and has 
never been, univocal.  It is a coalition with many components -- or, if you like, 



a persuasion with many tendencies. I am not sure that you could find a 
consensus among either conservatives or historians of conservatism on a small 
list of indispensable "sacred texts." 
 
But we all have our favorites, and here are three of mine that have profoundly 
shaped my own understanding of modern American conservatism: Whittaker 
Chambers' autobiography WITNESS, Russell Kirk's THE CONSERVATIVE 
MIND, and Richard Weaver's IDEAS HAVE CONSEQUENCES.  All were 
hugely important books in their time and are still resonant today.   Now you 
might or might not agree with their arguments; you might even find the books 
dated in some respects.  But taken together, they will challenge you 
philosophically.  After reading them you will never look quite the same way 
on conservatism -- or on liberalism and leftist utopianism, either. 
 
MG: Thank you for making time for a Right Reason interview, Dr. Nash. 
 
Maxwell Goss recently received his doctorate in philosophy from the 
University of Texas at Austin. A glutton for punishment, he is now in law 
school. Mr. Goss is the editor of Right Reason, the weblog for philosophical 
conservatism. 
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