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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation examines recent (post-1980) conservatives' views of the 1960s era 

and its legacies by analyzing the discourse of right-wing scholars, journalists, politicians, 

pundits, grassroots activists, and mass-media entertainment. The chapters are organized 

around conservatives' perceptions of emblematic 1960s individuals and movements and their 

legacies: John F. Kermedy and his presidential administration; Martin Luther King, Jr., and 

the civil rights movement; the Warren Court; the Great Society; the Vietnam War and the 

antiwar movement; and the New Left and the counterculture. 

While analyzing conservatives' views about these sixties' figures and movements, this 

dissertation advances several general arguments. First, most conservatives shared a rough 

consensus about what symbolized "the 1960s era" and its legacies. Second, they remained 

obsessed with the decade and its continued influence. Third, they viewed themselves as a 

countermovement to the sixties movement, focusing their agenda on reversing trends 

associated with the decade. Fourth, they disseminated a negative caricature of the era and its 

effects to justify their own agenda. Fifth, conservatives criticized emblematic 1960s 

movements and their legacies. For example, they denounced the Warren Court and the Great 

Society for using federal power to bolster "big government" and to inculcate "permissive" 

values; they condemned antiwar protestors and New Leftists for preaching "anti-

Americanism"; and they charged the counterculture with promoting immoral behavior. 

However, this dissertation also argues that, ironically, the recent right emulated the 
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1960s left. F or example, many neoconservatives appropriated the legacies of John F. Kennedy 

and Martin Luther King, Jr. Moreover, the recent right, like the sixties left, espoused rigid 

ideology, passionate conviction, and inflammatory rhetoric. Conservatives also copied sixties 

leftists' tactics. For example, pro-life activists used King's civil-disobedience strategy; 

conservative judges, like the Warren Court, made activist rulings; Republicans followed Great 

Society Democrats by employing federal power to implement their agenda; many 

conservatives sounded like Vietnam "peaceniks" when opposing President Clinton's use of 

military force; and some conservatives embraced trends associated with the "hippie" 

counterculture, including sexual promiscuity, homosexuality, drugs, rock music, and 

feminism. In sum, post-1980 conservatives' obsession with, and emulation of, the 1960s 

revealed that they remained "stuck in the sixties." 
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INTRODUCTION: CONSERVATIVES AND THE 1960S 

Description of the Project 

This work examines recent U. S. conservatism-with "recent" defined as the 1980-2000 

period-by focusing on the right's interpretation both of the 1960s and, also, of the era's 

legacies to recent America. In the course of this examination, the project pursues two main 

objectives. The first is investigating, documenting, cataloguing, and analyzing how 

conservatives of all kinds recalled, interpreted, and responded to the "events" (broadly 

defined) that they believed occurred in the 1960s. In short, it seeks to answer the questions: 

What events did recent conservatives think happened during the sixties? And how did they 

respond professionally, politically, and personally to these events both at the time and in later 

decades? The work's other main objective is to identify the events and trends of the 1980s 

and 1990s that recent conservatives perceived as legacies bequeathed by the 1960s. In other 

words, it examines the right's explanation of how sixties-era events and trends shaped the 

politics, government, society, culture, and economy of the 1980-2000 period. 

The research for the project focused on uncovering, cataloging, and analyzing the 

public discourse of a wide variety of recent conservatives. They divided into four broad 

categories: first, scholars and journalists who published books examining the 1960s era or its 

legacies; second, politicians, activists, and pundits; third, products of mass-media 

entertainment; and fourth, the "ordinary citizens" of the grassroots right. The first group 
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consisted of such influential scholars and journalists as Allan Bloom, Michael Barone, Robert 

Bork, Peter Collier, Dinesh D'Sousa, David Frum, George Gilder, Gertrude Himmelfarb, 

David Horowitz, Paul Johnson, Roger Kimball, Guenter Lewy, Cyril Levitt, S. Robert 

Lichter, John Lukacs, Myron Magnet, Charles Murray, Marvin Olasky, Norman Podhoretz, 

Ronald Radosh, and Stanley Rothman. As a result, this project serves as an extended 

historiographic essay on the right's interpretation of the 1960s era and its legacies to recent 

America. 

The project also examined less-formal interpretations of the sixties era and its impact 

presented by three other groups of conservatives. One group was composed of politicians, 

journalists, and activists. It included prominent politicians like Dick Armey, George H. W. 

Bush, George W. Bush, Dick Cheney, Bob Dole, Newt Gingrich, Jack Kemp, Dan Quayle, 

and Ronald Reagan. It also encompassed such influential journalists as Pat Buchanan, William 

F. Buckley, Jr., John Leo, G. Gordon Liddy, Rush Limbaugh, Hilton Kramer, Irving Kristol, 

William, Kristol, Oliver North, R. Emmet Tyrell, Jr., and George F. Will. Lastly, this group 

contained important conservative activists and pundits like William Bermett, Lyrme Cheney, 

Ann Coulter, Jerry Falwell, Mary Matalin, Peggy Noonan, Barbara Olsen, Ralph Reed, Pat 

Robertson, Karl Rove, Phyllis Schlafley, and Paul Weyrich. Another main group consisted of 

conservative productions of mass-media entertairmient. These productions included the films 

Rambo. Missing in Action, and Forrest Gump: the television miniseries The '60s: and the 

television series Walker. Texas Ranger and JAG. Finally, the project employed oral-history 

interviews and surveys to discover the views of the 1960s held by a final group: "ordinary" 
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Americans who identified themselves as conservatives. 

Based on this research, the work advances four main arguments. First, it maintains 

that scrutinizing the discourse of a wide range of recent conservative individuals and groups 

reveals a rough consensus among them both about the putative events of the 1960s-which 

they typically saw as caused by "liberals" and "leftist-radicals"-and, also, about the supposed 

legacies of these events to the 1980-2000 period. Second, it contends that recent 

conservatives usually (but not always) rejected and assailed as destructive both these sixties-

era events and their legacies. Third, it asserts that, during the 1980s and 1990s, the recent 

right, including professional historians, employed for partisan advantage a negative caricature 

of both the 1960s and the decade's legacies to promote and justify their own conservative 

policies on contemporary issues. And fourth, the project argues that conservatives in the 

1980-2000 period selectively, and usually surreptitiously, embraced some ideas, strategies, 

and tactics that they and other observers associated with their putative 1960s-era enemies, 

including liberals. New Leftists, "hippies," feminists, black nationalists, and other social-

protest movements. 

This work strives to convey accurately the recent right's interpretation of the sixties 

and its legacies, rather than to praise or to condemn that interpretation. Certainly, on some 

subjects related to the decade or its impact, the bulk of the historical evidence shows that the 

right's portrayal of them appeared exaggerated, misleading, or incorrect. Additionally, 

analytical or logical defects sometimes marred conservatives' analysis. But this is not to allege 

the uniqueness of conservatives' flaws of interpretation and logic; liberals and leftists revealed 
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their own misinterpretations about the 1960s era and its legacies-and about other subjects, 

too. For example, the recent right's sometimes caricatured picture of the 1960s closely 

paralleled the recent left's occasionally skewed depiction of the 1950s. 

In the course of investigating recent conservatives views' of the 1960s period and its 

legacies, this project seeks to contribute to five broader areas of scholarship about the United 

States: the history and historiography of conservatism; the historiography of the 1960s, the 

issues of heritage and collective memory; the analysis of how partisan institutional 

apparatuses, such as conservative think tanks, shape popular historical knowledge; and the 

political history of the 1980-2000 era. 

First of all, the work seeks to add to the broader scholarship on recent conservatism, 

a somewhat neglected field despite its influence in U.S. history. Many commentators argued 

that liberal dominance of academic history caused this neglect, an ironic situation considering 

liberals' professed methodological inclinations. A method widely embraced by academics is 

the conviction that individuals' perceptions are shaped, if not determined, by such factors as 

socialization, cultural background, and political ideology. More specifically, many scholars 

conclude that conservatives and liberals perceive the world differently. This "relativistic" 

interpretation constitutes a liberal or leftist approach toward epistemology because 

conservatives typically insist that there exists a single, universal value system, often based on 

"natural law." Ironically, however, liberals who dominate scholarly history usually show little 

interest in seriously examining the conservative worldview, despite their paeans to uncovering 

and discerning multiple perceptions. Granted, conservatives often seem even less eager than 
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liberals to take their opponents' ideas seriously. But this conservative failing does not absolve 

liberals of failing to practice what they preach. 

Scholars, including liberals, should apply their analytical methods to comprehend the 

conservative worldview, uncover how it shapes the right's interpretations towards history and 

other subj ects, and engage in reasoned analysis and debate about this interpretation. The need 

to investigate the "other" is especially urgent, I would argue, when dealing with an "other" 

whose belief system strongly influenced the course of mainstream U.S. politics, society, and 

culture-as conservatives' ideas have done since the 1960s. Since 1980, academic historians 

have shown more interest in studying conservatism, but "it would be hard to argue that the 

American right has received anything like the amount of attention from historians that its role 

in twentieth-century politics and culture suggests it should," remarked historian Alan 

Brinkley.^ This project seeks to help address this neglect. It documents and analyzes 

conservative ideology during the 1980s and 1990s by investigating how this ideology shaped, 

and was shaped by, conservatives' interpretations of the era known as "the 1960s." 

The work also aims to contribute to the literature by examining popular interpretations 

of history and the ways in which history is used for political purposes. Scholarly historians 

often declare to the point of platitude that members of their profession should leave the Ivory 

Tower to shape more directly public debates about history, its teaching, and related subjects. 

Yet these scholars often fail to acknowledge, or even to recognize, that they and their 

colleagues typically possess little knowledge about the underlying issues, course, and present 

state of these debates. Most academics, moreover, presume that they do not need to inform 
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themselves about these matters. Historians, like other professionals, show scant interest in the 

interpretations of untrained commentators, especially when those interpretations differ from 

their own. As a result, most academic historians talk more than listen, tending to lecture-a 

professional habit-the public. They therefore fail to engage directly popular historical views, 

including those espoused by such influential non-historians as journalists, other intellectuals 

and scholars, and government policymakers. This "we're right, you're wrong" posture by 

professional historians limits their popular influence. 

Indeed, most scholars who participate directly in community or national debates over 

history typically come away shocked by the public' s refusal to acquiesce to their documented 

professional expertise.^ This inclination shows that the public as much as the history 

profession prefers talking at, rather than listening to, others. This disposition appears most 

noticeable with regard to recent historical subjects, when members of the public who have 

"lived through" the events in question assume that they hold a strong historical grasp on 

"what actually happened." Public debates over history often become politically charged, 

revealing their deeper significance to contemporary American culture. The controversies 

frequently pit "liberal" academic historians against "conservative" non-historians. A highly 

publicized example was the dispute between scholarly historians and veterans groups over the 

Smithsonian Institution's 1994-95 exhibit of the Enola Gav. the airplane that dropped an 

atomic bomb on Hiroshima. "Both the scholars and the veterans who engaged in this 

controversy believed that their versions of the story were 'truer' than those of their 

adversaries," remarked historian Alan Brinkley, "but the battle over the Enola Gav ... was 
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also a struggle for control over the way the past is used to serve present purposes. Such 

struggles are a constant, if often unnoticed, part of the way societies try to define 

themselves.'"* 

In sum, scholarly historians operate within a larger public context informed by 

personal memory, collective memory, national heritage, and mass-media entertairmient and 

news. Academic historians who wish to shape popular views need first to discover and to 

understand the historical interpretations of the public, including politicians, j oumalists, interest 

groups, and other opinion leaders. One of the main objectives of this project, therefore, is 

discovering and explaining historical interpretations of a controversial topic-"the 

1960s"-expressed by conservative non-historians. 

This work also investigates another, related topic relatively neglected by scholarly 

historians: beliefs about how history impacts the contemporary era and about what the past 

can teach the present. The topic of the past's relationship to the present seems crucially 

important because it represents the main reason that much of the public, including journalists 

and policy makers, shows any interest in history. Historians, of course, possess a keen interest 

about the past's effect on the present, too. But they remain much more cautious than the 

public about the possibilities of drawing from history conclusive "lessons" for contemporary 

action. Postmodernist attacks on positivism, most notably in the scholarship of French 

philosopher Michel Foucault, has intensified historians' skeptical stance toward the past's 

utilitarian benefits.^ By contrast, most members of the public, who presumably have neglected 

to read Foucault, remain convinced of the utilitarian value of positivist notions of cause and 
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effect and of historical analogies as models for present and future action. This work analyzes 

an example of this "social fact" by investigating recent conservatives' interpretations about 

how the 1960s affected the decades that followed. 

A final unexamined truism espoused in and out of the history professional is that 

conservatives perceived the 1960s as a negative turning point, disliking America's social and 

cultural direction during and since the decade. Yet this argument has been asserted more than 

investigated or confirmed. No book-length work exists either on conservatives' interpretation 

of the 1960s or on their beliefs about how the epoch affected the years that followed. This 

project seeks to address these historiographic omissions. 

This introductory chapter contains four main sections. The following second section 

previews the main arguments and evidence of the work by outlining the ways in which the 

1960s era and its legacies impacted the politics and discourse of the 1980-2000 period. The 

section argues that conservatives generally condemned both the decade itself and its supposed 

effect on recent America, a response I also discovered in the reaction to my previous work 

on the 1960s. Less noticeably, however, the recent right also adopted many of the ideas, 

strategies, and tactics associated with sixties-era political and cultural radicals. The chapter's 

third section then reviews the historiographic literature relating to the project's specific topic, 

noting the absence of comparable works. The project, moreover, seeks to contribute the 

broader topics of the historiography of the United States during 1960s, which the fourth and 

final section surveys. 
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The 1960s in the 1980s and 1990s 

American politics during the 1990s centered around the struggle between the 

Republican party and Democratic President Bill Clinton, which climaxed in 1998 with 

Clinton's impeachment by the GOP-controlled House of Representatives. Many observers 

found puzzling Republicans' unrelenting hostility toward the president because his 

administration's major achievements included such conservative legislation as reforming 

welfare, toughening anti-crime laws, and balancing the federal budget. "The era of big 

government is over," Clinton conceded in his 1996 State of the Union address.^ 

Conservatives, however, argued that Clinton personified the 1960s' "destructive 

legacies" to recent America, which they believed revealed as phony his appeals to political 

centrism. GOP leader Newt Gingrich, for example, characterized the president and his wife 

Hillary as unrepentant "countercultural McGoverniks."^ "I really despise [Clinton]," added 

conservative Judge Robert Bork. "He's the hedonistic side of the '60s. His wife is the 

ideological side of the '60s."^ Right-wing billionaire Richard Mellon Scaife, who funded 

several anti-Clinton projects, charged that the president "was the embodiment of the sixties 

antiwar leftist movement that is amoral through and through."^ And conservative journalist 

David Frum claimed that Clinton's personal behavior exemplified the pernicious legacy of the 

1960s' sexual revolution. "[WJhat's at stake in the Lewinsky scandal," Frum insisted during 

the president's impeachment, "[is] the central dogma of the baby boomers: the belief that sex, 

so long as it's consensual, ought never to be subject to moral scrutiny."'® 

After Clinton's impeachment, conservative Judge Richard A. Posner catalogued the 
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reasons why the right hated and attacked the president despite his generally moderate policies. 

"Clinton is part of the generation of the 1960s," wrote Posner. "He smoked marijuana as a 

student. He dodged the draft during the Vietnam War. ... He is 'politically correct' and 

appoints openly gay men and lesbians to high federal office. His wife is a strong, assertive 

professional woman who makes him look weak. Now he tops it off with 'deviant' sex in the 

White House office complex and a cascade of lies to cover it up." In short, argued Posner, 

"[t]o anyone whose sense of morality and decorum assumed its permanent shape before 1968 

and who thinks the nation has undergone a precipitous moral decline since, this man is a 

scandal whatever his policies."" 

The conservative journal. The American Enterprise, graphically expressed the right's 

conviction that Bill Clinton embodied the sixties and its destructive legacies. The cover 

illustration of the magazine's May/June 1997 issue-a special volume devoted entirely to "The 

'60s Return"-portrayed an artistic rendering, based on an actual photograph, of a young, 

bearded Clinton. But the illustrator took artistic license by adding several items to the sixties-

era picture. The drawing showed the future president holding a marijuana cigarette and 

wearing a peace-sign necklace, a "Hell No, We Won't Go" button, another one reading "Free 

Huey Newton," and a third with the Rolling Stones' emblem of a lascivious tongue and 

mouth. This one caricature was worth a thousand words, identifying Clinton with virtually 

everything conservatives hated about the 1960s: the Vietnam antiwar movement, support for 

Black Power and violence, political radicalism, and the "sex, drugs, and rock 'n' roll" of the 

hippie counterculture. The notion that Clinton personified the radical politics and culture of 
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the sixties struck many observers as ridiculous. But "[t]o 1990s conservatives," historian 

David A. Bell concluded in 1999, "Clinton sjonbolizes the dark side of America in the 1960s: 

irresponsible, amoral, unpatriotic, untrustworthy, and profligate. He is the alter ego of Jane 

Fonda."'^ In sum. Bill Clinton and his wife Hillary served as lightening rods for conservative 

attacks on the 1960s era and its legacies during his presidency. 

But the recent right's focus on the decade and its aftermath both preceded and 

antedated the Clinton era. During the 1984 presidential primaries, for example, conservatives 

alleged that the three leading contenders for the Democratic nomination each personified a 

supposedly pernicious legacy of the 1960s; Rev. Jesse Jackson epitomized the African-

American assertiveness associated with sixties-era black nationalism; Senator Gary Hart 

represented the "lifestyle liberalism" identified with the counterculture; and former Vice 

President Walter Mondale symbolized the "big government" economic liberalism associated 

with the Great Society.'^ 

Conservative attacks on the sixties intensified in the next presidential election. During 

the 1988 campaign, Republican George H. W. Bush repeatedly denigrated his Democratic 

opponent, Michael Dukakis, as an unrepentant "sixties liberal."''' Bush further charged that 

"much" of the Democratic leadership consisted of "a remnant of the 60's, the new left, those 

campus radicals grown old, the peace marchers and . . . activists."'^ "What you have this 

year," concluded political analyst Kevin Phillips, "is the Republicans running the equivalent 

of the 'waving the bloody shirt' campaigns that worked for 25 years after the Civil War."'*" 

Three years later, President Bush celebrated his greatest triumph-the U.S.-led victory in the 
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Gulf War-by again invoking an allegedly destructive legacy of the 1960s, the "Vietnam 

syndrome," when he proclaimed that the "specter of Vietnam has been laid to rest in the sands 

of the Arabian desert."" 

Conservatives' concern with the sixties era and its impact persisted after the Clinton 

era, too. During the 2000 presidential campaign, for example, conservative columnist George 

F. Will denounced Democratic candidate A1 Gore as "a creature of the 1960s."'^ Gore's 

opponent. Republican George W. Bush, also hailed from the baby boomer generation, which 

had come of age during the late sixties. Bush and many other conservatives saw his contest 

with Gore as a referendum on the decade of the 1960s and its legacies to contemporary 

America. "Like many conservatives his age," noted j oumalist Haima Rosin, "Bush was in his 

way consumed by that decade, defining himself and much of his agenda as the Republican 

presidential nominee by what he saw then and didn't much like."'® 

It certainly seems odd that, during the 1980-2000 period, partisan divisions, 

presidential politics, and debates over the direction of American society and culture owed so 

much to the 1960s, an era that had ended decades earlier. Yet this unusual circumstance had 

precedents in U.S. history. The Civil War and the Great Depression, to cite two examples, 

also left legacies shaping the politics, society, and culture of the decades that followed. By 

1980, in fact, a consensus had emerged among scholars, joumalists, and politicians that the 

1960s, like the Civil War and the Great Depression, symbolized a watershed moment in U.S. 

history. The image of the sixties as a transformative time pervaded popular culture, too. 
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"While the 1970s disappeared before they even ended and the 1950s succumbed to a nostalgic 

fog, the 1960s stay hot," historian David Farber commented in 1994. "We make politicians 

take a decades-old drug test and scrutinize their position on the Vietnam War," continued 

Farber. "And songs and images of the sixties flood the mass media and the marketplace. 

During the 1980-2000 era, consequently, Americans of all sorts remembered the 

1960s as a crucial juncture in recent history. But "the uses to which such memories could be 

put varied enormously," remarked historian Maurice Isserman. "Some looked back to the 

decade of the 1960s and saw in it the explanation for many of the nation's current woes, 

others looked back to it for an inspirational model of social change, still others found in it a 

mother lode of nostalgia suitable for commercial exploitation."^' 

Liberals and leftists comprised the primary group of people who "looked back to [the 

1960s] for an inspirational model of social change." For most liberals, the sixties era fit within 

a neo-Whiggish history of positive, progressive reform. They argued that this reform tradition 

began with the American Revolution (or earlier) and carried through the Jacksonian and anti-

slavery periods into the twentieth century with the Progressive and New Deal eras. Leftists 

in the 1980s and 1990s, like the New Leftists of the 1960s, expressed a less celebratory view 

of liberal reform, arguing that it possessed goals too timid and too limited. Nonetheless, 

leftists as well as liberals applauded the mass social and cultural movements of the sixties, 

which fought (often successfully) for the rights of racial and ethnic minorities, the poor, 

religious minorities and secularists, peace protestors, the counterculture, recreational drug 

users, feminists, homosexuals, and others marginalized by mainstream American society and 
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culture. "Most of the democratic and hopeful elements in American society even today have 

roots in the sixties," leftist sociologist Wini Breines contended in 1989.^^ 

During the 1980-2000 period, most liberals and leftists also viewed favorably the 

previous era's national public commitment to addressing the nation's most vexing issues. 

During the 1960s, the federal government, through its Great Society programs and Warren 

Court decisions, attempted to ameliorate such problems as racism, poverty, consumer and 

public-interest weakness, environmental damage, sexism, inadequate access to education and 

health care, and infringement of the rights of criminal defendants and prisoners. Indeed, many 

liberals argued the fact that these reforms remained incomplete constituted their biggest 

failure. For liberals, moreover, conservatism's ascendancy during the 1980s and 1990s 

brought into stark relief the promise and achievement of the sixties. For all of these reasons, 

commentators along the political spectrum considered the 1960s liberalism's heyday. "I think 

it was a rather attractive decade myself," liberal sixties icon George McGovern fondly recalled 

in 1995.2^ 

The notion that the 1960s represented a liberal highpoint often inspired recent 

conservatives to mock liberals for allegedly dodging contemporary realities by remaining 

"stuck in the sixties." For example, many on the right derided Jesse Jackson after he 

compared voting irregularities in Florida during the 2000 presidential election with African-

American disfranchisement in Selma, Alabama, during the sixties. Conservative journalist 

Tamar Jacoby accused Jackson of willfully misconstruing the contemporary situation in 

Florida by associating it with the civil rights era. "In truth, of course," wrote Jacoby, "neither 
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Florida nor the rest of America looks anything like the' 60s as far as race is concerned." Jonah 

Goldberg, Jacoby's fellow National Review columnist, ridiculed the civil rights leader for 

remaining obsessed with the sixties. "[I]t seems clear now that Jackson simply has Selma on 

the brain," remarked Goldberg. "Jackson is almost incapable of not referring to Selma."^'' 

During the 1980-2000 period, moreover, most conservatives condemned as 

destructive the same 1960s-era changes in American government, economy, society, and 

culture that liberals applauded. Unlike the left, most commentators on the right viewed the 

1950s as America's most recent "Golden Age." For example. Republican speechwriter Peggy 

Noonan urged fellow members of her generation to "remember your [baby] boomer 

childhood" in the 1950s when "you were safe" and "the cities were better."^^ Conservatives 

like Noonan charged that the sublime era of the fifties went up in flames during the divisive, 

tumultuous disorder of the following decade. Indeed, burning served as a dominant metaphor 

shaping the right's images of the 1960s: "criminal. Black Power rioters" burning inner-city 

ghettoes; "unpatriotic, ungrateftil" college students burning their draft cards and university 

buildings; "treasonous" peace activists burning American flags; "promiscuous, anti-family 

women's libbers" burning their bras; and "drug-crazed hippies" smoking marijuana. These 

fiery metaphors stoked the hellish, apocalyptic vision of the sixties for recent conservatives, 

especially the religious right. In 1995, for example, television evangelist Pat Robertson 

blamed "the excesses of the '60s" for such recent social ills as "the family breakdown, the 

illeghimate births, the drug addiction, the crime."^® 

Not surprisingly, then, many eminent conservatives remained fixated on the 1960s 
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long after the decade ended. In his influential best-selling book, The Closing of the American 

Mind (1987), conservative professor Allan Bloom insisted: "I know of nothing positive 

coming from that period; it was an unmitigated disaster."^^ Similarly, conservative columnist 

George Will characterized the sixties as an era of "intellectual rubbish," "sandbox radicalism," 

and "almost unrelieved excess."^^ For his part, right-wing Judge Robert Bork charged that 

the 1960s sent America Slouching towards Gomorrah, as the title of his best-selling 1996 

book phrased it.^^ And conservative political theorist Harvey C. Mansfield claimed that "nasty 

things. . .  were done in  the la te  s ixt ies  and t ransmit ted to  us  [and the]  poison has  worked 

its way into our souls." Mansfield spoke for many on the right when he declared: "the late 

sixties were a comprehensive disaster for America."^" 

Conservatives' charges that the 1960s represented a destructive era also informed 

much of popular culture during the 1980-2000 period. Anti-sixties books by Allan Bloom, 

Robert Bork, and other conservatives achieved bestseller status. Negative caricatures of the 

1960s also pervaded mass entertainment. Such 1990s television series as Walker. Texas 

Ranger and JAG followed the hugely popular Rambo films of the 1980s by portraying 

Vietnam soldiers as betrayed, first, by weak, possibly treasonous liberal politicians during the 

war and, then, by ungrateful antiwar protestors who denounced veterans as "baby killers" and 

then spit on them after they returned home. The highly rated NBC miniseries, The Sixties 

(1999), presented a similarly dark, simplistic rendering of the era. The recent right's 

caricatured interpretation of the 1960s reached its popular and artistic peak with Forrest 

Gump, both the top-grossing movie of 1994 and the Academy Award winner for Best Picture. 
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The film mocked the civil rights movement and portrayed the student antiv^^ar movement as 

unpatriotic and led by sinister phonies. 

Conservatives' negative caricature of the sixties had political implications during the 

1980-2000 period. "[R]ight-wing politicians," historian David Farber noted in 1994, "summon 

the 1960s as a kind of catchall bogeyman, useful for scaring up customers."^' Conservative 

politicians exploited attacks on the sixties to win over voters, elevate their agenda, and 

undercut liberal policies. "[I]n the nation's politics," cultural critic Thomas Frank commented 

in 1997, "sixties- and hippie-bashing remains a trump card only slightly less effective than red

baiting was in earlier times."^^ Conservatives played this trump card to win support for their 

controversial positions on contemporary issues. For example, historian Jerry Lembcke 

charged that, during the Gulf War mobilization of 1990-91, the Bush administration cultivated 

the historical myth of Vietnam soldiers being spat upon by antiwar protestors in the 1960s to 

generate support for sending U.S. troops overseas to fight Iraq.^^ "It's considered by the 

Republicans as the decade that never stops giving," Democratic strategist Bob Beckel 

remarked in 1995. "They just fall back on it every time."^'' But conservatives' focus on the 

1960s era and it legacies represented more than just a expedient "wedge" issue to pry voters 

away from the Democratic party. 

In fact, opposition to the 1960s and all that the decade symbolized formed the core 

of the recent conservative movement, at both the grassroots and elite level. Anti-sixties 

sentiment galvanized the populist "New Right," which first gained national prominence in the 
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late 1970s.^^ Indeed, it seems instructive to view the New Right as an expression of what 

sociologists term a "countermovement": "a conscious, collective organized attempt to resist 

or reverse social change," as sociologist Tahi Mottl described it.^^ In this model, the 

"movement of the 1960s"-which comprised such mass efforts as the civil rights struggle, 

black nationalism, antiwar protests, student demonstrations, feminism, the sexual revolution, 

and gay rights-generated cultural changes throughout the wider society. These changes 

provoked conservative reaction in the form of a "countermovement" organized to oppose the 

sixties movement and its effects, particularly those impacting the "traditional family." Indeed, 

New Right activists perceived the "modernist" sixties movement as directly threatening not 

only their current "traditional" value system and way of life but, also, their ability to 

reproduce their values and lifestyles in their children." This helps explain why grassroots 

conservatives focused on school issues, most notably sex education and evolutionary 

science.^^ Republican politicians and strategists, conservative activists, and New Right 

organizers capitalized on this anti-sixties countermovement by mobilizing it into electoral 

channels beginning in the late 1970s.^^ 

At the same time, conservatives at the elite level sought to oppose the so-called 

"liberal establishment," which they believed had coalesced during the 1960s, by creating their 

own "counter-establishment." Conservatives argued that the liberal establishment, located 

mainly in universities and think tanks, had provided the intellectual justification for the liberal 

federal-government policies associated with the Great Society of the 1960s. In addition, they 

insisted that the liberal establishment directly shaped government policy by supplying the 
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cadres of federal employees, especially in the executive branch. The right claimed that these 

high-level goverimient bureaucrats formed part of the "New Class" of professional experts, 

who wished to foist their "radical" political, cultural, and social values on the citizens of the 

United States. Conservatives also alleged that the liberal establishment controlled and staffed 

the federal judiciary, especially the Supreme Court under Chief Justice Earl Warren. 

Just as the grassroots right opposed the sixties movement through a 

countermovement, conservative elites worked to create their own "counter-establishment" 

to contest the liberal establishment. Corporate America and wealthy individuals financed this 

endeavor by funding grants for conservative academics and by underwriting right-wing 

foundations and think tanks. Begiiming in the 1970s, businesses began to "defund the left" 

by shifting their financing from institutions like the Brooking Institution and Ford 

Foundation-which were nonideological or centrist in institutional outlook but which the right 

viewed as "liberal" because they often funded liberals-to newer conservative and libertarian 

organizations like the American Enterprise Institute, Heritage Foundation, Hoover Institution, 

and Olin Foundation. Neoconservatives, often ensconced in prestigious universities and in 

influential journals of opinion, both led the effort and gave intellectual credence to it. By the 

1980s, the right had created a conservative "counter-establishment," which intertwined into 

a symbiotic whole corporate funding, right-wing intellectuals, and political power, especially 

within the Republican party. The counter-establishment also supplied the personnel who 

staffed executive-branch positions during the Reagan and Bush administrations. The 

conservative Federalist Society, for example, became crucial in vetting appointments for the 
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federal judiciary/" 

The "Republican Revolution" following the GOP takeover of Congress in 1994 

symbolized a high point of the political right's opposition both to the sixties movement and 

to the liberal establishment. When conservative Republicans spoke of their "revolution," they 

meant overturning the supposed liberal and "radical" legacies of the 1960s. House Speaker 

NevW: Gingrich, the architect and leader of the Republican Revolution, charged that "the 

1960s represented a crucial break, 'a discontinuity,' in U.S. history." From the European 

founding of America in 1607 through the mid-1960s, Gingrich claimed, "[t]here is a core 

pattern to American history. Here's how we did it until the Great Society [which began in 

1965] messed everything up: don't work, don't eat; your salvation is spiritual; the government 

by definition can't save you." But, argued Gingrich, "[f]rom 1965 to 1994, we did strange and 

weird things as a country. Now we're done with that and we have to recover." Dick Armey, 

the second-ranking House Republican, was more succinct. "To me all the problems began in 

the Sixties," he declared. Conservative journalist Fred Barnes summarized the GOP 

Revolution as "the revenge of the squares" against the destructive countercultural legacies 

of the 19608."" 

The recent right's countermovement, counter-establishment strategy focused on 

engendering and highlighting a series of dualities pitting itself against the sixties left. On 

political maters, for example, conservatives attempted to identify themselves with host of 

values. These values included order, leadership, respect for legitimate authority, fairness, 

justice, equity, and consideration for property. Conversely, the recent right tried to associate 
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the sixties left-including the Great Society, the Warren Court, and New Left-influenced 

political protest-with permissiveness, license, anarchy, revolution, rebellion, violence, 

disrespect, insolence, "welfare queens," racial quotas, "reverse discrimination," judicial 

activism, "limousine liberalism," the radical "New Class," unfairness, injustice, "coddling of 

criminals," rioting, violent crime, and property theft. Conservatives also replayed a familiar 

political theme: the recent right's freedom versus the sixties left's alleged tyrarmy, statism, 

collectivism, Stalinism, big government, "red tape," inefficiency, and the "dead hand of 

goverrmient." 

On cultural matters, recent conservatives described the battle as pitting their 

moderation against the sixties left's excess. The right contrasted its "traditional" morality of 

patriarch family structure with the "immorality" of the sixties left-as represented by the 

counterculture, feminism, the sexual revolution, gay rights, and environmentalism. 

Conservatives thus attempted to identify the sixties left with recreational drugs, free love, 

"illegitimate" children, homosexuality, laziness, crudity, incivility, environmentalists' "tree 

hugging," and feminists' "man hating, male bashing, and baby killing." Conservatives 

buttressed this contrast by presenting a duality between the right's natural law based on 

Christianity versus the sixties left's acceptance of such unnatural "perversions" as 

homosexuality, pornographic obscenity, communal living arrangements, atheism, secular 

humanism, "New Age" spirituality, and Eastern-influenced religions. 

Recent conservatives also sought to promote themselves at the expense of the sixties 

left on issues of foreign relations. The right portrayed itself on international and military 
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policy as realistic, genuine, loyal, patriotic, unselfish, responsible, strong, tough, mature, and 

adult. By contrast, conservatives depicted the sixties left-identified with the Vietnam antiwar 

movement, draft evaders, and student protesters-as naive, phony, hypocritical, disloyal, 

unpatriotic, anti-American selfish, lazy, irresponsible, pacifistic, immature, adolescent, 

childish, flag burning, isolationist, globalist, and purveyors of the destructive "Vietnam 

syndrome." 

In 1997, conservative political theorist Harvey C. Mansfield summarized the right's 

attack on the sixties era and it legacies to recent America. Mansfield charged that the decade 

negatively impacted the United States by causing a "loss of distinction or distinctiveness" 

between a host of once-separate entities: "permissible and impermissible sex," democracy and 

communism, men and women, respectability and the lack of it, "reasonable relaxation 

[alcohol] and getting stoned," humanity and nature, music and noise, children and adults, art 

and life, education and propaganda, having dignity and being patronized, and "an equal 

individual and an equalized automaton."''^ 

In short, whereas recent liberals viewed the sixties as an era of mostly positive change, 

conservatives perceived the decade as a catastrophe in most parts of American life. They 

therefore believed that this evil period and its destructive legacies required exorcism through 

a conservative "counterrevolution" based upon an anti-sixties alliance between a populist 

countermovement of grassroots activists and an elite counter-establishment of politicians, 

intellectuals, and organizers. As a result, recent conservatives focused on the sixties period 

and its putative legacies, building much of their agenda upon reversing the decade's "liberal" 
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or "radical-leftist" legacy. "[WJe're going to keep refighting the 1960s until some dramatic 

new issue comes along," political analyst William Schneider observed during the 1988 

presidential campaign."''^ Nine years later, little had changed. "Since the sixties," conservative 

columnist George Will remarked in 1997, "our national life has been a running argument 

about, and with, the sixties."'"' 

The rather surprising conclusion that conservatives, more than liberals, remained 

"stuck in the sixties" during the 1980s and 1990s jibes with my own personal experiences. 

The curious response to my first book piqued my interest in this topic.The book examined 

liberals and New Leftists in the Vietnam antiwar movement by focusing on Senator Eugene 

McCarthy's unsuccessful run for the 1968 Democratic presidential nomination. Even before 

it appeared in print, I discovered in informal conversations that its sixties-period subject 

provoked divergent and somewhat unexpected reactions from people I encountered. On the 

one hand, most liberals old enough to remember McCarthy's antiwar campaign looked back 

on the effort-and on the 1960s more generally-somewhat wistfully. They seemed proud that 

they had opposed the excesses of the Vietnam War and, also, had supported such causes as 

civil rights and "women's lib." But they viewed the 1960s as long over and as retaining little 

immediate relevance for their current lives. 

On the other hand, the conservatives I met reacted to the mere mention of my book's 

topic in a way suggesting that the 1968 Democratic convention had ended three days-instead 

of three decades-earlier. With no prompting from me, conservatives eagerly and vociferously 
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defended, for example. Mayor Daley's police in Chicago or U.S. troops in Vietnam while 

vehemently criticizing student antiwar protestors, ghetto rioters, or drug-addled hippies. They 

also tended to see direct connections and legacies between the events of the sixties and the 

problems of the late 1990s. Not surprisingly, younger conservatives I encountered (including 

my students) seemed less consumed by the 1960s. But they, too, responded with unconcealed 

contempt to such sixties-era legacies as the U.S. defeat in Vietnam, the ban on public-school 

prayer, the expansion of criminal defendants' rights, or increased welfare payments to unwed 

mothers. I also discovered that most younger conservatives held a highly negative caricature 

of 1960s history. 

The ensuing years reinforced my anecdotal impression that many recent conservatives, 

both old and young, appeared "stuck in the sixties." In researching my second book, which 

surveyed the Republican party's rise during the 1968-2000 period, I found that the politics 

of this period often focused to a surprising degree on the legacies of the 1960s.''^ 

Furthermore, my survey in the book of conservative thought after World War II reinforced 

my conviction that the years from the late 1960s through the 1990s formed a distinctive, 

unified era. This distinctiveness appeared most obviously when examining the right's 

discourse. I was struck by conservatives' anachronistic language during the 1950s and early 

1960s, when they spent a good deal of time condemning such things as "statism," 

"collectivism," and "creeping socialism" while calling for the "rollback" of communism. By 

contrast, the conservative language of the late sixties seemed familiar to anyone versed in the 

right's recent discourse. Like Newt Gingrich and George W. Bush in the late 1990s, Richard 
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Nixon and George Wallace in the late 1960s criticized, for example, "Washington 

bureaucrats" and "judicial activism" while promising to "promote family values" and "get 

tough on crime." In sum, just as the reaction to my first book showed that recent 

conservatives relished refighting the conflicts of the 1960s, my research for my second book 

convinced me that they appeared eager to battle what they saw as the era's pernicious impact. 

In my research for this project, I discovered another, very different phenomenon, 

which further convinced me that many recent conservatives remained, in many ways, "stuck 

in the sixties": their selective embrace of certain aspects of the "radical 1960s" and the 

decade's "destructive legacies.'"*^ During the early sixties, for example, most conservatives, 

especially in the South, opposed the civil rights movement, which sought to use the federal 

government to ensure legal equality for African Americans. In the 1980s and 1990s, by 

contrast, many prominent conservatives, including southerners Newt Gingrich and George 

W. Bush, praised the early sixties (pre-Black Power, pre-affirmative action) civil rights 

movement.''^ This change revealed how much political ground the right had conceded to its 

putative opponents, liberals and leftists, an interesting and significant phenomenon that will 

be discussed in more detail later in this work. 

More intriguing, however, is recent conservatives' often-surreptitious incorporation 

into their political philosophy of values, ideas, and tactics originally associated with sixties-era 

groups whom they claimed they still hated, including Vietnam antiwar protestors, the 

counterculture, and New Left political radicals. Though startling on the surface, the adoption 
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of values and strategies associated with the sixties protest movement by the New Right 

becomes less surprising when viewing the effort as a countermovement galvanized by, and 

opposed to, this left-liberal effort. As a countermovement, recent conservatism owed a great 

deal to the movement it sought to counter. On the one hand, the recent right used the sixties 

left as a photographic negative to depict everything that it opposed. On the other hand, the 

sixties movement and the liberal establishment provided sound strategic models for 

conservatives' own countermovement/counter-establishment, which sought to use its 

enemies' apparently successful tactics against that enemy itself 

As a result, the recent right emulated the sixties left in several different ways. During 

the 1980-2000 period, many business leaders and other conservatives followed the 

counterculture in embracing such values as personal expression, nonconformity, and 

individualism, which they contrasted with their opponents' support for a "narmy state.'"*^ For 

example, huge, multinational conglomerates like Nike, IBM, and Microsoft identified 

themselves in their advertisements with counterculture-influenced fantasies of rebellion, 

liberation, and revolution against conventional society. Similarly, self-designated "corporate 

revolutionaries" promulgated their transformative world view in business magazines like 

Wired.^° Meanwhile, conservative products of mass culture, like Forrest Gump and NBC's 

The '60s, bashed the era while simultaneously celebrating on their soimdtracks-without a 

trace of irony-its "hippie" rock music.'' 

At the same time, many social conservatives presented themselves as sort of a new 

"counterculture" offended by mainstream American culture. In the late 1960s, radical activists 
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often spouted "anti-American" rhetoric out of their frustration that the "silent majority" 

supported the "immoral" Vietnam War. Three decades later, Paul Weyrich, Cal Thomas, 

William Bennett, Ed Dobson, and other prominent cultural conservatives similarly expressed 

contempt for the majority of Americans, who refused to support the impeachment of 

President Clinton for his "immoral" acts in the Lewinsky scandal.'^ "The American people are 

really messed up," Andrea Sheldon, executive director of the Traditional Values Coalition, 

declared in 1999.^^ That same year, Paul Weyrich echoed hippie-era LSD gviru Timothy Leary 

by suggesting that conservatives "drop out of this culture."^'* 

Weyrich and other right wingers followed their hippie predecessors in hoping that 

their communities would serve as a model for a new, more moral mainstream culture. 

"Christian rock" concerts flourished, and the conservative religious men's group, the Promise 

Keepers, staged mass gatherings dedicated to peace, love, and brotherhood that closely 

resembled the ideals of the "Woodstock nation."'^ Many evangelicals, Christian-school 

advocates, and home-schooling parents also resembled hippie-commune members by viewing 

themselves as an embattled "beloved" community set apart from "immoral" mainstream 

culture. Like racial minorities in the 1960s, moreover, many evangelical Christians in the 

1980s and 1990s viewed themselves as victimized by the intolerance of mainstream American 

society. In 2001, for example, some members of the Religious Right alleged that 

"discrimination against unpopular religious minorities" underlay opposition to the Senate 

confirmation of Pentecostal John Ashcroft as attorney general. 

The recent right echoed the sixties left in other ways, too. During the Clinton 
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administration, the foreign-policy of many conservative Republicans mimicked that of 1960s 

leftists. In 1999, Pat Buchanan, Jesse Helms, Gary Bauer, Dan Quayle, and other prominent 

right-wingers opposed U.S. military intervention in Kosovo and Serbia by adopting almost 

verbatim the anti-intervention arguments put forth by Vietnam antiwar protestors. "It is not 

America's war," declared Buchanan, sounding as "isolationist" as any Vietnam-era 

"peacenik."'^ 

Conservatives during the 1980-2000 period also appropriated many strategies and 

tactics associated with sixties' leftist movements, including civil disobedience, street protests, 

demonstrations, marches, and support for "judicial activism." For instance, anti-abortion 

activists like Randall T erry of Operation Rescue claimed Rosa Parks, Martin Luther King, and 

other civil rights activists as models for practicing moral civil disobedience against "evil" laws. 

"As I studied American history and in particular read about Martin Luther King," Terry 

related in 1988, "I realized that we needed a massive peaceful uprising to grind the abortion 

holocaust to a halt."" Similarly, conservative Judge Robert Bork called for elected officials 

to practice civil disobedience by "reftising to comply" with Supreme Court decisions that they 

considered immoral. Meanwhile, anti-feminist women repUcated sixties-era women's libbers 

by leaving their children at home to lead political demonstrations, attend conferences, and 

give speeches. In 2000, Republican protestors imitated 1960s-style "direct action" by chanting 

the slogan "the whole world is watching" while disrupting the presidential recount in Miami-

Dade, Florida.^^ And the conservative-dominated Rehnquist Supreme Court produced a ruling 

in Bush v. Gore (2000) as "activist" as any decision by the Warren Court.'® 
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Some recent right wingers also resembled the dark side of sixties radicalism in their 

embrace of rigid ideology, inflammatory rhetoric, and extreme and sometimes violent tactics. 

For example, some Vietnam-era protestors assaulted the integrity of military leaders like 

General William Westmoreland. In a similar fashion, right-wingers Paul Weyrich, Gary Bauer, 

Ralph Reed, and Grover Norquist questioned General Colin Powell's character in the mid-

1990s, while televangelists Pat Robertson, and Jerry Falwell smeared war hero John McCain 

during the 2000 GOP presidential primaries.®" Meanwhile, Newt Gingrich, Tom DeLay, and 

other Republican politicians echoed the New Left's hatred of "big-government elites" and 

calls for a "revolution" in American government. 

More sinisterly, some recent right wingers-including militia groups, the National Rifle 

Association, and conservative talk-show hosts-espoused an anti-law-enforcement rhetoric 

that sounded very close to the Black Panthers' "off-the-pigs" slogans. "Head shots, head 

shots," was talk-show host G. Gordon Liddy's recommendation to millions of listeners for 

dealing with federal law-enforcement agents. "Kill the sons of bitches," he emphasized.®' 

Most darkly. Weatherman-style terrorism provided a model for right-winger Timothy 

McVeigh, who killed 168 people in an attack on a Oklahoma City federal building, and for 

anti-abortion militants who bombed clinics and assassinated doctors. "[I]nthe 1960s, the left 

was stained by the activities of the Weather Underground," pollster Mark Mellman remarked 

after the McVeigh bombing, "and the right is going to be stained by these kinds of 

extremists."®^ 
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Historiographic Literature Review of the Project's Topic 

This project pursues two main objectives. First, it examines how recent American 

conservatives, both ehtes and "ordinary citizens," recalled, interpreted, and responded to the 

events (broadly defined) that they believed occurred in the 1960s. And second, it identifies 

and analyzes the events and trends of the recent 1980-2000 period that conservatives 

perceived as legacies transmitted by the sixties. The notion that the recent right disliked the 

1960s and blamed the decade's legacies for corrupting America in the years that followed is 

a truism for many commentators. 

However, an exhaustive literature search reveals that this project is, in fact, unique in 

its central focus. The history of American conservatism and the history of the United States 

during the 1960s each constitutes a large and growing field. But I discovered no book-length 

work examining conservatives' interpretation of the sixties. Nor did I find any book-length 

work analyzing conservatives' perception of the impact of the 1960s; indeed, I located little 

scholarship of any sort directly focusing on the legacies of the sixties. Even books with titles 

like Making Peace with the 60s. The Sixties: From Memory to History, and A Fiction of the 

Past: The Sixties in American History proved misleading because they surveyed the history 

of the 1960s and dealt little, if at all, with the decade's legacies.®^ Only one major aspect of 

the sixties, the Vietnam War, has generated a substantial amount of scholarship directly 

studying its legacy to recent America.®'' This project, though unique in its central focus, also 

seeks to contribute the historiography of the 1960s. The next section of this chapter reviews 

the major historiographic questions concerning this topic. 
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Major Historiographic Questions concerning the United States in the 1960s 

The history of America in the 1960s encompasses a huge and growing field. Sixties' 

topics, moreover, dominate several subfields. In recent foreign-relations history, for example, 

no event has been more examined than that emblemeatic sixties event, the Vietnam War.^^ 

Similarly, the modem civil rights movement serves as the focal point for the study of race 

relations in U.S. history.®® Additionally, 1960s-era social movements and politics also have 

generated a great deal of scholarly literature.®^ Historians and others could use an up-to-date 

survey of the historiography of the 1960s for several reasons: the sheer magnitude of the field; 

the recent growth of scholarship; and the fact that the decade, more than thirty years on, has 

moved "from memory to history," particularly for that majority of Americans who are not old 

enough to remember the era.®^ Unfortunately, I have been unable to locate a scholarly 

historiographic survey of America in the sixties.®^ However, several 1960s-era topics have 

been the subject of multiple historiographic reviews, including the civil rights movement,™ the 

Vietnam War,^' and the protest movements associated with the New Left.'^ Both the scholarly 

and popular literature on the United States during the 1960s generally concentrated on a 

narrative recounting of the era's colorful figures and its tumultuous events. But detailed 

analysis placing the 1960s into wider historical perspective appeared much less frequently. 

Nevertheless, many works have addressed the eight major historiographic questions 

crucial for the purpose of this present project. The first of these questions is: what does the 

term, "the 1960s," connote? Second, when did the era that we call "the sixties" begin? Third, 



41 

did strong continuities exist between the decade and the period coming before it? Fourth, did 

the events and trends of the sixties constitute an aberrational departure from what came 

before or after? Fifth, when did the era end? Sixth, did important events and trends continue 

from the 1960s into the 1970s? Indeed, did much of what we associate with the sixties 

actually occur more fully in the seventies? Seventh, what socio-political tendency dominated 

the period? In other words, did liberalism possess hegemony, and did an ascendant New Left 

represent its primary challenger during the 1960s? Or did moderate, conservative, and far-

right ideas and movements also prove influential? Eighth and finally, did the era decisively 

impact the course of U.S. history? If so, which legacies of the sixties, precisely, shaped the 

decades that followed? And did these legacies produce positive or negative consequences for 

recent America? The answers to these questions help to identify in more depth the historical 

subject known as "the 1960s." The sometimes-conflicting answers also afford insight into 

how and why conservative interpretations of the era often differ markedly from liberal 

explanations. 

Perhaps the most crucial of these historiographic questions is the first: what does the 

term, "the 1960s," signify? In both scholarly and popular narratives, historian Paul Lyons 

noted in 1996, there was "a remarkably consistent picture of that remarkable decade. The 

picture would focus on the Kennedys, the civil rights movement, the Indochinese war, student 

activism, the New Left, the hippie counterculture-'sex, drugs, and rock 'n' roll'-the 

momentous events of 1968 (two assassinations, Tet, Chicago, Nixon's election), and a 
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consideration of how and when, if ever, the Sixties ended."^^ Also implicit in Lyons 

recounting were the Great Society, the Warren Court, the Vietnam antiwar movement, and 

second-wave feminism. But this consensus list leans heavily toward liberal and leftist 

movements, leaders, and events. Indeed, this fact highlights the notion that "'the sixties' has 

become sjoionymous with' the movement,' a vague yet frequently used expression to describe 

a cluster of mass protests, on local and national levels," as Andrew Hunt observed in a 1999 

review article.In addition, it remains questionable whether all of these mass protest 

movements should be associated solely with the 1960s. 

This leads to the second major historiographic question: when did the era that we call 

"the sixties" begin? At first glance, the question seems silly. Most commentators would 

answer, "from January 1, 1960, to December 31, 1969."^^ Yet, a review of the literature 

reveals the importance of this question and demonstrates the contested nature of the answer 

of when "the 1960s" actually occurred and what events the decade included or omitted.^® For 

example, many liberal historians who wished to emphasize the civil rights movement's 

significance identified the era's start in the mid-1950s, with either the Supreme Court's 

Brown v. Board decision of 1954 or the Montgomery bus boycott of 1955." 

This relates to the third historiographic question; did the events of the 1960s connect 

to, or even result from, events of earlier historical periods? Most histories of the sixties 

concede that "the 1950s were pregnant with the 1960s," as conservative columnist George 
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Will put it7^ Typically, sixties' histories opened with a chapter surveying America in the 

1950s. But liberals and conservatives viewed quite differently the relationship between the 

fifties and the following decade. Most liberal historians perceived the sixties as a reaction to 

the boredom and hypocrisy of the previous era.^^ The "narrative arc" of these liberal histories, 

journalist Rick Perlstein noted in a 1996 review, "goes something like this: As the Fifties 

grayly droned on, springs of contrarian sentiment began bubbling into the best minds of a 

generation raised in unprecedented prosperity but well versed in the existential subversion of 

the Beats and Mad magazine."^" 

Most conservatives also viewed the 1960s as a reaction to the 1950s. In sharp contrast 

to liberals, however, they viewed the events of the sixties as little more than an irrational, 

destructive adolescent rebellion against legitimate authority and traditional cultural values 

associated with the fifties. They presented several explanations for the causes of this rebellion. 

Many conservatives blamed the widespread influence of Dr. Spock's permissive child-rearing 

practices for the baby boomers's acting out as young adults in the late 1960s. Other 

conservatives maintained that the era's excessive affluence added to the spoiling of baby 

boomers. Still others saw the period as representing another battle in the unending war 

between younger and older generations. What made the sixties different, they claimed, was 

that, for the first time in history, the older generations gave in to the whims of the younger. 

And many conservatives portrayed the sixties as a moral drama of millennialist Utopians 

attempting to foist their naive dreams onto the real world. Despite differences in the 

interpretations of liberals and conservatives, the first generation of sixties historians perceived 
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the 1960s as a significant departure from the 1950s. This notion of discontinuity remained the 

dominant perception in American popular culture, too. 

Many recent historians, however, challenged and sought to revise this discontinuity 

thesis. These revisionists, who often were too young to remember the 1960s, began to make 

their historical mark in the mid-1990s. They rejected the contention that the decade 

constituted an aberrational departure from postwar America. Instead, they sought to "place 

the 1960s back into our history," as historian David Farber explained in 1994, "which links 

the epochal events of that era to America's grand projects of the previous decades: the 

forging of a national system of social provision; the emergence of America as a global 

superpower; the creation of national security state; and the maturation of a national, 

consumer-driven, mass-mediated marketplace." Farber argued that "[t]hese big, ongoing 

structural developments . . . ground most of the explosive events of the 1960s."^' 

In the revisionist version, the events and trends often identified exclusively with the 

sixties actually culminated several decades of transformation. For example, World War II set 

the stage for the civil rights and feminist movements,efforts ftirther aided by America's 

international competition with the Soviets^^ and by changes in capitalism to a more service-

oriented economy. The Cold War policy of globalist communist containment, first declared 

in the Truman Doctrine of 1947, led to U.S. involvement in Vietnam.^'* Many revisionists 

argued that the decline of liberal dominance began not because of liberal decisions made in 

the 1960s but, rather, as a result of choices made in the late 1940s.They also contended that 

the increased importance of consumerism to postwar U.S. economic growth^® facilitated the 
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counterculture's rise.^^ "The 1960s," revisionist Thomas Frank observed in 1997, "was also 

the high watermark of American prosperity and a time of fantastic ferment in managerial 

thought and corporate practice."^^ 

Many revisionists therefore saw continuity between the decades, discovering the 

"seeds of the sixties" in the 1950s.^' The modem civil rights movement provided one example. 

Liberal scholars typically saw civil rights as emblematic of the sixties. Yet, most historians 

date the movement from 1954 to 1965, which meant that more than half of it occurred during 

the 1950s. Some historians, moreover, challenged even this chronology by arguing for 

continuity with struggles for black equality that took place before 1954.®° Revisionists also 

discovered connections between the feminist movement of the 1960s and what came before.®' 

And many historians pointed out that members of the baby boom generation, so identified 

with the 1960s, actually grew up and learned their values during the 1950s. 

Some revisionist scholars also perceived less cultural discontinuity between the 

allegedly gray fifties and the supposedly psychedelically colored sixties. "When I look at the 

land of Leave It to Beaver, and then look at the Sixties," claimed historian Thomas Sugrue, 

"I see a bunch of commonalities." Revisionist David Farber also pointed that, "before 

'hippies' had begun using marijuana and L.S.D. in great quantities, adults were gobbling up 

hundreds of millions of tranquilizers, sedatives, and amphetamines each year."®^ And social 

critic Thomas Frank contended that the "cultural changes that would become identified as 

'counterculture' began well before 1960, with roots deep in bohemian and romantic 

thought."®^ In sum, revisionists insisted that the sixties shared more with the previous years 
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than earUer historians had acknowledged. By contrast, most mainstream liberals and 

conservatives retained in their interpretation the sharp divergence between the 1960s and 

what came before. Whereas liberals viewed the era as another cycle of reform characteristic 

of American history, conservatives argued that the sixties represented an aberrational 

departure from the course of U.S. history. 

Most conservatives asserted that the "the sixties" began not in the late 1950s or even 

the early 1960s as mainstream liberals and many others contended, but, rather, sometime in 

the mid-1960s. For example, columnist George F. Will spoke for many commentators when 

he argued that "the sixties" began with President John F. Kennedy's assassination in 

November 1963. Columnist and politician Patrick Buchanan insisted that the new age dawned 

in the year or two following JFK's death, during the 1963-65 period. Journalist Michael 

Barone believed that the era started in July 1964, when, he argued, America moved "from 

confidence to alienation." Political philosopher Walter Bems pinpointed the Free Speech 

Movement's "student revolf at the University of California, Berkeley, which began in 

December 1964, as "the sixties" starting point. Journalist David Frum maintained that the 

period commenced sometime between the Beatles' arrival in America in February 1964 and 

the deployment of U.S. combat troops to Vietnam in July 1965. Political philosopher Harvey 

C. Mansfield offered no specific date as marking the birth of the age but declared that he 

meant "the late sixties" when he referred to "the sixties." For most recent conservatives, then, 

American politics, society, and culture embarked on a new epoch-which they referred to as 
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"the sixties"-during the mid-1960s.''' 

Generally, conservatives viewed 1965 as marking the commencement of "the (late) 

sixties." Most conservatives saw the year as an especially momentous time for U.S. politics, 

government, society, culture, and foreign relations. It certainly proved a portentous year, 

marking the beginning of several significant trends: the Great Society, U.S. military escalation 

of the Vietnam War, the birth of a widespread antiwar movement and consequent expansion 

of the New Left, the culmination of the civil rights movement in the March on Selma and the 

Voting Rights Act, the turn to black separatism and black nationalism for many African 

Americans, and the dawn of the "women's liberation" movement. Each of these events proved 

momentous and, insisted conservatives, signified the true start of the sixties. Many liberals 

shared the conviction that the year represented a watershed in recent American history, but 

they disagreed with conservatives about whether all of the changes commencing that year 

produced entirely negative legacies. 

In politics and government, 1965 saw the birth of the Great Society, the most 

ambitious government reform program since the New Deal three decades earlier. In January 

1965, President Lyndon Johnson announced his Great Society agenda, and Congress enacted 

most of it into law over the next eighteen months. Recent conservatives viewed these new 

federal programs as a negative watershed that marked a new, destructive phase of "liberal big 

government." For the rest of the twentieth century, consequently, they worked to roll back 

the Great Society, denouncing it in hyperbolic terms as an unprecedented, ruinous departure 

from the main historical currents of American politics and government. 
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In 1994, at the dawn of the so-called "Republican Revolution," Newt Gingrich, the 

new Speaker of the House, claimed that the Great Society marked not only the beginning of 

"the sixties" era but, also, the fundamental turning point in all of U.S. history. Gingrich, a 

Ph.D. in history, charged that the Great Society "represented a crucial break, 'a 

discontinuity,' in U.S. history." From the 1600s until 1965, he claimed, "[t]here is a core 

pattern to American history. Here's how we did it until the Great Society messed everything 

up; don't work, don't eat; your salvation is spiritual; the government by definition can't save 

you." The Great Society's legacy, argued Gingrich, was that "[f]rom 1965 to 1994, we did 

strange and weird things as a country."^^ 

Recent commentators, both conservative and liberal, similarly viewed 1965 as starting 

a new era in American society and culture. That year saw the blossoming of the nascent 

counterculture. Drug-influenced rock music, performed by male musicians sporting long hair 

and gaudy fashions, climbed the popular charts in the form of such popular artists as the 

Beatles, the Rolling Stones, Bob Dylan, and the Byrds. Within two years, the hippie-

influenced "Summer of Love" was in full bloom. 

The year 1965 also proved pivotal for second-wave feminism. In December, New Left 

activists Casey Hayden and Mary King circulated a memorandum that heralded the birth of 

the "women's liberation" movement. A few months later, Betty Friedan and other liberals 

founded the National Organization for Women. Conservatives and liberals agreed that 

American society and culture evolved during the mid-1960s, but they disagreed about the 

goodness of these changes. For liberals, it marked the opening of a freer, more egalitarian era; 
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for conservatives, it signaled the breakdown of traditional American morality and culture. 

Finally, 1965 marked the start of a new phase in American foreign relations with the 

beginning of major U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War and the subsequent rise of a robust 

antiwar movement. In February, President Johnson escalated the Vietnam War by ordering 

the bombing of North Vietnam. In response, the first antiwar "teach-ins" at several colleges 

followed a few weeks later, and the first major peace protest, led by the New Left's Students 

for a Democratic Society, occurred in April. Three months later, Johnson began more fully 

"Americanizing" the conflict by sending to Vietnam the first contingent of U.S. combat 

troops, who eventually numbered more than half a million personnel. For both liberal and 

conservatives, this escalation of the Vietnam War and the consequent grovrth of the antiwar 

movement marked a new stage in U.S. history. For example, leftist historian Robert Buzzanco 

identified Vietnam as the period's "transformative event, with the war and opposition to it 

reshaping American life."^® In sum, conservatives and liberals saw differences between the 

early and late 1960s. Whereas liberals viewed the late sixties as building upon the early years 

of the decade, conservatives believed that the "radical" late 1960s were qualitatively different 

from the "moderate" or "conservative" early sixties. 

Yet, choosing 1965 as the start of the era involved significant interpretative 

implications. If "the sixties" denoted the (post-1965) "late sixties," as most conservatives 

contended, then John F. Kennedy, his administration, and the early 1960s civil rights 

movement led by Martin Luther King, Jr., each shifted out of "the sixties" and into the 

previous era. This shift allowed the recent right to embrace-albeit in a restricted, almost 



50 

caricatured manner-certain legacies of Kennedy, King, and the civil rights movement while, 

at the same time, maintaining their assault on "the sixties." During the 1980s and 1990s, 

neoconservatives appeared especially keen to separate JFK, King, and civil rights 

supporters-whom they saw as embodying responsible liberalism-from "the sixties," an era 

they associated with a destructive brand of social, political, and cultural radicalism. 

Liberal historians rejected the conservative contention that 1965 represented the 

symbolic beginning of "the sixties," although they acknowledged that the year represented a 

new phase of the decade. For liberals, the decade's entire tone flowed from Martin Luther 

King and the civil rights movement and from Kennedy's "Camelot" image (if from not the 

substance of the Kennedy administration's policies). Such late-1960s movements as the 

Vietnam antiwar effort, student protestors, and feminism each used the civil rights movement 

as a model for moral, personal engagement. Many of them also invoked the martyred 

Kennedy as the prototype of the charismatic liberal crusader. Hence, conservatives perceived 

a major divide between the early and late sixties, but liberals believed that removing Kennedy, 

King, and civil rights from the story of the 1960s makes unintelligible the events that followed 

later in the decade. Liberal historians did concede, however, that 1965 marked a new stage 

within the sixties. But liberals and leftists denied the conservative contention that 1965 

inaugurated "the sixties." In fact, sociologist Todd Gitlin, in his influential history The Sixties. 

implied that the high point of the New Left occurred during the years before 1965.'^ 

A fifth major historiographic question concerning the United State duding the 1960s 
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climax.'^ A few liberals also argued that it marked the conclusion of the period, too: "the year 

the dream died," in the words of journalist Jules Witcover.^' But most liberal and leftist 

scholars saw 1968 as merely the beginning of the end. To them, the decade's finally closed 

in March 1970, when the New Left's Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) disintegrated 

after four of its members killed themselves while assembling a home-made bomb.'°® 

Many commentators, however, disagreed that "the sixties" ended in December 1969 

or even in March 1970. There were several reasons for this. First of all, the largest public 

demonstrations against the Vietnam War transpired in May 1970, following Nixon's invasion 

of Cambodia and the National Guard's killing of four students at Kent State University. 

Second, the peak mainstream influence of "sixties politics" occurred in 1972, when Senator 

George McGovern won the Democratic presidential nomination. Third, most observers 

associated the 1960s with affluence, so some of them considered the recession of 1973-74, 

which ended the long post-World War II boom, as concluding "the long 1960s." Fourth, 

some commentators argued that Richard Nixon's close identification with the sixties and the 

conservative reaction to it meant that the era truly finished with resignation fi'om the 

presidency in August 1974. Fifth, the Vietnam War, a central event of the sixties, ended in 

April 1975, more than five years after SDS's disintegration. Finally, many conservatives 

insisted that the sixties never ended. For example. Judge Robert Bork argued that the 1960s 

"was a malignant decade that, after a fifteen-year remission, returned in the 1980s to 

metastasize more devastatingly throughout our culture than it had in the Sixties, not with 
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tumult but quietly, in the moral and political assumptions of those who now control and guide 

our major cultural institutions."'"' In sum, the answer to the question of when "the sixties" 

occurred closely connected to what events, trends, and movements constituted "the sixties." 

The issue of when, exactly, "the sixties" concluded also relates to the question of the 

continuity between the decade and the period that followed. Revisionist historians, who were 

often too young to remember the 1960s, insisted that many of the social movements we 

associate with "the sixties" actually saw their high point in the following decade. They argued 

that, though "the movement" fractured druing the late 1960s, various factions of social 

protest thrived afterwards. Most notably, the feminist and gay-rights movements, both 

typically associated with the 1960s (especially by conservatives), represented relatively small 

efforts in that decade, first exploding as large-scale movements in the 1970s (feminists) and 

1980s (gays). For example, 1972 appeared more pivotal for the feminist movement than any 

year in the 1960s. In 1972, the year Ms. magazine began publication. Congress passed the 

Equal Rights Amendment and sent it to the states for ratification, strengthened the Equal 

Employment Opportunity Commission, and included Title IX in the new Higher Education 

Act, which ensured equal treatment for women. "It is difficult to see how one can view the 

post-1968 Left as a complete disaster unless one is unsympathetic or unaware of the women's 

liberation movement," observed historian David Rossinow. Similarly, the environmentalist 

and consumer movements, though rooted in the broader movement of the 1960s, became 

mass efforts only in the 1970s."'^ In fact, some revisionist historians argued that individual 

causes could flourish only after the larger movement broke up. "I think that the only way that 
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women could have their own movement, and black people and gay people, was, 

unfortunately, outside the larger movement," insisted historian Alice Echols. 

By the late 1990s, some conservatives who were too young to remember the 1960s, 

agreed that the 1970s, rather than the decade that preceded it, represented the pivotal era of 

social and cultural change in recent U.S. history. In his history of the seventies, journalist 

David Frum contended that the 1960s era, despite its circus-like atmosphere, changed 

American society relatively little. "But the 'social' transformation of the 1970s was real and 

was permanent," he wrote. Unlike liberal revisionists, however, Frum characterized this era 

of social and cultural change as deplorable, representing "America's low tide."'"^ In sum, 

Frum and other revisionists insisted that the cultural transformation of the United States may 

have begun during the late 1960s, but it affected only a small minority of Americans until the 

1970s. Indeed, it is striking to examine photographs of the student takeover of Columbia 

University in April 1968 and observe that most of the "radical" male protestors not only had 

relatively short hair but wore suits and ties as well! 

This observation leads to the seventh major historiographic question concerning the 

1960s: what socio-political tendency dominated the period? More specifically, did liberalism 

enjoy hegemony during the sixties, and did its main challenge emanate primarily from an 

ascendant New Left? Or did moderate, conservative, and far-right ideas and movements also 

prove influential? Early histories depicted the 1960s as primarily the story of the decline and 

fall of liberalism. Most conservatives viewed the decade as dominated by an alliance of 
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liberalism, the New Left, and radical social and cultural movements. Conservatives perceived 

little significant difference between liberals and New Leftists. They argued that liberalism's 

fall resulted from a backlash to liberal "radicalism" as embodied by the Great Society, the 

Warren Court, and antiwar Democrats. 

By contrast, neoconservatives argued that liberalism had been distinct from leftist 

radicalism until the mid-1960s, when liberal Democrats became enamored with the New Left 

and other radical movements. As a result of leftist influence, neoconservatives charged, 

liberals shifted after 1965 from anNew Deal-style, economically liberal focus to an emphasis 

on "radical" social and cultural values associated with such protest movements as the 

counterculture, feminism, gay rights, and pacifism. Beginning in 1968, this neoconservative 

theory continued, left-leaning "McGovemiks" took over liberalism and the Democratic party, 

enabling conservative Republicans like Richard Nixon and Ronald Reagan to make inroads 

among culturally conservative, patriotically inclined voters who previously had supported 

liberal Democrats. This interpretation formed the core of the neoconservative critique of post-

1960s liberalism. Indeed, it represented the primary justification that many old-style liberals 

used for becoming neoconservatives in the first place. 

Many liberal historians, meanwhile, argued that liberalism's decline resulted from its 

disputes with leftists, not from its alleged identification with radicalism. They therefore 

rejected both the conservative view that liberalism was always radical and, also, the 

neoconservative explanation that liberalism became radicalized during the late 1960s. They 

criticized the conservative and neoconservative interpretations for "blur[ring] the lines 
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between various historical actors: counterculture equals Great Society equals New Left equals 

'the sixties generation,' all of them driven by some mysterious impulse to tear down Western 

Civilization," noted cultural critic Thomas Frank.Liberalism's downfall resulted not from 

liberals' embrace of radicalism but, rather, from "the great uprising against liberalism in the 

decades waning years by hippies, new leftists, black nationalists, and the antiwar 

movement-an uprising that convulsed the nation and assured the repudiation of the 

Democrats in the 1968 election," wrote historian Allen J. Matusow'"^ In other words, the 

attack from the left weakened liberalism, provoked a conservative backlash, and facilitated 

a resurgence of conservative Republicanism. This interpretation reflected the "liberals-

mugged-by-radicalism school," as historiographer Rick Perlstein put it. 

Revisionist historians, however, challenged the notion-held by earlier conservative, 

neoconservative, and liberal historians-that the 1960s symbolized the decline and fall of 

hegemonic liberalism. For one thing, revisionists maintained, the notion exaggerated 

liberalism's popularity among Democrats. "My argument," remarked historian Thomas 

Sugrue, "is that white working-class and middle-class members of the Democratic coalition 

were alwavs very tenuously allied to the liberal tradition."'"^ Other scholars rejected "liberals-

mugged-by-radicalism" interpretations. "Two points are downplayed in these interpretations," 

asserted sociologist Wini Breines. "The first is the responsibility of the liberals for the [New 

Left's] frustration of the late sixties. Their cowardice vis-a-vis civil rights and the Vietnam 

War is the source of much of the anger and disillusionment attributed to the movement." 

Breines continued: "The second point is the curious blame and horror at the white 
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movement's militance and violence. . . . The American government and American culture 

[we]re violent," whether it was the U.S. military in Vietnam, sheriffs in the South, or police 

in the northern ghettoes.'°^ 

Revisionist historians also pointed out that liberalism never went unchallenged in the 

sixties. Liberal and leftist movements drew extensive media coverage and public attention, but 

conservatism maintained a forcefiil presence throughout the decade, even among young 

people. Historian James Miller argued that focusing on liberalism and the New Left led 

scholars to "evade the extraordinary success of the [conservative] forces that first supported 

Goldwater, then Reagan as governor of California, and then [George] Wallace.""" 

Consequently, many revisionists stressed the contested nature of the decade, noting that 

conservative movements challenged liberalism and the New Left.''' Even a few conservatives 

acknowledged the strength and influence of sixties-era right-wing efforts. For example, Lee 

Edwards, a founding member of Young Americans for Freedom, recalled: "For me, as for 

most young conservatives, the '60s was the decade not of John F. Kermedy but Barry M. 

Goldwater, not SDS but YAF, not The New Republic but National Review, not Herbert 

Marcuse but Russell Kirk, not Lyndon J ohnson's Great Society but Ronald Reagan's Creative 

Society, not a 'meaningless' civil war in Vietnam but an important battle in the protracted 

conflict against Communism.""^ 

The eighth and final major historiographic question concerning the 1960s is: did the 

era decisively impact the course of U.S. history? If so, which precise legacies of the era 
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shaped the years that followed? And did these legacies generate positive or negative 

consequences for recent America? Early histories of the 1960s by both liberals and 

conservatives stressed the immense impact of the decade uponU.S. history. "[W]e understand 

'the sixties' almost instinctively as the decade of the big change," observed social critic 

Thomas Frank, "the birthplace of our own culture, the homeland of hip, the era of which the 

tastes and discoveries and passions, however obscure their origins, have somehow determined 

the world in which we are condemned to live.""^ Historians Maurice Isserman and Michael 

Kazin explicitly compared the era to an earlier watershed in U. S. history: "the civil war of the 

1960s," they called it.'^"^ But if most liberals and conservatives united in viewing the decade 

as a momentous time in American history, they strongly disagreed about its meaning and 

legacy. Liberals, for the most part, viewed the 1960s as an era of positive, though limited 

change, which left many positive legacies but which were undermined by the left's excesses 

and the right's reactionary backlash. 

By contrast, conservatives saw the historical legacies of the 1960s as much more 

destructive and much more influential than liberals did. Indeed, some conservatives appeared 

to blame everything they disliked about contemporary America on the legacies of the 1960s. 

In 1996, Robert Bork, claimed that, the legacies of the sixties existed in the culture radicals, 

whose "ideology are all around us now""^ Harvard political theorist Harvey Mansfield 

produced the most inclusive list. For Mansfield, the legacies of the late 1960s included the 

sexual revolution, the Vietnam syndrome, feminism, the "collapse of the family," drugs and 

crime, environmentalism, rock music, postmodern literature and film, the underclass, the 
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politicization of education, affirmative action, egalitarianism, and the "takeover of the 

Democratic party by McGovemiks in 1969-70.""® 

Many liberal commentators challenged conservatives' description of the impact of the 

1960s on later decades. Cultural critic Thomas Frank argued that conservatives' version of 

the decade "is undermined by their insistence on understanding 'the sixties' as a causal force 

in and of itself."' Historian James Miller remarked that, "[i]n terms of the political history 

of this country, the New Left just isn't an important story," insisted historian James Miller. 

Historians Maurice Isserman and Michael Kazin maintained that, in terms electoral politics 

and policymaking legacies, "[cjonservatives did better than anyone expected in 1960s." Since 

the sixties, the right commanded the largest and best-fmanced grassroots forces. It also grew 

in popularity among serval groups, most notably business executives and evangelical 

Protestants. Additionally, several conservative opinions became conventional wisdom: welfare 

programs failed to reduce poverty, taxes were too high, compensatory treatment for racial 

and ethnic minorities represented "reverse racism," government was too big, and it over-

regulated the market. Isserman and Kazin also noted that the "Right got its most cherished 

wish: Communism fell from power throughout Eastern Europe." Meanwhile, liberalism's 

reputation was tarnished. By 2000, no Republicans and few Democrats openly embraced the 

"liberal" label. 

Conservatives, however, lost some battles concerning certain political and cultural 

issues associated with the legacies of the 1960s. Americans, despite their resentment toward 

"big government," continued to expect such federal benefits as Social Security, Medicare, 
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educational funding, and environmental, consumer, and labor protections ^ Conservative also 

failed to reverse social and cultural changes associated with the legacies of the 1960s. African 

Americans, women, gays, and other minorities made great strides toward equality and 

inclusion. Nevertheless, the right persisted in its effort to return the nation to "traditional" 

cultural values. Recent conservatives attempted to effect this change by associating modernist, 

egalitarian mores with the 1960s and, then, to attack the decade as an destructive period in 

U.S. history, one requiring a right-led countermovement and counter-establishment to 

"rebuild" America. 
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CHAPTER 2 

72 

A MORPHOLOGY OF AMERICAN CONSERVATISM 

Works on American conservatism are shadowed by the question: What, exactly, is 

"conservatism"? The three sections of this chapter address this question. The first section 

examines the problems of defining conservatism. Recognizing difficulties of definition, this 

chapter seeks to delineate, if not precisely define, conservatism by its "conceptual 

morphology," that is, by the distinctive form and structure of its core concepts. It also 

contends that the right in America encompassed two main heritages-social/cultural and 

economic conservatism-whose ideas often overlap but sometimes conflict. This work uses 

the label "traditionalist" for social/cultural conservatism and "libertarian" for economic 

conservatism. The second section of the chapter analyzes the conceptual morphology of 

traditionalism. The third section does the same for libertarianism. 

Some scholars, especially those studying conservatism outside the United States, insist 

that only traditionalism qualifies as "genuine" conservatism. They therefore view as "neo-

liberals" politicians and other individuals who express libertarian notions. For example, one 

historian of British conservatism informed me that, by her definition, Barry Goldwater, 

Ronald Reagan, and Newt Gingrich were not conservatives but neo-liberals. This truncated 

definition proves problematic for scholars of American conservatism, however. If Goldwater, 

Reagan and Gingrich-the three leading figures of the recent American right-were not 

"conservative," then the term does not carry much meaning in the U.S. context. 
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This work argues that the libertarian right in America should be considered a form of 

conservatism. The essence of right-wing philosophy is its suspicion of equality, a 

characteristic that unites culturally conservative traditionalists with economically conservative 

libertarians. "It is very much a fundamental tenet of conservatism," remarked National Review 

literary editor Brad Miner, "that equality does not exist in the real world; therefore, that it 

ought not to be an end sought by public policy; that, indeed, if it becomes such an end, the 

consequences of such policies will be disastrous."' 

In sum, dominant American ideology-especially its rhetorical embrace of equality-has 

often conflicted with the values held by the right; nevertheless, conservatism has been and 

remains integral to American thought. Today, the United States, among all industrialized 

nations, is "the most religious, optimistic, patriotic, rights-oriented, and individualistic," as 

sociologist Seymour Martin Lipset observed.^ Significantly, each of these key characteristics 

connects to conservative thought: religion and patriotism are fundamental to traditionalism; 

rights-orientation and individualism are essential to libertarianism; and optimism is compatible 

with libertarianism. 

Conservatism; Problems of Definition 

Any work on conservatism begs the question: what precisely is "conservatism"? 

Informally, the term usually refers to a person who distrusts change or who behaves 

cautiously or conventionally. Although these attributes often are related to political 

conservatism, they are not identical with it, which complicates the problem of definition. Also 
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confusing is that some commentators equate conservatism with rigid support for the status 

quo, whatever it may be. For example, observers sometimes referred to Soviet or Chinese 

Communists as "conservatives" because they wished to maintain the Communist system 

within their countries. 

Additionally, conservatism often is recognized more easily by the ideas it opposes than 

by those it supports. Indeed, systematic political conservatism developed-most notably in the 

works of eighteenth-century British philosopher Edmund Burke-in opposition to the political, 

intellectual, and social-economic transformations first symbolized by the French Revolution 

of 1789. It has remained in many ways a "negative" philosophy ever since. Accordingly, 

historian Peter Viereck defined conservatism as "the revolt against the revolt."^ Furthering 

hindering a definition is the fact that conservatism encompasses a vast assortment of ideas, 

beliefs, feelings, and groups. Some commentators therefore argue that it should be described 

as a collection of related concepts rather than a strictly coherent philosophy, or ideology.'' 

In fact, most conservatives, particularly the religious right, suspect the concept of 

ideology itself They reject secular ideologies as dry and intellectualized, based on fallible 

human reason, and lacking God-guided moral substance. Conservatives also argue that 

secular ideologies, as intellectualized abstractions from reality, induce their followers to 

espouse impractical principles and Utopian goals. They thus view secular political ideologies 

as unreliable and dangerous as guides to structuring society or government.' The triumph in 

the early twentieth century of mass ideological movements like communism in Russia and 

fascism in Italy and Germany reinforced these suspicions. During the Cold War especially. 
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many conservatives viewed ideology, particularly Soviet communism, as an officially 

authorized belief system claiming a monopoly of truth, often through fraudulent claims to 

science. They therefore contend that ideological politics lead inevitably to oppressive and 

totalitarian forms of society and government. "[I]n all ideological revolutions," asserted 

conservative Kermeth Minogue, "death and exile have become commonplace."® 

Despite their mistrust of secular ideologies, conservatives openly embrace certain 

ideas as essential guides to action. Most obviously, the religious right seeks to obey concepts 

expressed in sacred texts purportedly conveying God's revealed word to humankind about 

proper living. In sum, conservatives spurn abstract secular ideologies in favor of a pragmatic 

appeal to "common sense" notions that they believe are self-evident and consistent with 

"nature," "experience," and "reality"-the latter of which includes for most conservatives the 

"reality" of God's revealed word about morality and right living.^ Hence, conservatives 

remain keenly aware of the power of ideas, both good and evil, to shape human behavior. 

"Ideas have consequences" proclaimed the title of conservative Richard Weaver's influential 

1948 book.' 

Conservatism, despite its imprecise character and its anti-ideology sentiments, can be 

described as an "ideology."' Here, the term is broadly defined as apolitical belief system, that 

is, a relatively coherent set of ideas serving as the foundation and justification for political 

action.'® Observers who argue that conservatism's philosophy seems too inchoate to be 

considered a genuine ideology apparently forget that the lack of strict coherence characterizes 
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most broadly popular ideologies, including liberalism, republicanism, and socialism." 

Additionally, conservatism's supposed rejection of "ideology" in favor of "reality" is a 

conviction shared by many other brands of political thought. "Practical men, who believe 

themselves to be quite exempt from any intellectual influences," remarked British economist 

John Maynard Keynes in 1936, "are usually the slaves of some defunct [scholar]."'^ 

Conservatism also resembles other ideologies in the way it puts forth a distinctive 

Weltanschauung ("world view") about the current political order,supplies a more or less 

explicit vision of the desirable future, and outlines the appropriate means for realizing that 

future. 

Conservatism, like other ideologies, can be described by its "conceptual morphology," 

that is, the distinctive form and structure of its core concepts.Conservatism's primary 

morphological characteristic is a distrust of equality. Using the right-left spectrum for 

categorizing ideologies, the "right" (or "conservatism") spurns social, cultural, and economic 

equality, regarding it as objectionable-even unnatural-and as impossible to achieve and 

maintain. By contrast, the "left" values social, cultural, and economic equality and is 

optimistic that it can be realized or that, at the very least, inequality can be lessened.'^ 

As many scholars have noted, this linear left-right spectrum is incomplete.'^ For 

example, it cannot adequately explain ftmdamental disagreements between such opposing 

political viewpoints as individualism versus communtarianism or populism versus elitism 

(although the latter conflict relates indirectly to debates over the merit of equality). Also 

problematic is the linear left-right model's inability to describe an ideology that prizes social 
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and cultural equality while simultaneously rejecting economic equality; nor can it depict an 

ideology holding the reverse positions. In fact, most of the confusion concerning the definition 

of conservatism stems from the failure to understand that the American right encompasses 

two traditions, which often overlap but sometimes conflict: social/cultural and economic 

conservatism. Once this dual nature is understood, delineating conservatism becomes much 

simpler. 

In practice, identifying the "conservative" position on most specific issues proves 

relatively easy: it is the position opposing proposals designed to reduce inequality or 

supporting those intended to increase inequality. On the issue of parent-children relationships, 

for example, a social or cultural conservative would challenge proposals, such as allowing 

children to sue their parents, that lessen inequalities of authority between parents and their 

children. On the issue of income distribution, similarly, an economic conservative would 

oppose proposals, such as redistributing wealth from richer to poorer citizens through 

taxation and welfare programs, that decrease inequalities of wealth. Equality in the abstract 

is highly valued by most Americans, however, so U.S. conservatives typically offer up a 

variety of justifications for their opposition to proposals reducing inequality. They argue that 

these proposals are, for example, unnatural, untraditional, unfair, unjust, un-American, 

counterproductive, or doomed to failure. In addition, conservatives, especially right-wing 

populists, sometimes define "equality" in unconventional, even Orwellian, ways in an attempt 

to claim that they are the "true" egalitarians. This interesting circumstance is a main theme 

explored in later chapters of this work. 
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Pinpointing who is a "conservative," particularly during the 1980-2000 period, also 

proves relatively easy for several reasons. First of all, most conservatives during this period 

openly and proudly identified themselves by that label. Secondly, Republican politicians 

increasingly associated themselves and their party with the right during the 1980s and 1990s, 

making identification easier. Thirdly, in most cases, there existed a consensus among the 

media and scholars about whether a particular politician or well-known political activist was 

deemed a "conservative." Finally, a conservative can be identified by examining an 

individuals' support or opposition for the conservative positions on various issues. Of course, 

conservatives could (and did) advocate a non-conservative position on particular issues. But 

they usually did so inconspicuously and, if confronted, often denied that they were straying 

from the conservative line. Indeed, this intriguing development represents a major theme 

examined in later chapters of this project. 

Traditionalist Conservatism: A Conceptual Morphology 

The American right encompasses two main heritages-social/cultural and economic 

conservatism-whose core ideas sometimes coincide and sometimes conflict. Several labels 

have been applied to social and cultural conservatism; here, it is called "traditionalism" for its 

emphasis on conserving traditional customs and institutions. For this reason, most scholars 

regard it as "genuine" conservatism. 

Since the American Revolution of 1776, traditionalist conservatism has fought a 

rearguard battle in the United States, where the ideological consensus championed such anti-
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traditionalist values as modernity, progress, optimism, freedom, equality, and democracy. 

Traditionalism also was hampered by the absence in America of institutions relied upon by 

conservative elites for power and legitimacy, such as a hereditary monarchy, a legally 

privileged aristocracy, an established national church, and a powerful state apparatus.'^ As 

a result, U.S. traditionalism usually has been defined negatively-by its fear of a people 

susceptible to political demagoguery, social egalitarianism, economic mobility, and cultural 

vulgarity. As an ideological critique, it has maintained a firm, though loosening, foothold 

throughout U.S. history. 

Traditionalism served as the ruling ideology of pre-modem Europe. In the seventeenth 

and early eighteenth centuries, Euro-American society and politics were characterized both 

by traditionalist elites-for example, the Puritan oligarchy in New England, large landowners 

in the Middle States, and the slaveholding gentry in the South-and by a more egalitarian 

ethos, especially on the frontier.'^ The Revolution era, which began in the 1760s, delivered 

a great jolt to traditionalist politics in America by unleashing a torrent of participatory 

political energy. After independence, moreover, many of the new, democratically controlled 

state legislatures enacted laws promoting economic and social equality.^" In response to this 

"tyranny of the majority," elites in 1787 implemented a new national constitution, which 

limited direct democracy.^' 

In the 1790s, U.S. politics split into two main factions. The frankly elitist and more 

traditionalist Federalists were led by Alexander Hamilton, George Washington, John Adams, 

and later, John Marshall. Opposing the Federalists was the Republican party led by future 
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presidents Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and James Monroe. The party included some 

traditionalists, but democratic Jeffersonian rhetoric enabled the party increasingly to draw 

support from egalitarian-inclined voters. Begitming in 1800, the Jeffersonian Republicans 

dominated national government, and by the 1820s, the electorate's rejection of traditionalist 

politics had doomed the Federalist party 

By 1840, Jacksonian democracy had killed openly traditionalist politics. As full (white) 

manhood suffrage became the norm in the 1820s and 1830s, the Jeffersonian Republicans 

evolved into the even more egalitarian Jacksonian Democratic party. By the 1840 presidential 

election, traditionalist-inclined Whig politicians realized that they had to embrace democratic 

rhetoric if they ever wished to regain political power. As a result, a pragmatic and grudging 

acceptance of democracy (at least rhetorically) has defined American conservatism since 

1840, leading many commentators to allege that no "true" traditionahsts exist in modem U.S. 

politics.^^ 

It was in the gentry-led slaveholding Old South that traditionalist ideas maintained 

their strongest hold over society, culture, and politics. The literary works of Sir Walter Scott 

and other conservative Romantics strongly influenced the culture mores of the antebellum 

South. Southerners often compared their society to feudalism.^'' Additionally, traditionalist 

politicians like John C. Calhoun openly proclaimed anti-democratic ideas and policies. But 

even in the Old South, Jacksonian-inspired populists challenged traditionalists' political 

dominance through new, more democratic state constitutions, forcing traditionalist-inclined 

politicians to adopt a more egalitarian rhetoric.^^ The Civil War, moreover, destroyed the 
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slaveholding socio-economic basis of southern traditionalism. 

Nevertheless, social/cultural conservatism-sometimes packaged in populist 

rhetoric-remained especially influential among southerners long after the end of slavery. 

Southern tradit ionalism informed the l i terary works during the tv^^entieth century,and 

traditionalist notions of white supremacy remained the bedrock of the South's society, 

culture, and politics into the 1960s. During the first third of the twentieth century, 

traditionalists shaped the social and cultural agenda. They enacted national laws like alcohol 

prohibition and immigration restriction, in addition to a host of local and state laws that 

enforced racial segregation, banned the teaching of evolution, and outlawed distribution of 

contraceptive devices.The 1920s saw the rise of the Ku Klux Klan, a right-wing populist 

organization determined to enforce (violently, if necessary) traditionalist ideas regarding race, 

religion, ethnicity, and gender.^^ Traditionalism also remained culturally influential in the 

writings of such authors Irving Babbitt and T.S Eliot.^' 

After World War II, traditionalism still enjoyed popular appeal among many 

(overlapping) social groups, including southerners, religious organizations, fanners and other 

rural residents, and right-wing populists. The South remained the home of traditionalism after 

World War II. In contrast to other regions, southern society and culture was characterized 

by economic "backwardness," social stability, religious piety, family loyalty, a strong sense 

of tradition, suspicion of intellectual pretensions, and a staunch devotion to states' rights, 

martial honor, local community, and the rural lifestyle. As late as the 1950s, virtually all 

southern politicians held conservative views on racial, social, and constitutional issues, though 
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many of them supported "Uberal" economic pohcies (except for unions' rights). 

Traditionalism also enjoyed strength among rural residents. Farm families and small-town 

residents, both South and North, remained conservative on most cultural and political issues, 

despite receiving massive federal agricultural subsidies. The fact that cultural liberalism 

increasingly dominated the major cities reinforced rural support for traditionalism.^® 

Christian organizations also tended to embrace traditionalism. Protestant theology 

generally remained socially conservative in the 1940s and 1950s. Ecumenical and liberal 

theology had not yet permeated mainstream denominations. In addition, evangelical, 

fundamentalist, and Pentecostal Protestants held even more traditionalist values, though these 

groups did not become self-consciously involved in politics until the 1970s and 1980s. But 

these evangelical groups were growing, and many of their adherents were achieving social and 

financial advancement, thereby increasing their potential power. Finally, the Roman Catholic 

Church of the urban Northeast and Midwest remained predominately traditionalist, as did the 

Mormon Church centered in Utah.^' 

Religion constituted an important component of traditionalism because it provided the 

link between elite conservatism and right-wing populism. Populism is a political style 

professing to promote the interests of "the people" against "elites" and "outsiders." 

Consequently, both left- and right-wing movements have used populism to further their 

causes. Beginning in the 1960s, George Wallace and other right-wing populists attempted to 

identify liberalism as the political doctrine of the privileged.^^ Social and cultural conservatives 

often appealed more to emotional loyalties than to intellectual arguments. 
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Nevertheless, traditionalists' appeals typically called upon a specific set of sentiments. 

The works of eighteenth-century British politician Edmund Burke first systematized 

traditionalist thought. Its defining characteristic is the acceptance or promotion of social-

cultural inequality, which is often a byproduct of other core ideas within its conceptual 

morphology. Following Burke, these ideas include organic society, community, group loyalty, 

patriotism, human imperfection, virtue, order, faith, and the authorities of religion, natural 

law, tradition, and social and political hierarchy.^'* 

One of the pre-modem political beliefs that traditionalists draw upon is the notion that 

human society is "organic"-a natural, living organism. Traditionalists therefore reject the 

modern, Enlightenment metaphor espoused by liberals, libertarians, and socialists that sees 

society as a machine composed of discrete individual pieces. Instead, traditionalists liken 

society to the human body, with its groups and institutions analogous to human organs, which 

have different functions but which operate in harmony. Thus, tinkering with society's 

individual parts can endanger the health of the entire body politic, so traditionalists reject any 

attempt at "social engineering." Yet they recognize that society, like any organism, cannot 

remain static. But they stress that it should change only slowly and naturally. Traditionalists 

remain more skeptical about the possibilities of progress than hberals and socialists, insisting 

that "change and reform are not identical, and that innovation is a devouring conflagration 

more often than it is a torch of progress," as traditionalist Russell Kirk put it in his classic 

intellectual history. The Conservative Mind (1953).^^ 

If society is organic, then its structure, groups, institutions, and culture are organic. 
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too. Traditionalists believe that nature (and, therefore, God) has chosen for each person a 

unique, functional role within the hierarchical structure of society and that this role determines 

each individual' s personal identity. They claim, for example, that nature created "traditional" 

patriarchal gender roles: men as dominant and in the public or productive sphere; women as 

submissive and in the private or reproductive sphere. 

Another core traditionalist idea is community, wherein the social group, rather than 

the individual person, constitutes the fundamental unit. The most basic social unit for 

traditionalists is the family, which explains their emphasis on promoting "family values." The 

family also serves as a model for all other social institutions; for example, the relationship of 

leaders to their citizens parallels that of parents to their children. Traditionalists insist that the 

family and other social institutions, including the government, arose naturally out of human 

necessity. They therefore reject the liberal and libertarian assertion that society and 

government originated and derive their legitimacy from a "social contract" entered into by 

free individuals. "True conservatism," claimed Russell Kirk, "rises at the antipodes from 

individualism. Individualism is social atomism; conservatism is community of spirit."^^ 

In fact, traditionalists dismiss the notion of atomistic individualism as a fiction because 

they believe that humans are social creatures. For them, social groups-family, friends, 

colleagues, community, religion, ethnicity, nation-provide meaning and security for 

individuals, so personal identity derives from group identity. They therefore view a striving 

for independent individualism as selfish egoism. Traditionalists also reject a concept of 

"freedom" that focuses on "negative liberty," that is, an individual's freedom from 
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interference by society or government. They argue instead that a person's voluntary 

acceptance of his or her natural ties and obligations within an ordered society represents true 

freedom. "A proper individualism rejects neither authority nor community," insisted 

conservative editor Brad Miner." For religious traditionalists, moreover, freedom constitutes 

a spiritual rather than a material quality. Freedom in this sense results from one's willing 

submission to God's revealed word and other religious authority. 

The idea of community cormects with another core concept in the traditionalist 

morphology: emotional loyalty to one's particular social group, including patriotic 

nationalism. Traditionalists are convinced that group loyalty and patriotism are iimate, 

healthy, and honorable. They maintain that people naturally bond most closely with others 

within the same social group, from the family unit through larger allegiances like the local 

community or church to the largest social unit, the nation. For traditionalists, personal honor 

or shame is based upon whether an individual has fulfilled his or her obligations to the group, 

so the individual should be willing to fight and possibly die to defend the group. 

Consequently, they value martial skill, viewing the military and the police as among the most 

honorable professions in society. Traditionalists' emotional devotion to group loyalty leads 

to their espousal of "prejudice and prescription," as Burke put it. As a result, cultural 

conservatives often eschew tolerance, diversity, and pluralism, while embracing tribalism, 

racism, ethnocentrism, xenophobic nationalism, and a general fear and hatred of the "other." 

Traditionalists claim that these prejudices are both natural and prudent. Prejudice toward 

those unlike you is not an irrational individual quirk but, rather, "an epitomization, in the 
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individual mind, of the authority and wisdom which lie in tradition," insisted conservative 

sociologist Robert Nisbet.^^ 

Traditionalists believe that nations, like all social groups, formed naturally, so each 

one possesses unique characteristics. For many of them, this conviction informs their 

acceptance of Social Darwinism, wherein nature pits nations or races against each other 

through war or other types of competition, leaving only the "fittest" nation or race to survive. 

In foreign relations, therefore, traditionalists typically express their patriotism by championing 

expansionist imperialism or xenophobic isolationism, dismissing as dangerous and naive the 

internationalist and universalistic beliefs espoused by liberals and socialists. 

Traditionalists' mistrust of the "other" relates to another of their central beliefs: the 

denial of humankind's inherent goodness and perfectability. Unlike socialist and most liberals, 

traditionalists hold a pessimistic view of human nature, seeing it as inherently prone to 

selfishness or even evil, a sentiment expressed in the religious notion of "original sin." People 

require order and security, they contend, but human nature tends toward disorder because 

wickedness, irrationality, and violent urges remain continuously beneath the surface of 

civilized behavior. Since this potential for evil exists within all humans, they argue, the root 

cause of crime, vice, and other sins is the individual rather than socio-economic conditions 

like poverty. Thus, traditionalists believe that reforming socio-economic conditions alone 

caimot foster moral behavior, a conviction separating them from liberals and socialists.^^ 

Traditionalists argue that society persuades individuals to live virtuously through 

moral education in the home, church, school and community. If moral education fails, then 
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the only remaining answer is deterrence. Conservatives assert that the most effective deterrent 

to sinful action and social disorder is the fear of swift and sure punishment of strictly enforced 

customs, rules, and laws. They therefore oppose indulging miscreants, be it parents spoiling 

unruly children or judges "coddling" criminal defendants. Traditionalists view 

"permissiveness" as a flawed, counterproductive approach to dealing with sin-inclined human 

nature, recommending instead "tough love" and strict adherence to "law and order." This 

belief symbolizes another fundamental difference with liberals and socialists. Indeed, a 

principal conservative criticism of liberalism is the latter's alleged permissiveness."" 

Traditionalists also reject the possibility of human progress toward perfectability. 

Unlike Enlightenment philosophies such as liberalism and socialism, traditionalists believe that 

human intellect is limited and cannot grasp fully the complexities of society and the world. 

They see unbridled faith in human reason and rationality as arrogant and misguided. Because 

of this, traditionalists dismiss the possibility of abstract secular ideologies serving as a 

blueprint for the progressive human improvement resulting in Utopian perfection. In fact, they 

claim that utilizing secular rationality to reform or revolutionize the organic social order 

inevitably worsens suffering because human rationality cannot foresee all of the negative 

unintended consequences caused by changing complex human society.'*' 

Ownership of private property represents another core concept within the traditionalist 

morphology. Conservatives view acquiring and possessing property as natural, a product of 

irmate human needs for shelter and security. Property has an almost mystical significance for 

traditionalists, providing a host of personal and social benefits. For example, an individual's 
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possessions express his or her unique personality and character. Traditionalists also believe 

that property fosters social values. Acquiring property typically rewards merit, ability, 

inventiveness, and industriousness, and owning property provides security and encourages 

thrift. In this way, the market can promote personal discipline and virtue. Consequently, 

traditionalists typically view inequality of income and wealth as the natural consequence of 

individuals' innate inequalities of ability, ambition, and energy. Attempts to counteract this 

natural economic inequality will lead to the loss of initiative and excellence. 

Additionally, traditionalists argue that property ownership gives the individual a stake 

in society and in preserving law and order. Property owners recognize that their property 

must be protected, so they are more likely to respect the property of others. Finally, 

traditionalists are convinced that private property and political freedom are linked, so the legal 

and social system should protect and guarantee the rights of property. Accordingly, they 

strongly oppose the confiscation of property, either quickly through revolutionary upheavals 

or gradually through high taxation. In this overall stance toward property, traditionalist ideas 

coincide with those of libertarian (economic) conservatives.'*^ 

Traditionalists, however, differ with libertarian conservatives on certain matters 

related to political economy. Unlike libertarians, traditionalists contend that society should 

temper property acquisition when it threatens to disrupt society. They argue that individual 

rights, including property rights, entail obligations and must be balanced against the well-

being of society. Furthermore, traditionalists regard the present generation as the custodian 

of wealth it has inherited and created. It therefore has a duty to preserve society and the 
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environment for future generations. They believe, in Edmund Burke's famous phrase, that 

society is a partnership "between those who are living, those who are dead, and those who 

are to be born.'"*^ 

Traditionalists also differ markedly from libertarians in their mistrust of laissez-faire 

capitalism. They believe that the unfettered market can undermine virtue and freedom. 

Although they accept the profit motive as natural to humans, they regard it as a selfish 

sentiment that must be kept within reasonable, socially imposed limits. They view capitalism 

as a means to a virtuous society rather than as an ends in itself, and they strongly deny the 

assertion that the market is the sole judge of value. Traditionalists also believe that unfettered 

capitalism and large corporations can corrupt both social values and government officials. The 

unrestrained free market generates economic anarchy that promotes selfish behavior, restless 

competition, and social instability. Capitalism's unceasing dynamism strains social cohesion 

and weakens traditional authority. Since capitalism is global in nature, moreover, it undercuts 

traditionalist values of deference and loyalty to local community and patriotic nationalism. 

They claim that, without religious and social sanctions, economic self-interest by itself cannot 

sustain an economic system or preserve order.'"' 

Traditionalists' espousal of organic society, community, group loyalty, and human 

imperfection, virtue, order, and property leads to the final core concepts in their morphology: 

authority and hierarchy, values that they believe are essential for sustaining their other central 

beliefs. Traditionalists main sources of hierarchical authority are religion, tradition, and a 

virtuous social and political elite. 
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Religious devotion constitutes the principal distinguishing characteristic of 

traditionalism, especially in the United States. The first "canon of conservative thought," 

according to historian Russell Kirk, is the "[bjelief that a divine intent rules society as well as 

conscience... Political problems, at bottom, are religious and moral problems.""*^ For most 

traditionalists, particularly religious fundamentalists, God sits at the top of society's (and the 

universe's) hierarchical structure. God's authority is expressed through sacred texts like the 

Bible, which reveal an objective, transcendent moral order existing independent of man's 

knowledge or perception. Traditionalists are convinced that these moral standards are real, 

immutable, universal, and eternal. This accounts for their harsh condemnation of the "moral 

relativism" adopted by modem liberals and libertarians. 

Tradition constitutes another source of authority for social and cultural conservatives; 

indeed, they acquired their label through their efforts to conserve traditions. Fundamentalists 

and other religious traditionalists view established customs and institutions as, ultimately, 

created by God. These traditions constitute "natural law," a higher set of rules than human 

law. Breaking one of these natural laws-by committing a homosexual act, for instance-is 

considered a crime against nature and, by implication, against God."^ 

Traditionalists, even more secular ones, also perceive tradition as a reflection of the 

accumulated wisdom of experience and history. This notion expresses a pragmatic and almost 

Darwinian reasoning that ancient traditions have survived by proving their "fitness" and 

usefulness over a lengthy period of time. Traditionalists also extol established customs and 

rituals for furnishing to individuals a sense of social identity and of belonging to a larger 
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whole. Tradition, especially religion, fosters virtue and order, and many traditionalists 

consider it the glue holding society together. Finally, tradition is familiar and reassuring, 

whereas change creates insecurity and danger for individuals and society."' 

Society's elite leadership serves as another source of authority for traditionalists. They 

are convinced that hierarchical social classes are both inevitable and necessary. Traditionalists 

believe that people are naturally unequal in their abilities and that, over time, society has 

capitalized on these inequalities by structuring itself into hierarchical but harmonious classes, 

which have different functions, roles, responsibilities, and authority. They contend that these 

roles developed naturally, for example, in the parents' role of authority over their children. 

Since the natural structure of society is hierarchical, they argue, authority is inherent in all 

social institutions. Traditionalists are patemalists, viewing authority as a positive good by 

asserting that everyone requires guidance, support, and the security of knowing their proper 

place within the hierarchy of the social structure. 

As patemalists, traditionalists contend that every society requires some sort of ruling, 

serving, taste-making, model-providing elite, like the aristocracy of feudal Europe. They 

believe that social and political command should go together, so government leaders should 

be drawn from society's "best men." The paramount criteria of leadership is virtue, which 

includes such attributes as wisdom, courage, piety, honesty, accomplishment, and 

compassion. Meanwhile, lower-status individuals should strive for another set of virtues, 

which encompasses deference to superiors, contentment in their social role, hard work, self-

restraint, reverence for religion and tradition, and patriotism. Accordingly, one of Russell 
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Kirk's six "canons of conservative thought" was the "[cjonviction that civilized society 

requires orders and classes.... Society longs for leadership.'"'^ 

Traditionalists rej ect egalitarianism. They believe that creating a false equality through 

forced "leveling" denies natural individual differences, so it is both inefficient and a perversion 

of nature. They also spurn attempts at social equality because it produces homogenized mass 

society. Thus, creating equality undermines traditionalists' "[ajffection for the proliferating 

variety and mystery of traditional life," another of Kirk's canons of conservative thought.'*^ 

Traditionalists insist that hierarchical economic classes and social groups interact 

harmoniously when each individual knows and accepts his or her duties and proper role. They 

therefore reject the Marxist theory that society is composed of inherently opposed classes. 

They also spurn the modem liberal view of society as divided into pluralistic interest groups, 

such as business and labor, which balance each other's power by competing or bargaining for 

social resources. Traditionalists dismiss these pressure groups as selfish "special interests" 

indifferent to the well-being of society as a whole. In contrast to Marxists and liberals, they 

insist that society is naturally harmonious and characterized by order, stability, continuity, and 

unity.^° 

Government represents the final source of authority for traditionalists. They believe 

that humans are political creatures and that the nation-state, like other social institutions, 

evolved organically to meet natural, eternal human needs. Consequently, government 

institutions reflect centuries of historical development. For traditionalists, the state's functions 

include upholding moral principles, preserving both freedom and order, administering justice, 
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punishing crime, acting as a humanitarian agency when clearly necessary, defending against 

enemies, and symbolizing unity and patriotism/' 

Traditionalists' government, like their social structure, is paternalistic, so they believe 

in deference to legitimate political authority. As a consequence, they question the liberal and 

libertarian assertion that nature bestows on every individual certain inalienable human rights. 

Traditionalists' concept of rights, by contrast, emphasizes that people do not receive their 

rights freely as a gift from nature. Rather, individuals people earn rights through their 

performance of socially prescribed duties. As anti-egalitarians, traditionalists remain wary of 

democracy, distrusting the fallibility and potential tyrarmy of majority rule. They believe that 

politicians in democracies often act as demagogues, catering to the maj ority' s cruder instincts. 

They believe that government can function properly only under the leadership of a virtuous 

elite, so traditionalists in modem democracies stress the representative nature of these 

governments.^^ 

Despite their authoritarian patemalism, traditionalists warn against the illegitimate use 

of goverrmient power. Unlike totalitarians, they believe that the state's power and its areas 

of concern should be limited. Government should work with and enhance, not mle over, other 

social institutions like the family, church, local community, and voluntary associations. 

Similarly, traditionalists believe that certain subjects, especially religion, are more important 

than politics. They also argue that the state should refrain from attempts to change human 

nature through "social engineering," a charge they level against modem liberal, socialist, and 

communist governments. Traditionalists, keenly aware of human cormptibility, fear power-
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hungry dictators, which explains their emphasis on leaders' virtuous conduct. To control the 

power of the state and its leaders, they maintain that government authority should be limited, 

diffused, and balanced-usually through a constitutional arrangement." 

Libertarian Conservatism: A Conceptual Morphology 

In the United States, the social/cultural conservatism of traditionalism is joined by 

another heritage, economic conservatism. This brand of political thought goes under many 

names, including "free market," "laissez faire," or "fiscal" conservatism. Here, it is called 

"libertarian" conservatism because the label emphasizes the centrality of individual liberty, 

especially in economic matters. For this reason, many commentators, particularly scholars of 

Europe, deny that libertarianism is "genuine" conservatism, a term they reserve for 

traditionalism. Instead, these commentators describe it as "classical liberalism" or 

"neoliberalism." And indeed, libertarian conservatism has its roots in classical liberalism that 

arose following the decline of feudalism and the rise of capitalism. 

The libertarian label, moreover, can cause confusion because not all libertarians are 

conservatives, that is, people who accept or promote inequality. For example, the American 

Civil Liberties Union can be viewed as embodying "libertarian liberalism" because it espouses, 

in all legal and political affairs, equality of results-not just equality of opportunity, as 

libertarian conservatives propose. Even further to the left are "libertarian socialists," 

sometimes knovm as "left-wing anarchists." Linguist Noam Chomsky is the best-knovm 

proponent of this ideology. Like libertarian liberals, libertarian socialists strive for equality of 
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results in legal and political conditions. But they go further by calling for equality in social, 

cultural, and economic conditions, too. Libertarian conservatives, by contrast, reject attempts 

to produce equality of results, particularly in the economic realm, arguing that such efforts 

restrict the individual liberty of the wealthy and other high-status people. 

Many libertarian conservatives also spurn equality of outcomes for reasons associated 

with traditionalism. They assert, for example, that equality, especially economic equality, 

among humans is uimatural, immoral, or inefficient. In a sense, this latter strain of libertarian 

conservatives can be viewed as an adaption of traditionalist concepts to the particular material 

and ideological conditions existing within the United States and other modem liberal 

democracies, hi sum, some libertarian^" core beliefs coincide with traditionalism while others 

conflict. 

Libertarian conservatism has its roots in classical liberalism, which arose in Europe 

after the decline of feudalism. Classical liberals challenged the monarchy's absolutist power 

and the aristocracy's political, legal, and economic privileges. They called for constitutional 

government to limit state power and to protect individual civil liberties, and they embraced 

representative government, wherein politicians captured office through competitive elections. 

In economic matters, classical liberals criticized the state's regulation of markets and its 

mercantilist strategy. They advocated instead free-market capitalism-an economic order free 

from government interference, in which businesses pursued profit and nations traded freely. 

On the issue of religion, liberals rejected the established church's authority in favor of 
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freedom of conscience. Liberal ideas comprised at least part of the motivating spirit of the 

English Revolution of the late-seventeenth century and of the American and French 

Revolutions of the late-eighteenth century. 

As capitalism spread and the business classes established their economic and political 

control, classical liberalism achieved ideological supremacy in many western nations. In the 

United States, the Constitution's Bill of Rights enshrined into fundamental law many classical-

liberal notions, and free-market ideas eventually became American economic orthodoxy. As 

classical liberalism thus gained power, it lost its radical, revolutionary edge. By the late-

nineteenth century, classical liberals called less for reform and more for maintaining the status 

quo of existing-primarily liberal-institutions. 

Beginning in the late-nineteenth century, industrial capitalism transformed American 

economy and society, with inequality growing more pronounced and more obvious. 

Industrialization generated great wealth for business elites. But it also disrupted traditional 

lifestyles, especially among the farming population, and helped create slums, poverty, and 

disorder for millions of workers in the multiplying cities." The growing industrial working 

class was plagued by unemployment, low wages, long hours, lack of education and social 

mobility, and degrading living and working conditions.^^ The socio-economic inequality 

generated by industrial capitalism called into question several classical-liberal economic 

theories. Critics charged that the socio-economic transformation of industrial capitalism had 

been unforseen by the classical economic theories of Adam Smith. 

As classical liberalism became more invested in the status quo in the late-nineteenth 
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century, reform ideologies like socialism, labor unionism, populism, and progressivism arose 

to contest it. Often drawing upon British and European ideas, American reformers focused 

on the role of the government. They argued that classical liberals' minimal state had proven 

incapable of rectifying the injustices and inequalities generated by industrial capitalism. They 

therefore insisted that government power should be used to check large corporations' power 

over small business, farmers, consumers, and labor. They suggested that the state regulate 

business and labor practices through legislation concerning monopoly, working conditions, 

maximum hours, and minimum wages.^' Some critics of classical liberalism suggested more 

extensive government intervention. Socialism, which became increasingly influential in 

Europe, never made much headway in the United States. Nevertheless, American reformers 

adopted many socialist ideas and arguments, incorporating them into both the agrarian 

"Populism" of the 1890s and the "Progressivism" of the 1900s, the latter of which evolved 

into (modem) "liberalism."^" This development at the turn of the twentieth century marked 

the major split in classical liberalism between libertarian conservatism and progressivism 

(modern liberalism). 

In practical terms, modern liberals and libertarian conservatives principally disagreed 

over whether the government should intervene in the economy. Libertarian conservatives 

rejected the modem-liberal notion that, with the rise of big business, government needed to 

intervene in the economy to secure individual liberty. In contrast to modem liberals, 

libertarian conservatives denied that a fundamental difference existed between the older socio

economic system of small-scale competitive capitahsm run by self-employed owners for a 
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local market and the newer system of large-scale monopolistic industrial capitalism of huge 

multinational corporations nm by salaried managers for absentee owners/stockholders. Rather 

than oppose industrial capitalism's power (as liberals did), libertarian conservatism embraced 

it. Indeed, they viewed industrial capitalism as beneficial to the United States because it 

generated economic growth and modem conveniences.®' 

The libertarian right's embrace of industrial capitalism marked a maj or turning point; 

from then on, economic "conservatism" in America implied support for all business, including 

huge industrial corporations that distorted the free market through monopolistic practice and 

that radically transformed American economy, society culture, and environment. The 

identification of economic "conservatism" with the promotion of business interests often led 

to striking anomalies. For example, economic "conservatism" encouraged corporations' 

radical transformation or even wholesale destruction of ecological systems millions of years 

old, as in strip mining or oil extraction. In this manner, "conservative" took on an Orwellian 

meaning, signifying exactly the opposite of the conventional definition of the word. 

Libertarian conservatism also gained influence because it capitalized on Americans' 

traditional appreciation of "rugged individualism" and fear of government taxation and 

regulation. Libertarians asserted that individual initiative represented the only quality 

necessary for social and economic success, a theme played out in Horatio Alger's "rags to 

riches" novels. Libertarian conservatives also drew on the individualist notions of writers like 

Henry David Thoreau.®^ However, the Great Depression, which began in 1929, discredited 

libertarians' laissez-faire philosophy. 
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Despite liberal political ascendance after the New Deal of the 1930s, libertarian 

conservatism still informed the beliefs of several, often-overlapping social groups. For 

example, it dominated among business executives, the wealthy, and the growing professional 

middle class, as well as in many parts of the Midwest and Far West. From World War II until 

the economic downturn of the 1970s, corporate leaders made a temporary truce with both big 

government and big labor. Nevertheless, few business executives welcomed government 

intervention, regulation, or taxation, and management never eschewed its desire for the 

libertarian model of economic relations. Along with business, the wealthy also continued to 

support libertarian conservatism. They never embraced government intervention, and they 

particularly hatred the soaring tax rates for high-income earners, which reached 90 percent 

in the 1950s.®^ As the Depression receded in memory, moreover, the social base for 

libertarian's economic ideas expanded into the upper-middle and professional classes. The 

postwar boom greatly increased higher education, managerial occupations, home ownership, 

and suburban lifestyles, which enlarged the numbers of middle-class and upper-class 

Americans drawn to libertarian's criticism of big government and high taxes.®'^ 

In addition, parts of the Midwest and West continued to embrace a form of libertarian 

conservatism. The West had been, and remained, the home of libertarianism, a legacy of the 

frontier myth of "rugged individualism." Western anti-government libertarianism also resulted 

from the fact that the federal government owned and controlled large parts of the section. 

After World War II, moreover, a growing class of newly wealthy businessmen, entrepreneurs, 

and professionals revitalized libertarian conservatism in the Midwest and West. As a result. 
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libertarian conservatism gained influence within the Republican party behind such leaders as 

Arizona's Barry Goldwater and California's Ronald Reagan.®^ 

If Edmund Burke can be regarded as the founder of systematic political traditionalism, 

Enlightenment-era British philosophers John Locke and Adam Smith should be considered 

the main architects of classical liberalism, the precursor to libertarianism.^® Following Locke 

and Smith, the conceptual morphology of libertarianism includes the key concepts of 

voluntary society, individualism, natural rights, liberty, property, free-market economics, 

reason, tolerance, and strictly limited government. 

Libertarians assert that the individual preceded society and that free individuals 

voluntarily created society by entering into a Lockean "social contract." They therefore reject 

traditionalists' pre-modern metaphor that society is organic and that social institutions, 

including government, arose naturally out of human necessities. Libertarians instead espouse 

the Enlightenment metaphor of society as a machine composed of individual parts. This 

metaphor is particularly apparent in their perception of the market as a self-regulating 

mechanism. Some libertarians go further, claiming that there is no such thing as society. These 

extreme libertarians argue that what we call society is in reality a collection of self-sufficient 

individuals.®^ 

The belief that society is a voluntary association of free persons (or even a fiction) 

stems from another core idea in libertarian morphology: individualism. Today, the concept 

of individualism seems self-evident. Before the modern era, however, individual people in 
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feudal Europe and elsewhere did not consciously possess their own personal interests or 

unique identities. Instead, the social group-family, village, local community, religious 

denomination, socio-economic class, kingdom-determined an individual's identity, and this 

identity changed little from one generation to the next. This pre-modem conviction that the 

social group defines the individual remains a core element of traditionalism. As European 

feudalism weakened, however, individuals confi'onted a broader range of personal choices and 

social possibilities, especially in the growing cities and towns. In the modem era, the 

Renaissance, Protestant Reformation, and Scientific Revolution each reinforced a focus on 

the individual and his or her distinctive personal qualities. During the EnUghtenment, John 

Locke and other theorists furthered the notion that society should be constructed around 

protecting each person's particular rights, interests, and needs.®^ 

A focus on the natural rights possessed by each individual represents another central 

theme for libertarians. They claim that everyone retains a set of rights invested in all human 

beings by nature (or by God) and that these natural rights form the essential conditions for 

leading a truly human existence. They agree with Thomas Jefferson's assertion in the 

Declaration of Independence that natural rights are "inalienable," that is, individuals are 

entitled to them by virtue of being human; indeed, natural rights are now commonly called 

"human rights." Securing one's natural rights is the definition of "justice" for libertarians. This 

theory of justice is committed to formal equality and universalism: all individuals possess 

common features and equal moral worth and are entitled to equality of opportunity, whereby 

every individual has the same chance to succeed in society. But libertarian conservatives rej ect 



102 

ideas of absolute equality, where living conditions and social circumstances are the same for 

all people. Thus, libertarians do not regard economic equality as a natural right. Following 

John Locke, they insist that there are just three principal natural rights: "life, liberty and 

property."®^ 

As a consequence, liberty or freedom constitutes another core concept in the 

libertarian morphology. Unlike traditionalists, libertarians give priority to liberty over other 

values like authority or tradition. They seek to maximize the realm of individual freedom and 

minimize the scope of public authority, viewing the government as the main threat to liberty. 

But they believe that freedom is not absolute: individuals are not free to harm other 

individuals by denying them their natural rights. Libertarianism thus differs firom anarchism 

in that the former recognizes the need for a minimal government to protect each individual's 

natural rights, what John Locke termed the "nightwatchman state." Libertarian conservatives 

embrace "negative liberty," an individual's being left alone fi*om any interference free to 

choose his or her thoughts and conduct. But they reject the notion of "positive liberty" 

espoused by modem liberals and socialists, wherein the state actively promotes autonomy for 

each individual.'" 

Property represents another core concept for libertarian conservatives, who regard the 

ability to own private property as a fundamental right. They assert that striving to acquire and 

retain property is natural, resulting from the innate human needs for shelter and security. In 

fact, they view the acquisition of property as a social good, believing that procuring property 

requires (and therefore rewards) merit, ability, and a willingness to work. In most ways, this 
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libertarian view of property is similar to that of traditionalists. Unlike traditionalists, however, 

libertarians put no limits on the amount of property an individual can own, and they contend 

that property should not be redistributed if it was justly acquired originally.'' Indeed, 

libertarian conservatives' practical political effort primarily involves efforts to secure the right 

of property and, hence, economic inequality. By contrast, traditionalists believe that property 

acquisition should be tempered if it disrupts society. This difference reflects the fact that 

traditionalists place a higher value on social order than on individual rights, whereas 

libertarians believe the reverse. 

Libertarian conservatives' staunch defense of property as a natural right connects to 

another of their central values: faith in the market and the "free enterprise" system. 

Libertarians' free-market economics developed out the works of the Enlightenment thinker 

Adam Smith and other classical political economists. Smith envisioned the economy as a 

market, which he believed functioned through the choices of free individuals. Libertarians 

view each human as primarily an "economic person," that is, as a utility maximizer naturally 

disposed to acquire material possessions. They accept the traditionalist view that human 

nature is naturally egotistical and self-interestedness. But libertarians claim that human 

selfishness, which may be disagreeable on an individual level, benefits society on an aggregate 

level.'^ 

Libertarians espouse an almost religious faith in the market as a self-regulating 

mechanism, naturally guided by what Smith called an "invisible hand." According to Smith, 

self-interested individuals balance each other through impersonal pressures of market forces. 
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creating competition, which leads to efficiency and greater overall well-being. Consequently, 

libertarians claim that the market is the most efficient means to discern and satisfy individuals' 

preferences, allocate goods and resources, and reward the more enterprising members of 

society. They therefore see government intervention in the market as corrupting the efficient 

workings of the meritocractic (and, therefore, moral) free-enterprise system. Laissez faire, 

meaning "to leave to be," is the extreme form of this belief Laissez-faire libertarians insist that 

the government should have no economic role at all. They oppose all forms of state regulation 

of the market, dismissing it as the "dead hand of government. 

A faith in human reason represents another core concept for libertarians. Influenced 

by the Enlightenment's quest for an "Age of Reason," they believe that the universe possesses 

a rational structure and that human reason can comprehend it, and they seek to release 

humankind from superstition and ignorance. Libertarians' belief in rationalism strengthens 

their faith in the individual and in liberty, resulting in a strong bias against paternalism. They 

are convinced that educated, well-informed individuals can make their own choices based on 

their rational self-interest. This faith in human reason and rationality separates libertarian 

thought from traditionalism. Y et libertarian conservatives, keenly aware of differences among 

individuals, insist that certain people are more rational than others. Indeed, one of libertarians' 

main methods of political argument is accusing their opponents of acting irrationally whenever 

these opponents reject their solutions.^'' 

Libertarians' faith in human reason informs another of the central themes in their 

morphology, progress. Since the Scientific Revolution of the seventeenth century, libertarians 
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believe, the expansion of knowledge has enabled people to shape the world, emancipating 

humankind from irrational traditions and allowing each generation to progress beyond the 

last. This faith in rational progress is another idea separating libertarians from traditionalists. 

Consequently, the former are much more comfortable with change, and they often tout their 

ideas as the wave of the future. Championing progress appears especially prevalent among 

businesspeople, a key constituency for libertarian conservatism. Despite their faith in 

progressive improvement, libertarians remain vigilant against changes that they view as 

restricting such natural rights as individual liberty and property ownership.'^ 

Tolerance represents another core libertarian value. As staunch individualists, 

libertarians believe that each person should freely pursue his or her own definition of the good 

life. They oppose attempts to legally impose authoritarian moral values because this 

intolerance both restricts an individuals' natural rights and harms society as a whole. 

Following nineteenth-century author John Stuart Mill, libertarians contend that a healthy 

society requires tolerance because only through a competitive free market of ideas will "truth" 

emerge, as good ideas push out bad ones. They realize that tolerance can lead to clashes 

between individuals, but they believe that market-like bargaining will resolve most conflicts. 

In sum, libertarians espouse tolerance because they view as beneficial pluralism and moral, 

cultural, and political diversity. Their embrace of tolerance marks a significant difference with 

traditionalists, who believe that orderly and civilized social interaction is impossible without 

authoritarian values. They therefore condemn libertarian tolerance because it leads to moral 

and cultural relativism.^® 
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However, some traditionally inclined libertarians try to minimize the differences 

between the two branches of conservatism with regard to tolerance. These conservatives 

maintain that "liberty" implies only "political freedom," that is, freedom from government 

coercion. Hence, they regard moral neutrality and cultural freedom as "libertinism" or 

"license" rather than true liberty. They therefore champion freedom in the political and 

economic spheres while simultaneously advocating authority, coercion, and other 

traditionalist values in the social-cultural sphere.^^ Many traditionalists hold this definition of 

liberty, but it is a minority view among libertarians. Most of them assert that freedom should 

reign in all of an individual's choices-social and cultural as well as political and economic.^^ 

Social Darwinism is a core concept shared by traditionalists and libertarians. But 

whereas traditionalists view evolutionary social competition in terms of races or nations, 

libertarians see this Darwinian struggle centering around individuals. The libertarian brand of 

Social Darwinism insists that the market allocates social justice: those individuals best suited 

to survive-those with ability and a willingness to work-will prosper and rise to the top of 

society, while incompetent or lazy people will sink to the bottom. Thus, libertarian 

conservatives explain differences in socio-economic status as resulting from natural individual 

differences in talents and hard work. Consequently, they view inequities of wealth, social 

position, and political power as natural and inevitable, so they oppose any "unnatural" 

attempt, especially by the government, to interfere with ssocio-economic inequality 

A final concept in the libertarian morphology is a staunch belief in strictly limited 

government, particularly in economic matters. Libertarians view as paramount the distinction 
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between the "public" government sphere, which they perceive as a realm of coercion, and 

"private" civil society, which they consider an area of freedom. They believe that 

"unnecessary" government intervention inevitably damages human affairs because it imposes 

a collective will on society, thereby limiting the freedom and responsibilities of the individual. 

Libertarians see the state as a necessary evil. It is necessary because it establishes order and 

security and ensures that contracts are enforced-a "nightwatchman" state in Locke's 

metaphor. Libertarians, unlike anarchists, are convinced that freedom can only exist under the 

law.'° 

This argument that freedom requires a minimal state forms the basis of libertarians' 

social-contract theory of government. To avoid the savagery of anarchy, they assert, rational 

individuals entered into a Lockean "social contract" to establish a sovereign government. 

Accordingly, rational individuals realize that it is in their interest to sacrifice a portion of their 

liberty to the state to set up a system of law to escape the dangers of anarchy. Thus, political 

authority comes from below: individuals create the state to secure each individuals' natural 

rights.^' But the government should remain limited, and the people have the right to rebel 

when the state breaks the social contract, as Thomas Jefferson proclaimed in the Declaration 

of Independence. 

Libertarians' embrace of social-contract theory influences their support for a 

government system based on, and limited by, a written constitution. They view the state as 

posing a constant threat to individual liberty because of its possession of sovereign power. 

Like traditionalists, libertarians fear arbitrary government and believe that political power is 
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corrupting. To limit government, they promote constitutionalism. It is a set of rules that seeks 

to allocate duties, powers, and functions among the various institutions of government, while 

defining and limiting the extent of state power. Additionally, libertarians call for internal 

constraints to disperse political power among a number of institutions, creating a system of 

"checks and balances." The U.S. Constitution of 1787 separated powers between legislative, 

executive, and judicial, and it also separated powers in its federalism system by dividing 

power between central, state, and local government. The Constitution also adopted the 

libertarian idea of natural rights through the Bill of Rights. 

Libertarian conservatives remain ambivalent about democratic rule. They support 

democracy in theory because it embodies individual political expression. In practice, however, 

they regard democracy as threatening to private property. Following John Stuart Mill, 

libertarians believe that political wisdom is unequally distributed and is largely related to 

education. And like classical philosophers Plato and Aristotle, they are suspicious of 

democracy as a system of rule by the unlearned, propertyless masses at the expense of those 

who possess political wisdom and property, what nineteenth-century social critic Alexis de 

Tocqueville described as "the tyranny of the maj ority." Libertarian conservatives further claim 

that the arrival of mass democracy in the twentieth century paved the way for totalitarian 

dictators who gained power by appealing to the basest instincts of the masses. 

Libertarian conservatives often seek to protect private property by limiting democratic 

power, especially in the economic realm. For example, the Founders designed the U.S. 

Constitution to thwart majoritarian tyranny through a system of checks and balances. The 
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Founders meant for this system to make government responsive to elite minorities and to 

safeguard the propertied few from the propertyless masses. Radical libertarians want to go 

further in protecting and rewarding wealth. For example, oil baron H. L. Hunt argued that 

government should be run like a corporation: votes would be proportional to the number of 

shares held; in this context, "shares" would represent the amount of taxes paid. Thus, the 

more taxes an individual paid, the more votes he or she would control. 

But American political culture values democracy and political equality, so most 

libertarian conservatives typically conceal their criticisms of democracy. Instead, they attack 

unpopular government actions, like tax collection, and claim that the market represents a 

more truly democratic mechanism than the government. At the same time, however, they 

disparage direct democracy and stress the representative, republican nature of the American 

governmental system. And libertarians argue that complex problems, especially those 

connected to the market, cannot be solved through direct democracy or government 

bureaucracies. 

As we have seen, some conflicts exist between the conceptual morphologies of 

traditionalist and libertarian conservatism. Traditionalism has its roots in pre-modem thought, 

which leads to its belief that society is organic, that community determines and remains more 

consequential than the individual, and that human imperfection requires an emphasis on 

virtuous conduct, social order, religious faith, and deference to the authorities of God, natural 

law, tradition, and social and political hierarchy. By contrast, libertarianism originated out of 
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Enlightenment thought. Its adherents believe that society stems from a voluntary agreement 

among individuals, that individuals' natural rights like liberty and property should be 

privileged above society's needs, and that humans' ability to reason enables progress and 

implies a free-market economic system, formal political equality, and strictly limited 

government. As a result, traditionalists worry that libertarian ideas can erode their paramount 

convictions of virtue and social order, possibly leading to a society characterized by 

immorality and anarchy. For their part, libertarians warn that traditionalism can impinge on 

their primary beliefs of individual freedom and private property, possibly leading to a 

totalitarian or theocratic state. 

Despite these differences, traditionalist and libertarian conservatives hold many values 

in common. This commonality appears most evident on questions related to property and the 

market. Indeed, many conservatives have pointed out that Edmund Burke embraced Adam 

Smith's economic theories. Both traditionalists and libertarians believe that acquiring private 

property is irmate and legitimate, that market laws are natural laws, that the market serves as 

a means of social discipline, that democracy can threaten property, and that enforcing 

property laws is fundamental for the orderly functioning of society. These overlapping beliefs 

regarding property prove significant because many fundamental political debates center on 

economic issues. In addition, both traditionalists and libertarians view human nature as self-

interested, and both embrace forms of Social Darwinism and its emphasis on struggle, 

competition, and inequality of results. As a result, conservatives unite in perceiving social 

inequality as inevitable. 
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Some conservatives, moreover, maintain that traditionalism and libertarianism are 

compatible at a deeper level. In the early 1960s, conservative intellectuals associated with 

William F. Buckley, Jr. 's journal the National Review attempted to "fuse" traditionalism and 

libertarianism. Led by editor Frank Meyer, "fusionist" conservatives viewed modem 

conservatism as a moral crusade committed to such virtues as integrity, self-sufficiency, 

dynamism, independence, and loyalty. They contended that these virtues require less 

government intervention in economic life, as libertarians recommend, but more intervention 

in social and cultural life, as traditionalists suggest. They saw a tension in conservatism 

between tradition and virtue versus reason and freedom. But they argued that this tension 

caused a problem not just for conservatives but for all of Western culture. Fusionists argued 

that traditionalists often erred by confusing the legitimate authority of tradition with the 

illegitimate power of the state. Virtue represented the ultimate goal, but libertarians stressed 

that it had to be obtained through free will. Yet, the only firm foundation of individual 

freedom was objective moral order, and the only legitimate goal of freedom was the pursuit 

of virtue. Free markets could be compatible with virtue, indeed could promote virtue, and 

virtue was the only proper end of freedom. In sum, fusionists argued that conservatives 

should use libertarian means for traditionalist ends.®^ 

Also uniting economic and social conservatives are common views and common 

enemies. Both brands of conservative espouse the same view on certain issues, despite 

holding vastly different reasons for these views. For example, both traditionalism and 

libertarianism find federal power threatening. But the former finds this power threatening to 
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its own local authority, whereas the latter views all government authority threatening. Most 

importantly, traditionalists and libertarians have drawn closer as a result of the rise of 

common foes both in the United States and abroad: socialists and modem liberals beginning 

in the late-nineteenth century and communists in the twentieth. Traditionalists and libertarians, 

moreover, closed ranks during the 1980-2000 period to fight what they viewed as the 

destructive legacies of the 1960s-including the counterculture and big-government 

liberalism-which conservatives believed had undermined both virtue and fi-eedom in America. 
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CHAPTER 3 

FROM "NEGRO REVOLUTIONARIES" TO 

"AFFIRMATIVE-ACTION FOES": 

MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR., AND THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT 

During the 1980-2000 period, American culture venerated Martin Luther King, Jr., 

as a national icon, the country's most celebrated African American, and the personification 

of the civil rights movement of 1954-1965. Interestingly, King's legendary status in death 

contrasted with the strong dislike of him expressed by the majority of whites during his 

lifetime. By the 1980s and 1990s, however, a federal holiday on his birthday symbolized the 

nation's celebration of his life and his leadership of the civil rights movement. King's legacy 

was evident in other ways. Many leaders influential during the 1980-2000 period had been 

inspired by King as young people during the 1960s. In addition, most recent black leaders still 

viewed him as their role model and hero. Many liberal whites of the baby-boom generation 

or younger, including President Bill Clinton, also considered King a personal hero. During the 

1980s and 1990s, moreover, many African-American activists explicitly equated their efforts, 

in such causes as supporting affirmative action, to the civil rights movement of 1960s. And 

many recent non-black groups-including women, gays, and the disabled-modeled their 

strategy and tactics for social and legal equality on those of King and the movement. 

Not surprisingly, the recent view of Martin Luther King, Jr., and the civil rights 

movement of the early 1960s centered on race. During the 1980s and 1990s, conservatives 
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often denounced blacks and liberals for being "obsessed with race." But this professed distaste 

for linking racial issues to other political issues and their paeans to a "color-blind" society 

obscured the fact that racial conservatism served as the foundation for both the modern 

conservative movement and the modern Republican party. Additionally, both conservatism 

and the GOP owed their post-1964 ascendancy to their embrace of, and identification with, 

racial conservatism. Paradoxically, however, blatant racism became socially unacceptable in 

mainstream American culture during those same years-a legacy that owed much to King and 

the civil rights movement. To succeed politically, therefore, mainstream conservatives needed 

to retain their identification with racial conservatism without being identified as racists by the 

electorate at large. 

Within this broader racial context of the 1980-2000 period, the recent right 

approached the legacies of King and the civil rights movement in two main ways: the "Old 

Right" and the "neoconservative" interpretations. In the early 1960s, most conservatives, 

especially those in the South, had denounced the King-led movement. During the 1980-2000 

period, many conservatives maintained this hostile attitude, which is labeled here the "Old 

Right" view. Although racists targeted King, most Old Right conservatives resisted civil rights 

without openly appealing to racism. Many of them opposed civil rights legislation and 

enforcement. Others resisted creating the King federal holiday and naming streets and schools 

in his honor. Some conservatives criticized King's personal behavior, argued that venerating 

his martyrdom reinforced black feelings of "victimology," and criticized black organizations' 

nostalgia for the 1960s. Many conservatives also refused to criticize anti-civil rights symbols. 
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like the Confederate flag. Only a minority of recent conservatives openly professed the Old 

Right position, however, demonstrating the deep impact of King and the civil rights 

movement on American politics and culture. 

During the 1980s and 1990s, most mainstream conservatives espoused the 

"neoconservative" view, a positive interpretation of King and the movement that repudiated 

the Old Right's antagonism to racial equality. Unlike recent liberals, however, 

neoconservatives opposed affirmative action, argued that such programs subverted the "color

blind" ideals of Martin Luther King, Jr. Neoconservatives also selectively employed the 

legacies of King and the movement to support their own conservative ideas such as religion, 

patriotism, freedom from goverrmient coercion, and equal opportunity. Most notably, 

conservatives attempted to associate King with opposition to affirmative action, an attack led 

by black conservatives. However, the historical record demonstrates that King favored 

supported affirmative action based on race. During the 1980-2000 period, moreover, 

conservatives emulated the strategy and tactics of the civil rights movement to promote their 

own conservative causes. They "played the race card," created organizations like the Christian 

Coalition based on civil rights groups, and used King's philosophy of nonviolent civil 

disobedience for right-wing causes, like disrupting abortion clinics. 

Martin Luther King, Jr., the Civil Rights Movement, and the Early 1960s 

Most observers associate Martin Luther King, Jr., and the African-American civil 

rights movement with the early 1960s. This circumstance has encouraged many on the right, 
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especially neoconservatives, to attempt to distance King's and the movement's legacies from 

"the sixties," which, for most conservatives, connotes the late (post-1965) sixties era. Indeed, 

it is true that the historiographic consensus defines the "civil rights movement" as the effort 

to obtain civil, legal, and electoral equity for African Americans during the 1954-1965 period. 

The historiographic consensus also interprets the civil rights movement as characterized by 

legal-political efforts and, also, by popular protests often led by Martin Luther King and based 

upon his philosophy of nonviolent civil disobedience. This consensus definition is the one used 

in this work. 

Yet it should be acknowledged that there are at least four problems with this 

historiographic definition of the "civil rights movement." First of all, the African-American 

community was not the only group in U.S. history to be denied their civil rights. 

Consequently, non-black racial, ethnic, and religious minorities, women, and other groups 

also have organized their own "civil rights movements" to secure legal equality for 

themselves. 

Secondly, the movement for African-American civil rights obviously did not begin in 

1954. Indeed, the struggle for black equality began soon after the first forcible introduction 

of Africans into America in 1619 and the subsequent rise and entrenchment of the system of 

slavery based on race. By the twentieth century, the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and other groups were working to obtain civil 

rights for blacks. The NAACP's strategy of legal challenges against discrimination produced 

several incremental victories before the Supreme Court's Brown v. Board of Education 
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decision of 1954, which overturned segregationist laws sanctioned by Plessv v. Ferguson 

(1896). As a result, most scholars consider the Brown case the beginning of the modern "civil 

rights era."' 

Legal challenges to racial discrimination continued after 1954, but the civil rights 

movement of the late 1950s and early 1960s was also characterized by popular 

demonstrations based on nonviolent direct action.^ In fact, each of the major civil rights 

organizations of the early 1960s was associated with a certain tactic. While the NAACP was 

known for its legal strategy, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) grew out 

of a boycott, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) resulted from a sit-in, 

and the Congress for Racial Equality (CORE) gained renown for its Freedom Rides.^ 

Consequently, a major legacy of the civil rights movement to the 1980-2000 period 

was the tactic of organized social protest. During the late 1960s, many other leftist or liberal 

groups-students, Vietnam anti protestors, feminists, Mexican Americans, American Indians, 

and many others-explicitly acknowledged the earlier black civil rights movement as their 

model for personal engagement through moral acts of protest and civil disobedience.'' During 

the 1980-2000 period, moreover, right-wing organizations also employed the tactics of the 

civil rights movement to further their own conservative goals. For example, the anti-abortion 

group Operation Rescue explicitly emulated the civil rights movement of the early 1960s and 

its leader, Randall Terry, modeled himself on Martin Luther King, Jr.^ 

Additionally, the notion that nonviolent direct action was fundamental to the civil 

rights movement was demonstrated by the fact that some scholars regard the movement as 
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beginning not in 1954 with the Brown decision but, rather, in 1955 with the year-long black 

boycott of discriminatory treatment on buses in Montgomery, Alabama. The Montgomery bus 

boycott proved significant because it showed that blacks, despite white pressure, could stay 

unified in a participatory way over a long period of time to gain their civil rights objects. The 

Montgomery boycott was also historic because it gained renown for its leader, the young 

Martin Luther King, Jr., who was conducting his first demonstration. The boycott also led to 

the creation of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference in 1957, headed by King until 

his death eleven years later.® 

This focus on King leads to the third problem of the conventional definition of the 

"civil rights movemenf: the insistence that King personified the entire movement. Indeed, the 

most prominent scholars of the civil rights movement-David J. Garrow, Clayborne Carson, 

and Taylor Branch-each encouraged this impression.^ While there was no doubt that King 

was the foremost civil rights leader, reducing the efforts of millions of Americans to one 

person was overly reductionist. Also reduction was focusing solely on King while ignoring 

the efforts of other civil rights leaders of the 1954-1965 period.^ Concentrating solely on him 

also slighted 1960s-era black activists who disagreed with his relatively moderate tactics.^ 

Nevertheless, the public, the mass media, and many scholars resolutely perceived him and the 

civil rights movement as intimately connected if not identical.'" 

The fourth and final problem with the consensus historiographic definition is its 

contention that the "civil rights era" ended in the mid-1960s. Although the movement for 

black equality had achieved substantial legal accomplishments by 1965, blacks still lagged far 
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behind whites in terms of social and economic equality. Consequently, the African-American 

activism, sometimes still referred to as the "civil rights movement," continued its endeavors 

during the following decades." And King himself lived beyond 1965, albeit for just three 

years. 

Despite the continuation of black activism, 1965 did indeed symbolize a turning point, 

marking the end of the "civil rights era." In March 1965, the last-and perhaps greatest-mass 

demonstration to support black voting rights took place in Selma, Alabama, under King's 

leadership. Five months later. President Johnson signed the landmark Voting Rights Act into 

law, culminating years of federal legislative backing for the goals of the civil rights movement. 

Along with the historic Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Voting Rights Act finally put into 

practice the goals of Reconstruction a century earlier.'^ 

With the achievement of the civil rights movement's major legal goals by 1965, 

discussions over race focused less on legal equality and more on economic and social equality 

for racial minorities, which were more complex matters. With emotions rising on all sides, 

black frustrations and white backlash flared to conflagration beginning in August 1965, when 

a major civil disturbance in the predominately black Watts section of Los Angeles left thirty-

four people dead and inaugurated several summers of racial rioting in most major American 

cities. Meanwhile, the assassination in 1965 of Malcolm X, a leading proponent of black 

separatism, gave the nascent black nationalism movement a martyred role model. And the 

Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee announced the ejection of whites from the 
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organization, thereby eschewing integration for black nationalism and Black Power. As a 

result, the civil rights movement fractured. 

The year 1965 also symbolized a turning point in Martin Luther King's career. "Less 

than a year after the passage of Voting Rights Act," wrote his biographer Adam Fairclough, 

"this mood of hope had vanished. By 1966 the ghettoes of the North trembled with anger; 

civil rights workers renounced nonviolence and chanted "Black Power"; whites in the North 

began openly to express their racial bigotry; America was at war in Vietnam." The new era 

after 1965 impacted King and his leadership of the black movement. "Buffeted by political 

and ideological storms, the civil rights movement disintegrated," wrote Fairclough, "and King 

found himself confused, depressed, and isolated."'^ The effort for black rights moved to the 

North, with King leading a campaign in 1966 against housing discrimination in Chicago. It 

ended in failure, as the problems in the North were less easily confronted than the lack of 

voting rights and Jim Crow laws had been in the South."The people of Mississippi ought 

to come to Chicago to leam how to hate," said King.'^ 

Consequently, many left-leaning historians later contended, King changed after 1965, 

becoming more radical than he had been during the civil rights era. According to this 

interpretation, his experience in Chicago in 1966 made him realize that racism was entrenched 

in the North as well as South. In the last two years of his life, therefore, he began to view 

racism as deeply imbedded within American values. He "question[ed] the basic tenets of 

capitalism and call[ed] for fiill employment, national health care and guaranteed annual wage," 

observed historian John C. McMillian. King also criticized the violence and militarism 
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symbolized by the Vietnam War, which he called a "nightmarish conflict" and "one of the 

most unjust wars that has ever been fought in the history of the world."'^ In the last two years 

of his life, consequently, he focused on the more radical, less popular causes of his Poor 

People' Campaign and antiwar activism. These activities drew criticism from many anti-

radical liberals in the civil rights establishment. Yet King's assassination on April 4, 1968, 

restored his image for anti-radicals, turning him into the civil rights movement's greatest 

martyr. Unlike leftists, most liberals, moderates and, conservatives preferred to remember the 

"moderate" King of the early 1960s rather than the "radical" King of 1967-68.'^ 

Martin Luther King, Jr., John F. Kennedy, and the Early 1960s 

During the 1980-2000 period, Martin Luther King, Jr., and John F. Kennedy remained 

closely identified in the public mind with the 1960s, though, as noted, many conservatives 

stressed their association with the earlv sixties. King's and Kennedy's dramatic lives, 

charismatic leadership, crucial participation in momentous historical events, and shocking, 

tragic assassinations helped to make the 1960s the sensational, shocking time that lived on 

for decades afterward in memory, myth, and the mass media. Their majestic images, 

moreover, expanded rather than diminished in the years following their deaths in the 1960s, 

so that each had reached iconic status by the 1980s. 

The staying power of their images was remarkable. A1965 "youth survey" found that 

American teenagers named Kermedy and King, along with pop-culture figures like Elvis 

Presley and James Dean, as their favorite heroes. This result was not surprising; more 
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astonishing was that, twenty-five years later, Newsweek's Charles Leerhsen discovered that 

teenagers in 1990, who had been bom after the 1960s, also put Kennedy and King near the 

top of their list of favorite heroes.'^ Similarly, historian Bruce Schulman found that, when 

asked to identify "one person who embodies the 1960s," Boston University students 

throughout the 1990s consistently named three individuals: JFK, King, and musician Bob 

Dylan. The strong identification of King and Kennedy with the allegedly uncorrupted era of 

the early 1960s made their memorabilia hugely popular with collectors. In 1998, 

neoconservative Michael J. Sandel observed that "the cultural icons whose images and 

belongings are in greatest demand today-JFK, Mickey Mantle, the Beatles, Martin Luther 

King, Jr.-are figures from the early 1960s, a more innocent, idealistic time."^° 

King and Kennedy held common attributes beyond their iconic images. "In a lot of 

ways. King and John Kennedy were similar characters," remarked King's biographer, 

journalist Taylor Branch. "Both men shared political martyrdom, King dying at an even 

younger age than JFK. . . . Both King and JFK were closet smokers, quick catnappers and 

skirt chasers, and both had overbearing fathers whose politics were sharply at odds with their 

own." 

Most importantly, King and Kennedy shared-and shaped-a pivotal era in American 

history, the early 1960s. King's actions affected those of JFK and his administration. 

"Although there wasn't a passion for racial issues in Kennedy's day-to-day life," said Branch, 

"the issues King forced on the administration got transferred somehow to Kennedy. They 

became part of the legacy of the President for whom we passed the civil-rights bill as a 
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memorial."^' The impact went both ways. The Kennedy administration's pressure on King and 

other African-American activists to concentrate on achieving voting rights-rather engaging 

in extralegal acts of civil disobedience aimed at eliminating economic and social inequality 

between blacks and whites-encouraged King to center his protest campaigns on securing 

blacks' electoral rights. This Kennedy-influenced focus on voting rights resulted in a 

momentous victory for King and the civil rights movement, the Voting Right Act of 1965, 

which became a major element of King's legacy.^^ 

Although Martin Luther King, Jr., and John F. Kennedy shared many commonalities, 

their images during the 1980-2000 period exhibited crucial differences. The public's view of 

King appeared circumscribed, even while most recent Americans, both white and black, 

expanded his significance by viewing him as synonymous with the civil rights movement. His 

stature grew as the embodiment of the movement, but paradoxically, King himself was 

constricted in the popular mind. For most of the public, his part in the civil rights movement 

was limited to his role as chief orator. "The movement he symbolized included many brave 

people, but King had a special gift," wrote journalist Jack Patterson. "He was always the 

preacher in his pulpit, decrying the corrosive evil of hatred and racism."^^ 

King's role in the movement was further reduced in the public mind to a single 

presentation, his "I Have a Dream" speech at the 1963 March on Washington-despite the fact 

that it represented just one of the thousands of sermons and addresses that he gave during his 

many years in public life.^'' Within this short, nineteen-minute speech, moreover, the public 
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recalled just two phrases. One of them was "I have a dream," which scholar Michael Eric 

Dyson called "the most famous four words ever uttered by a black American."^' A second 

celebrated line in the speech summarized the American ideals of freedom and equality; King 

asserted that he dreamed "of a day when my four little children will not be judged by the color 

of their skin but by the content of their character." For many observers, this line crystallized 

in "one sentence the essential ideal of liberalism," as neoconservative Richard Bernstein 

remarked in 1994.^® Certainly, the speech marked a high point for King, and a group of 137 

experts justly chose it in 1999 as the "best political oration of the century. 

Nevertheless, the "I Have a Dream" speech overshadowed the rest of King's speeches 

and works, reducing his image to those few words. In fact, Michael Eric Dyson argued that 

King's life and the meaning of his efforts would be better understood if there were "a ten-year 

moratorium on listening to or reading "I Have a Dream."^^ In sum, the civil rights movement 

in the recent public mind has been reduced to Martin Luther King, King's place in the 

movement has been reduced to his spoken words, and his oration has been reduced to a few 

lines of a short speech given in 1963. 

By contrast, Americans' depiction of John Kennedy during the 1980-2000 era was far 

less focused. Part of the difference was that Kennedy's role as president involved him in most 

of the important events of his day and, also, made him into the personification of the 

American state. Conversely, King was a private citizen associated with a minority group, the 

eleven percent of Americans of African descent. As a result, the list of events and images the 
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recent public associated with JFK was far more substantial than of King's. Kermedy, like 

King, was identified with inspiring oratory, highlighted by his celebrated inaugural speech.^^ 

But the JFK image also encompassed issues beyond rhetoric, including his World War II 

heroism, his (ghostwritten) books, and the historic events of his presidency: the creation of 

the Peace Corps, the elevation of the Green Berets, the Bay of Pigs invasion, the Cuban 

Missile Crisis, highbrow cultural events at the White House, the early days of the Vietnam 

War, Kennedy's embrace of Keynesian management of the economy, and the civil rights bill 

of 1963, enacted after JFK's death. During the 1980-2000 period, this kaleidoscope of 

Kennedy images was more amorphous than the public's laser-like focus on King's oratorical 

leadership of the civil rights movement. 

Another difference between the two was that King's legacies, unlike Kennedy's, 

included an explicit philosophy and concrete accomplishments. During the 1980s and 1990s, 

the public identified King with liberal, nonviolent change and the undoing of legalized 

discrimination through the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. This 

clear identification made a marked contrast with JFK. "Kennedy was one of the most popular 

presidents," noted his biographer Herbert S. Parmet, "but it is difficult to couple him with any 

particular ideology or substantial accomplishment."^" 

During the 1980-2000 era, the public's image of the personalities of King and 

Kennedy also proved quite different. King's personal image, like his efforts beyond the "I 

Have a Dream" speech, suffered from reductionism in the public mind. Martin King the 

person seemed hazy, despite (or because of) his highly visible iconic status. King's religiosity. 
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embrace of non-violent social change, and "martyred" death in the cause of Christian justice 

have combined both to elevate him above ordinary mortal and, perhaps as a result, to 

depersonalize him. In sharp contrast, the public, even long after JFK's death, seemed to have 

an insatiable appetite details about "Jack" Kennedy's personality, as demonstrated in the 

1980s and 1990s by the torrent of books, documentaries, films, and television shows about 

his private life. Whereas Americans most identified King with the (abstract) ideals of freedom 

and justice proclaimed in the "I Have a Dream" speech, the public most associated Kennedy 

with his glamorous style, personal gifts, and private behavior. 

The public focus on Kennedy' s private life could also be seen in the fact that his family 

remained far more famous than King's did during the 1980s and 1990s. JFK's widow, 

Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, and his son, John F. Keimedy, Jr., remained huge celebrities until 

their deaths in the 1990s. By contrast, King's family drew much less publicity, outside of the 

African-American community. His widow, Coretta Scott King, remained fairly well known 

but was much less of celebrity than "Jackie O," despite being more beautiful and elegant. 

More striking was the fact that, while the public adored JFK's son and namesake, John Jr., 

with the media scrutinizing his every move, few Americans outside of the black community 

knew how many King children there were, or even that one of them, Martin Luther King III, 

shared his father's legendary name.^' 

While the news and entertainment media remained fixated on the Kennedys 

throughout the 1980s and 1990s, they showed much less interest in King and the civil rights 

movement. "The major TV networks have virtually abdicated any responsibility for 
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documenting the civil-rights era," Newsweek columnist Jonathan Alter observed in 1989. Part 

of the difference, of course, was the race issue; Keimedy was white and King was black. "In 

Hollywood," wrote Alter, "the notion that blacks don't sell (except as comedians or 

stereotypes) goes virtually unchallenged."^^ For example, the major characters were all whites 

in Mississippi Burning (19891 a film chronicling the murder of civil rights activists in 1964.^^ 

The public's focus on Kennedy's personal attributes and emphasis on King's exalted 

rhetoric skewed the image of the two men. For example, King seemed like the older, more 

mature person even though he was twelve years younger than Ketmedy and though he died 

before he was forty, whereas JFK was forty-six at the time of his death. "King died young, 

at 39," noted journalist Juan Williams. "But 20 years later, in 1988, he is best remembered as 

if he had died when he was a fuzzy-headed old man."^'' In addition, the evidence of King's 

womanizing was more solid, because the FBI had secretly taped him, than was Kermedy's. 

In the public mind, however, King's roguish behavior seemed incongruous with his hallowed, 

asexual image, so it did not make much of an impact on the public's perception of him. 

Conversely, Kennedy's visceral sexuality remained a potent part of his overall image in 

popular culture. Many people, for example, wanted to believe that he had consummated a 

torrid affair with legendary sex symbol Marilyn Monroe, even if the evidence for it proved 

rather thin.^^ 

As we have seen, recent conservatives viewed the mid-1960s as the start of the "the 

sixties" era. This seemingly simple interpretative choice resulted in significant historiographic 
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consequences. If "the sixties" denoted the post-1965 "late sixties," then both the civil rights 

movement led by Martin Luther King, Jr., and, also. President John F. Kennedy's 

administration shifted out of the despised "sixties" and into the previous era. This shift 

allowed the recent right to embrace-albeit in a restricted, sometimes-caricatured 

manner-particular legacies of King and the civil rights movement and of Kermedy and his 

administration while, at the same time, maintaining their overall assault on "the sixties" and 

the decade's "destructive" legacies to recent America. 

During the 1980s and 1990s, neoconservatives appeared especially keen to separate 

King and Kermedy from "the sixties," a time they associated with a pernicious brand of social, 

political, and cultural radicalism. Indeed, many neoconservatives who had been liberals or 

leftists during the King-Kennedy era had first moved to the right in reaction the events of the 

late 1960s. In addition, younger conservatives, those of the baby boom generation and 

younger, seemed equally willing to embrace the legacies of the iconic figures of King and 

Kennedy. 

By contrast, recent liberals rejected this contention that 1965 represented the symbolic 

beginning of "the sixties," although they acknowledged that the year represented a new phase 

of the decade. For liberals, the decade's entire tone flowed from the noble and courageous 

civil rights movement led by liberal legend Martin Luther King and from JFK's "Camelot" 

image (if not necessarily from the substance of the Kermedy administration's policies). Such 

late-1960s movements as student protest, the antiwar effort, and feminism each explicitly 

cited the civil rights movement as their model for moral, personal engagement intended to 
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bring about social equality. Many of these reform movements also invoked John Kermedy as 

the prototype of the charismatic liberal crusader martjnred for the cause of social justice-a role 

later imposed on both King and JFK's brother Robert F. Kermedy, each of whom was 

assassinated in 1968 during their separate campaigns to promote equality. 

Hence, conservatives during the 1980s and 1990s perceived a major divide between 

the early sixties and the late sixties. Liberals acknowledged that the sixties era had evolved 

after 1965, but they argued that significant continuities remained. They insisted that 

conservatives' efforts to remove King and Kermedy from the story of "the (late) sixties" made 

unintelligible the reform movements and social protests that followed later in the decade. By 

contrast, recent conservatives assert that Kermedy, King, and the civil rights movement 

embodied not "the sixties" proper but, rather, a prologue to "the sixties." 

During the 1980s and 1990s, the right approached the potent legacies of King and 

Kennedy in two main ways: the "Old Right" and the "neoconservative" interpretations. The 

Old Right expressed a negative opinion of King and the civil rights movement similar to that 

originally professed by conservatives during the early 1960s. It posited King as a radical, 

possibly inspired by Communists, who wished to overturn "traditional" American society 

based upon white superiority and the "natural" segregation of the races. The Old Right's anti-

King interpretation became increasingly less popular among conservatives during the 1980-

2000 period, which demonstrated how successful the civil rights movement had been in 

winning over mainstream American culture to public anti-racism. 
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Instead, increasing numbers of the political right adopted the "neoconservative" view 

of King and the civil rights movement, which sought to appropriate their legacies for recent 

conservatism. Neoconservatives' interpretation, which was far more positive than the Old 

Right's, depicted King as a responsible moderate who sought conservative, traditionally 

American goals. They thus rej ected the Old Right contention that King served as a forerurmer 

to the radicals of the late 1960s and after, who used his legacy to foment their own radical 

solutions. Neoconservatives argued instead that King and the civil rights movement had 

sought a united, "color-blind" society, so they criticized black activists who attempted to use 

King's legacy in support of racial preferences. Hence, neoconservatives sought to enlist 

King's memory in the cause of racial conservatism. 

In many ways, the conservative split into the Old Right and neoconservatives camps 

regarding King paralleled a similar division concerning John F. Kermedy. The Old Right's 

interpretation of Kennedy was as negative as that of King. It depicted JFK as the prototypical 

liberal and the precursor for the radicalization of cultural liberalism in the 1960s and after, 

especially the "sexual revolution," which, conservatives believed, severely damaged American 

culture. The Old Right's negative opinion of Keimedy was embraced by more recent 

conservatives than was the anti-King position. But the Old Right's anti-Kennedy stance also 

was probably a minority sentiment on the right by 2000. Slightly more popular was the 

neoconservative view of Kermedy. Its positive portrayal depicted JFK as a moderate on 

domestic policy and a hawk in foreign relations. During the 1980-2000 period, 

neoconservatives enlisted JFK's legacy in such conservative causes as promoting an 
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aggressive U.S. foreign policy and cutting taxes for the wealthy. 

Although their were many similarities in recent conservatives' depictions of Martin 

Luther King, Jr., and John F. Kermedy, there were some important differences, too. Like most 

recent Americans, the Old Right and neoconservatives perceived King as less historically 

significant than Kennedy. Americans associated King with a more narrow set of events and 

issues, viewing him primarily as the oratory leader of the civil rights movement. In contrast, 

Kennedy's office as president involved him in most of the major issues of his day. The Old 

Right also believed that King was less historically significant because Kermedy, as president, 

represented the entire American population, whereas King spoke for a small minority group, 

African Americans. The Old Right therefore viewed King as the leader of a small "special 

interest" whose concerns made less overall impact on history than did other issues affecting 

the vast majority of Americans. The Old Right also perceived the civil rights movement as a 

precursor to the "identity politics" of the 1980s and 1990s, which allegedly divided Americans 

from each other. 

Like other recent Americans, the Old Right and neoconservatives also considered 

Kennedy's legacy more potent than King's because JFK served as the model for many more 

politicians who later held powerful elective offices. Indeed, Kennedy's image was emulated 

by a maj ority of important Democrats during the 1980s and 1990s, including Senator Edward 

M. Kennedy, President Bill Clinton, and Vice President A1 Gore. By contrast, no politician 

closely identified with King held any office above U.S. representative during the 1980-2000 

period.^^ The only major political figure directly associated to King's legacy was Rev. Jesse 
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Jackson, who ran for the Democratic presidential nomination in 1984 and 1988. But even 

Jackson, despite his prominence, never won election to political office. 

Nevertheless, neoconservatives viewed King and the civil rights movement as more 

important than the Old Right did. They depicted the King-led movement as an admirable 

moral crusade that elevated all of American culture, both black and white. Yet even 

neoconservatives did not profess the reverential view of King held by recent liberals and 

leftists. Indeed, many on the left perceived King as more historically significant than Kennedy. 

It was telling, for instance, that journalist Taylor Branch subtitled his Pulitzer Prize-winning 

volumes "America in the King years," even though these years overlapped with Kermedy's 

presidency." 

The Legacies of Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Civil Rights Movement 

By the 1980-2000 era, Martin Luther King, Jr., and the civil rights movement had 

become American icons. African Americans had respected King and the movement since the 

mid- 1950s. But the great maj ority of whites-especially conservatives-had disliked him during 

his lifetime. By the 1980s, however, most whites had come to see him and the civil rights 

effort as admirable, for several reasons: most recent whites lacked historical knowledge of 

King, so they failed to realize that he had been a controversial figure; most whites had come 

to believe that protesting racial segregation was morally just; and they viewed King as a 

moderate, acceptable figure when compared to black radicals like Malcolm X. As a 

consequence, many recent whites regarded King as one of the greatest figures in history, and 
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many also embraced him as a personal hero. Meanwhile, African Americans' reverence for 

King and the civil rights movement continued to grow. Blacks unfailingly praised the 

accomplishments of the civil rights era, and they often expressed a longing for leaders like 

King. In 1983, the creation of a federal holiday celebrating King's life underscored his iconic 

status in American politics and culture. 

The potent legacy of King and the civil rights movement influenced American politics 

and culture in many different ways during the 1980s and 1990s. King's leadership and the 

events of the civil rights era often served as benchmarks to judge contemporary leaders and 

events in later decades. King's shocking assassination and the unsolved murders of other civil 

rights activists constituted another legacy to the recent era. The civil rights era also shaped 

the beliefs and lives of many people who later became influential leaders, including most black 

luminaries and President Bill Clinton. Finally, the civil rights movement remained the 

prototype for recent black activism, while many non-black groups-including women, gays, 

and the disabled-similarly modeled their strategies and tactics on those of the King-led civil 

rights movement. 

By 2000, Martin Luther King, Jr.'s image as an American icon was secure, but his 

exalted status in recent years overshadowed the fact that, while he lived, the majority of white 

Americans-especially conservatives-vehemently disliked him. In fact, polls during the 1960s 

showed that white Americans disliked King far more than any other U.S. public figure. For 

example, a 1963 Gallup poll, the first one asking about King, found that 46 percent of 
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respondents professed a negative opinion of him, with 25 percent giving him the lowest rating 

possible, a score denoting "someone you dislike very much." Based on these figures. King 

was, by far, the most disliked of the ten American public figures listed in the 1963 poll?^ 

Since survey respondents included African Americans-who overwhelmingly liked King-tiiese 

overall ratings actually underestimated whites' disapproval of him. 

Polls showed that whites' fierce dislike for King grew even worse over the next few 

years. A 1965 Gallup survey revealed that 51 percent of Americans held a negative opinion 

of King, with 30 percent giving him the lowest rating of "someone you dislike very much." 

A year later, a Gallup poll found that 68 percent of respondents expressed a negative opinion 

of King, with 41 percent giving him the most negative rating possible. Unlike previous 

surveys, the 1966 poll classified responses by race. It found that 95 percent of blacks gave 

positive ratings to King, while 72 percent of whites viewed him negatively, with 44 percent 

of whites assigning him the most negative score possible.^^ This constituted the lowest rating 

by whites ever recorded for any American public figure."^" "In his prime, [King] was perceived 

as a threat by practically all segments of society," wrote Alvin P. Sanoff of U.S. News. "He 

made white liberals feel they weren't living up to their own ideals, while white conservatives 

felt that he was going to force them to change their way of life.'"" 

By the 1980s, however. King had become an icon for most white Americans. "After 

his death. King's reputation went into decline," wrote Sanoff, "but gradually it began a slow 

climb back to an edgy respectability that culminated in the holiday honoring him.'"^^ As noted, 

a 1966 Gallup poll disclosed that only 28 percent of whites held a positive opinion of King, 
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while 72 percent viewed him negatively. In sharp contrast, a 1987 Gallup poll showed that 

76 percent of whites regarded King favorably while only 24 percent viewed him unfavorably.'*^ 

Part of the reason that whites held a more favorable opinion of King in the 1980s and 

1990s than during his lifetime was that they lacked knowledge about him or the civil rights 

movement. For example, a 1993 Gallup Poll found that 57 percent of whites knew or 

remembered little or nothing about King's "I Have a Dream" speech given at the 1963 March 

on Washington, and only 11 percent of whites claimed to know or remember a "great deal" 

about the event. Even among whites over fifty years of age, more than two-fifths remembered 

little or nothing about the march or King's speech.'*'^ "[T]he history of the civil-rights 

movement-so central to American history itself-remains hazy in the public consciousness," 

Newsweek columnist Jonathan Alter wrote in 1989. "Schools, the news media and 

Hollywood have all fallen short in bringing it to life." Many Americans saw Martin Luther 

King, the civil rights movement, and Jim Crow laws as "ancient history," noted Dell Felts, a 

history teacher from Decatur, Alabama."*' "It appears as if the price for the first holiday 

honoring a black man is the development of a massive case of national amnesia," complained 

historian Vincent Harding."*^ 

Another reason for whites' embrace of King was the growing sentiment that the civil 

rights movement of the early 1960s had been morally right to protest legal segregation. In 

retrospect, moreover. King seemed moderate to whites when compared to the more radical 

black movement associated with Malcolm X, African-American nationalists, and the Black 

Panthers. This explains why most white Americans, who in the 1960s criticized King and the 
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civil rights movement for being to aggressive agitators, later perceived King as moderate. In 

1964, for example, a Gallup poll found that 74 percent of Americans, and 81 percent of 

whites, believed that mass demonstrations in support of civil rights "hurt" the black cause, 

while only 15 percent of respondents, and 10 percent of whites, thought that demonstrations 

"helped" the effort for civil rights."^^ In sharp contrast, a 1993 CBS News poll found that 76 

percent of Americans (including 74 percent of whites) thought that King was "just about right 

in his efforts to gain equal rights for blacks." Only 10 percent said that he had been "too 

forceful," while just 7 percent said he had been "not forceful enough.""*^ By this time, many 

Americans of all races believed that King had led a movement based squarely on traditional 

American ideals. He was "the person in the 20"^ century who did the most to advance the 

meaning and feeling of the Constitution, Declaration of Independence and the Bill of Rights," 

remarked jazz musician Wynton Marsalis. "He is the single most important person in the fight 

that America has to be itself.""^® 

In the 1980s and 1990s, many Americans, black and white, regarded King as one of 

the greatest figures in history. For example, a 1992 Yankelovich survey found that he finished 

third among respondents, behind Abraham Lincoln and John Kennedy, as "the person who 

lived in the past thousand years [whom] you admire most."^° In a 1986 Roper poll, moreover, 

only Kennedy and Lincoln were mentioned more often than King as the individual who "best 

exemplifies your idea of The American Dream."^' And a 1987 Rolling Stone magazine survey 

found that, when given a long list of prominent Americans, respondents aged 18 to 44 named 

King more than any other figure when answering the question: "Which two people do you 
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most respect and admire . . . who have been active in public life some time in the past 20 

years?"^^ The mainstream media also venerated King's legacy. He was "general and martyr 

to the greatest moral crusade on the nation's racial battlefield," wrote Newsweek in 1998. 

"He was a prophet, our own Gandhi, who led the nation out of the darkness of Jim Crow. His 

Promised Land was the one he conjured on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial in 1963 [in his 

"I Have a Dream" speech]."" 

During the 1980-2000 period, African Americans, especially, revered King's life and 

legacy as the greatest of all black leaders. In 1993, King was one of only four African 

Americans unanimously chosen by a panel of eighteen scholars for "indispensable 

contributions to Black America."^"^ King's heroic legacy was embraced by the great majority 

of average blacks. A 1997 poll revealed that an astounding 97 percent of Afi:ican Americans 

held a "favorable" impression of King, while just 1 percent expressed an "unfavorable" 

opinion." A year later, another survey found that, even though barely half of all Americans 

had a personal hero in their own lives, fully 93 percent of African Americans considered King 

their hero.^® In addition, a 1998 poll showed that 58 percent of black respondents believed 

that their lives have been influenced a great deal by King, while another 31 percent of blacks 

felt that King had influenced their lives somewhat.^' "Martin Luther King, Jr. stands as a 

towering figure that reshaped not only our country, but the entire world," commented Willie 

Brown, San Francisco's African-American mayor.^^ 

Blacks perceived the profound impact of King's legacy, including the Civil Rights Act 

of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. In 1993, journalist Jerelyn Eddings noted that, 
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on the thirtieth anniversary of King's "I Have a Dream" speech, there were "7,500 black 

elected officials, including 338 mayors and 40 members of Congress, plus a large black middle 

class.King was black America's greatest hero. "Twenty-five years after his death," Ebonv 

magazine wrote in 1994, "Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. is the most revered Black in the United 

States and possibly the most widely honored Black person in history."®" 

During the 1980s and 1990s, the enduring strength of King's legacy also was showed 

in the longing for him expressed by many African Americans. They often wondered how 

America would have been different if King had survived the 1960s.®' In 1988, for example, 

j ournalist Juan Williams argued America would have been a much better country if King had 

not been assassinated. If he had lived, claimed Williams, "Richard Nixon might never have 

become president," " [King's] Poor Peoples Campaign might have convinced Congress to vote 

for national health insurance and guaranteed minimum incomes," "there would have been 

increased pressure to get the United States out of Vietnam earlier," "there would have been 

a strong voice in the black community to stop those intent on violence," "there might be fewer 

black politicians who lost their moral bearings," "the civil rights movement would not have 

lost its sway over the national agenda," and "it might have been possible to honestly discuss 

problems in the black community without being labeled a racist or an Uncle Tom." Most 

importantly, wrote Williams, "[h]ad King not been murdered, America would be a better place 

to live." Many prominent African-American leaders echoed Williams's assessment that the 

loss of King profoundly impacted U.S. history for the worst. 

King was a hero to non-black Americans, too. A 1998 poll revealed that more than 
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half of whites believed that he had influenced their lives.®^ "His powerful vision inspired us 

all," recalled President Bill Clinton, "because it was full of hope and deeply rooted in the 

promise of America." Many white Americans agreed with former President Jimmy Carter's 

depiction of King as a leader "of courage and conviction" who taught America to live up to 

its "ideals of freedom, justice and equality." Carter concluded that "our nation stands forever 

in his debt.'"' 

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the nation celebrated King's legacy by putting his 

image into symbolic and material form. "Hundreds of streets and parks bear his name and 

there are statues in nearly every state of the Union," wrote Ebony. "[T]here are hospitals and 

shopping centers, apartment buildings and community centers located throughout America 

dedicated to Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr."®^ The most notable monument to his legacy was his 

memorial on the National Mall, slated for completion in 2004.®® Other symbols venerating 

King's legacy included a federal holiday celebrating his birthday, a U.S. postage stamp, and 

a London musical, called "King," based on his life.®^ In 1998, M magazine noted that 

Americans would observe King's birthday that year "with a wide range of tributes from 

memorial services, parades, art exhibits and book drives to concerts, plays, marches and 

speeches throughout the country."®^ Most dramatically, many observers, including many 

religious conservatives, considered King an authentic martyr.®' In 2000, America's Roman 

Catholic bishops recommended that the Vatican designate King, a Baptist minister, "a martyr 

for the Christian faith."^" 

During the 1980-2000 period, Americans often referred to specific legacies of King 
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and the civil rights movement of the early 1960s. Any mention of oratory was sure to bring 

to mind King's "I Have a Dream" speech, chosen the "best political oration of the century."^' 

In 1993, several commentators examined the impact of the speech on its thirtieth 

anniversary/^ A year later, lawyers and civil rights activists judged weighed the effects of the 

Civil Rights Act of 1964/^ In 1995, on the thirtieth anniversary of the March on Selma, two 

thousand marchers retraced the march that was stopped by police brutality7" In 2000, the 

alleged denial of African-American voting rights in the presidential election in Florida 

reminded many blacks, including Rev. Jesse Jackson, of the abrogation of black voting rights 

in the South of the early 1960s. "This is a relay of Selma, Alabama, [in 1965] all over again," 

Jackson said.^^ 

The power of King's legacy also showed itself in the fact that his image remained 

powerful enough to sell products long after his death. In 1996, King's family signed a deal 

with Time Warner for distribution of his books, speeches, and sermons. The deal was 

projected to bring King's estate $30 million to $50 million.'® Other King-related products 

included a line of personal checks, a limited-edition statuette, a line of buttons, and CDs." In 

1998,20"" Century Home Entertainment released Our Friend. Martin, an animated video of 

King's life aimed at children.'^ King's estate also aggressively protected its copyright of 

King's image and words against infringement. In 1996, the estate sued CBS News for using 

footage firom King's "I Have a Dream" speech in a documentary.^' The estate also sought 

large fees for other King items, including $20 million from the Library of Congress for his 

papers.Many commentators criticized the selling of King's image for profit. "If Dr. King 
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were alive today he would be nauseated that money earned is going seemingly only into 

private hands and not for use in any political change," said King's biographer David Garrow.^' 

Despite the criticism, the King family went further, allowing the use of his image to 

advertize commercial products. In 1998, a British television commercial for One-2-One, a 

mobile-phone company, used remastered film clips of King's 1965 March on Selma, which 

ended with police assaulting the marchers. In 2001, King was featured in a $30 million ad 

campaign for Acatel, a French-based communications company. Acatel paid King's family a 

large fee for the use of King's image. In the ads, which were shovm in the United States, 

King's likeness was digitally remastered to support Acatel's product. Many civil rights 

veterans were critical. "They are making a huckster out of Martin," complained Rev. Joseph 

Lowery, who had co-founded the SCLC with King.^^ 

Ironically, the maimer of King's death represented one of his main legacies to the 

1980s and 1990s. King's shocking assassination, like those of John and Robert Kennedy, 

became a major part of his image in recent American culture. The manner of King's death 

generated accusations of a shadowy conspiracy emanating for the highest ranks of the U.S. 

government. Many African Americans, for example, believed that the FBI had killed King, 

which they saw as one of many government conspiracies aimed at destroying the black 

community.^'' Others believed that the CIA was involved, as well.®®^ A 1979 congressional 

investigation, however, concluded that James Earl Ray, who had confessed to the murder and 

then recanted, had pulled the trigger and that he probably had help from other petty criminals 

with white supremacist beliefs. Nevertheless, many people, especially African Americans, 
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viewed Ray as the "fall guy" for a government plot. The King family itself latched onto the 

conspiracy theory after prodding by William F. Pepper, an associate of King's who became 

Ray's lawyer. The King family believed that the government killed him because he building 

a coalition between poor whites and blacks. "The economic movement was why he was 

killed," charged Martin Luther King III. "That was frightening to the powers that be."^^ 

In 1999, the King family won a wrongful-death suit against Memphis bar owner Loyd 

lowers for his part in a conspiracy to kill King. The Memphis jury concluded, after just one 

hour of deliberation, that King assassination had resulted from a conspiracy involving a 

lowers, the U.S. government, and possibly the U.S. military, intelligence agents, Memphis 

police, and mobsters.The family hailed the jury's decision as a "triumph over tragedy." "For 

black Americans," wrote journalist Betty Liu, "the verdict deepens the gravity of Dr. King's 

death: that it was caused not by one crazed man, but by a group of individuals whose 

organization reflected the wishes of higher authorities."^^ The mainstream news media, 

however, downplayed the significance of the jury's decision.^® In 2000, the U.S. Justice 

Department, after a two-year investigation, released a report criticizing the verdict. It was the 

fifth official investigation into King's assassination that found no evidence of conspiracy. The 

King family and many other African Americans remained unconvinced. "We don't expect the 

government is ever going to be able to investigate the government," commented the King 

family's attorney William Pepper.'' 

Like the King assassination, another grisly legacy from the civil rights era to the 1980-

2000 period was the unsolved murders of civil rights workers in the South. In 1994, a 
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Mississippi court retried and convicted Klansman Byron De La Beckwith for murdering 

Medgar Evers of the NAACP in 1963.'^ The Beckwith conviction was the breakthrough for 

law enforcement and prosecutors, with many other cases following. In 1997, Sam Bowers, 

the imperial wizard of the White Knights of the Ku Klux Klan, was convicted of the 

firebombing death in 1966 of Mississippi NAACP leader Vernon Dahmer. InNovember 1999, 

a Humphrey County, Mississippi, jury convicted three white supremacists of a manslaughter 

in the killing of sharecropper Rainey Poole three decades earlier. In May 2000, former 

Klansmen Bobby Frank Cherry and Tommy Blanton were indicted for the 1963 bombing of 

the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, Alabama, which killed four black girls. 

In June 2000, the U.S. Attorney's Office in Jackson, Mississippi, indicted two former 

Klansmen for the 1966 murder of black farmhand Ben Chester White.^^ By 2000, authorities 

throughout the South were reinvestigating eighteen other murders from the civil rights era.®" 

"We can't afford not to deal with the past," insisted Assistant U.S. Attorney Jack B, Lacey, 

Jr., a Mississippi native.'^ 

The early 1960s legacy of King and the civil rights movement affected many people 

who became influential American leaders during the 1980s and 1990s. Most recent African-

American leaders viewed King as their hero, including L. Douglas Wilder, the first black ever 

elected governor, and many mayors and U.S. congressmen.'® Most politically active black 

ministers also cited King as their role model, most notably Rev. Jesse Jackson, who had first 

gained renown working with King. King's children also became black leaders during the 

1980s and 1990s. Martin Luther King III, became the president of the Southern Christian 
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Leadership Conference in 1998, while his younger brother Dexter King was the president of 

the Atlanta-Based Martin Luther King Jr. Center for Nonviolent Social Change in America.®^ 

Their sister, Dr. Bernice King, followed in the footsteps of their father by becoming an 

outspoken minister.^^ The 1988 Democratic National Convention featured the children of 

early 1960s heroes, including Martin King III and Jesse Jackson, Jr., along with several 

Kennedys. "For a political party attempting to rekindle its glory days of the early 1960$ while 

luring the youngest of today's voters the symbolism was perfect," wrote journalist Ian Austen. 

Another King legacy to the 1980-2000 period was the fact that many white leaders 

of the baby boom generation or younger, including President Bill Clinton, saw King as a hero. 

Clinton's attorney general, Janet Reno, also considered King a venerable influence. In 1997, 

on King's sixty-eighth birthday, Reno gave a speech in Birmingham, Alabama, at the 

Sixteenth Street Baptist Church, where four girls were killed by a bomb in 1963. Reno said 

that King "express[ed] his outrage and yeaning for justice so forcefully and eloquently that 

he reached into America's soul and the nation responded."^^ 

The legacy of King and the civil rights movement of the early 1960s was perhaps most 

influential during the 1980s and 1990s as the model for black advancement in American 

society. Indeed, the African-American effort of the 1980s and 1990s perceived itself as 

continuation of the civil rights movement of the 1954-65 period. In 1995, on the thirtieth 

anniversary of the March on Selma, two thousand marchers retraced the march that was 

stopped by police brutality. "Once again we're having to fight for our voting rights," said 

SCLC President Joseph Lowery. "The courts are invalidating [majority black] congressional 
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districts. 

Many black activists also made an analogy between civil rights movement of 1960s 

and protest in support of affirmative action in the 1990s. In 1997, on the thirty-fourth 

anniversary of the 1963 March on Washington, Rev. Jesse Jackson led a march protesting a 

new California law banning affirmative action. Jackson referred to King's "I Have a Dream" 

speech given at the March on Washington. "In this country there are those who are dreamers 

and those who are dream-busters," said Jackson. "The dreamers must outlast the dream-

busters. We must pursue the dream of an inclusive society." Many of the demonstrators wore 

buttons that read "Save the Dream," and marchers sang the sixties-era civil rights anthem, 

"We Shall Overcome." At the march. Mayor Willie Brown of San Francisco compared 

California's ban on affirmative action to Jim Crow laws. "The same kind of march was held 

years ago when Southern bigots were doing the same thing," claimed Brown."" 

During the 1980-2000, other black leaders similarly sought to rekindle the spirit of the 

civil rights movement in support of contemporary goals. In 2000, for example, Martin Luther 

King II and Rev. A1 Sharpton "joined forces in trying to infuse some spirit into the moribund 

civil rights movement," wrote journalist Salim Muwakkil. King and Sharpton organized a 

demonstration in Washington under the theme of "Redeem the Dream" on the thirty-seventh 

anniversary of the Martin Luther King, Jr.'s "I Have a Dream" speech at the March on 

Washington. But even sympathetic observers criticized this reliance by recent black leaders 

on the civil rights tactics of the 1960s. "It's easy to criticize civil rights marches for 

attempting to apply old-school techniques to contemporary realities," wrote Muwakkil. 
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The legacies of the civil rights movement of the early 1960s w^ere also apparent in the 

1980-2000 era in the number of non-black groups who modeled themselves on King and the 

movement. For example, disabled activists viewed themselves and the Americans with 

Disabilities Act of 1990 as analogous to the black movement of the early 1960s and the Civil 

Rights Act of 1964.'°"^ Similarly, many gay-rights groups compared the homophobia of the 

1980s and 1990s to the racism of the early 1960s.In 1993, gays and lesbians sought to use 

demonstrations in the capitol on the thirtieth anniversary of King's March on Washington in 

an effort to secure a national gay civil-rights bill modeled on the Civil Rights Act of 1964. 

At the march, gay playwright Larry Kramer echoed King's historic speech, envisioning a 

world "where men and women will not be judged by their sexual desires, but by the content 

of their character."'"^ Even "Dr. Death," Jack Kevokian, used the civil rights movement of 

the early 1960s as the model for his pro-euthanasia effort of the 1980s and 1990s.'°^ 

The Old Right View of Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Civil Rights Movement 

Political polarization based on attitudes toward racial issues constituted the foremost 

legacy that the civil rights era left to the 1980-2000 period. The King-led civil rights 

movement elevated the issue of race in the public consciousness. As a result, race became a 

salient issue both ideologically and politically; indeed, race eventually became the chief issue 

separating conservatives from liberals and Republicans from Democrats. By 1964, liberals and 

the national Democratic party had adopted the goals of the civil rights movement, prompting 

conservatives and Republicans to embrace racial conservatism. Thereafter, opposition to 
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racial liberalism characterized both conservatism and the Republican party, which enabled 

GOP conservatives to gain political ascendancy. After 1964, race became the defining issue 

in politics, and its significance grew by its linkage to other issues. Paradoxically, as racial 

conservatism strengthened GOP conservatives, an open embrace of racism became a major 

liability in mainstream American politics. Thus, recent conservatives had to maintain their 

identification with racial conservatism while dissociating themselves from unvarnished racism. 

Although many recent conservatives were embarrassed to admit it, conservatives 

during the early 1960s strongly opposed civil rights for blacks. Conservatives, especially in 

the South, denounced King and the civil rights movement, charging that it was controlled by 

a communist conspiracy, a claim accepted by much of the public. Viewing the movement as 

dangerous, some conservatives recommended forcibly suppressing it. This highly negative 

interpretation of King and the movement was espoused in the 1960s by many individuals who 

later were prominent conservative politicians during the 1980s and 1990s, including Ronald 

Reagan and George H. W. Bush. While Bush and other conservatives later recanted, Reagan 

and several others maintained their opposition to civil rights throughout the 1980s and 1990s. 

During the 1980-2000 period, many conservatives evinced a hostile attitude toward 

the legacies of Martin Luther King, Jr., and the civil rights movement. The right expressed 

this hostility in many ways. King remained a prime target for racists, but other conservatives 

showed their resistance to civil rights without openly appealing to racism. Many of them 

opposed civil rights legislation and enforcement. Others resisted creating the King federal 

holiday and naming streets and schools in his honor. Some conservatives criticized King's 
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personal behavior, argued that venerating King's martyrdom reinforced black feelings of 

"victimology," and criticized black organizations' nostalgia for the 1960s. Many conservatives 

also refused to criticize Confederate flags on the state capitols in several southern states, 

which had been put up during the civil rights era as a symbol of resistance to black equality. 

Public concern with racial inequality was the main legacy bequeathed by Martin 

Luther King, Jr., and the civil rights movement to the recent era. During the 1980s and 1990s, 

conservatives often denounced blacks and liberals for being "obsessed" with race and for 

trying to connect it to other debated questions. The recent right's professed distaste for racial 

issues, and neoconservatives' paeans to a "color-blind" society, obscured the fact that racial 

conservatism served as the foundation of both the modern conservative movement and the 

modern Republican party. In fact, both conservatism and the GOP owed their post-1964 

ascendancy to their embrace of, and identification with, racial conservatism. Ironically, King 

and the civil rights movement of the early 1960s had precipitated this transformation. 

Until the civil rights era, racial issues were not ideologically or politically salient.'"^ 

Before the early 1960s, it was still possible to be conservative on racial matters while 

retaining an overall identification as a liberal. "To be liberal was to advocate activist positive 

government, but this advocacy need not cross the color line," political scientists Edward G. 

Carmines and James A. Stimson later observed. Race was not a partisan issue, either. 

"Advocates of racial liberalism were to be found equally among northern Democrats and 

Republicans," wrote Carmines and Stimson.''" Before 1964, in fact, the national Democratic 
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party-which was disproportionately white-southern in numbers, leadership, and image-was 

slightly less associated with racial liberalism than was the GOP, the "party of Lincoln." For 

example, a 1960 Gallup poll asked: "Which party is doing the most for Negroes?" Twenty-

eight percent of respondents said the Republicans, while 25 percent said the Democrats.'" 

During the early 1960s, however, the appropriation of the civil rights issue by liberals 

and by the national Democratic party began transforming race into a polarizing ideological 

and political issue. The highly publicized efforts of the civil rights movement increasingly 

made racial inequality a more salient issue. The movement pressured the Democratic Kennedy 

administration into submitting to Congress a modest civil rights bill, which was strengthened 

by the Johnson administration and then enacted into law as the Civil Rights Act of 1964. As 

a result, the national Democratic party became associated with racial liberalism. In response. 

Republicans and conservatives increasingly adopted racial conservatism. In 1964, the GOP 

opposed Johnson with presidential candidate Barry Goldwater, a leading opponent of the 

Civil Rights Act. 

After 1964, Democrats reinforced their identification with African-American 

advancement, while the GOP more fully embraced racial conservatism. Democrats in the 

South also were compelled to lessen their racism because of the Voting Rights Act of 1965 

greatly increased the black electorate in the region. Thereafter, Republicans picked up the 

mantle of racial conservatism in the South. Additionally, the national Republicans party, 

beginning with President Richard M. Nixon in 1968, pursued a "southern strategy" intended 

to appeal to racially conservative Democrats without outright appeals to racism. 
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As a result, race became the defining issue in politics after 1964. Using statistical 

techniques, political scientists Edward G. Carmines and James A. Stimson documented the 

increasing partisan polarization between Democrats Republicans on the issue of race after 

1964 in every aspect of politics: party platforms, congressional roll-call votes, party activists' 

ideological views, and voters' reasons for identifying with a party.As early as 1972, 

therefore, "racial issues had become a permanent feature of partisan divisions and ideological 

cleavages, . . . embedded in the very fabric of American politics," wrote Carmines and 

Stimson. Eight years later, race had become so enmeshed in partisan politics that "Ronald 

Reagan could be known as a racial conservative without even addressing the issue," as 

Carmines and Stimson noted. In 1980, for example, 69 percent of Americans said that the 

Democrats were likely to help racial and ethnic minorities, while only 11 percent said the 

same about Republicans under Reagan's leadership.'''' In fact. Carmines and Stimson found 

that differences on racial questions explained splits between liberals and conservatives and 

between Democrats and Republicans better than any other issue in the post-1964 era.' Thus, 

race was the defining ideological and partisan issue during these decades rather than other 

issues-such as federal spending and taxation, the Vietnam War and foreign policy, Watergate 

and government corruption, and feminism and gender roles. 

In the years after 1964, moreover, race's political significance was magnified by its 

growing linkage with other prominent issues. For example, race became increasingly 

coimected to federal tax and spending policies. Beginning with Lyndon Johnson's Great 

Society programs of 1965-66, liberal Democrats' welfare programs designed to help poor 
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racial minorities enabled conservative Republicans to exploit antagonisms between mostly 

white taxpayers and disproportionately minority welfare recipients. This collision of race with 

taxes ignited a "chain reaction," journalist Thomas Edsall argued, which spread throughout 

the entire political arena, affecting almost all partisan issues. "In a steady evolutionary 

process," Edsall wrote in 1991, "race and taxes have come to intersect with an entire range 

of domestic issues, from welfare policy to civil-service reform, from drug enforcement to 

housing regulation, from minority set-aside programs to the decline of urban manufacturing, 

from prison construction to suburban zoning practices, from highway construction to Federal 

Communications Commission licensing procedures.""^ 

Race, however, was a tricky issue for conservatives to exploit during the 1980-2000 

period. Paradoxically, while the right and the GOP were benefitting from their increasing 

association with racial conservatism, open racism was becoming an egregious sin in the eyes 

of mainstream American culture and politics. In a related process, the historical image of 

Martin Luther King, Jr., and the civil rights movement was rising to exalted heights. Recent 

conservative Republicans therefore found themselves in a dicey situation: they needed to 

capitalize on their association with racial conservatism while disassociating themselves from 

openly racist views. 

The recent right's reaction to King and the civil rights movement revealed these 

tensions in modern conservatism's attitude toward race. Some recent conservatives espoused 

the Old Right interpretation, a negative view of King and the movement originally held by the 

early 1960s right. Others, however, embraced the "neoconservative" position, which 
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embraced King and the civil rights effort while attempting to utilize their legacies in 

contemporary debates. In neoconservatives hands, King and the movement became tools of 

racial conservatism. King and his followers were depicted as proponents of a "color-blind" 

society and, therefore (according to neoconservatives), opponents of affirmative action and 

racial preferences for African Americans. 

During the 1980s and 1990s, many conservatives tried to downplay the importance 

of race in their philosophy and rise to power, but the fact remained that they had expressed 

a fierce hostility toward Martin Luther King and the African-American movement during the 

civil rights era of 1954-1965. In the South, conservatism had been based upon white 

supremacy for more than three centuries. After the Supreme Court ruled in Brown v. Board 

ofEducation (1954) that segregated education was unconstitutional, conservative southerners 

promised "massive resistance" against federal attempts to integrate the region. In 1956, over 

one hundred members of Congress signed a "Southern Manifesto" denouncing federal 

attempts to integrate the South. A year later. Governor Orval Faubus of Arkansas became the 

first of many Deep South leaders to disregard federal integration orders. Meanwhile, southern 

conservative intellectuals like editor James J. Kilpatrick criticized efforts to weaken white 

supremacy."^ In 1963, Governor George C. Wallace of Alabama, who in 1958 had promised 

that no adversary would "ever out-nigger me again," crystallized the conservative South's 

resistance to the civil rights movement by proclaiming "Segregation now! Segregation 

tomorrow! Segregation forever!""^ 
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For conservatives outside the South during the 1954-1965 era, race was a less crucial 

issue, but they, too, opposed civil rights for African Americans. By the early 1960s, pollster 

Louis Harris had discovered that the growing white backlash to black advancement had 

spread from the South to rest of the country.' Some non-southern conservatives aimounced 

their belief in white supremacy and identified with the cause of southern segregationists. "The 

central question that emerges," William F. Buckley, Jr.'s National Review editorialized in 

1957, "is whether the White community in the South is entitled to take such measures as are 

necessary to prevail, politically and culturally, in areas where it does not predominate 

numerically? The sobering answer is Yes-the White community is so entitled because, for the 

time being, it is the advanced race." In the same editorial, the National Review stated its 

opposition to ensuring blacks' right to vote. "Universal suffrage is not the beginning of 

wisdom or the beginning of freedom," wrote the editors. Other non-southern conservatives, 

like Senator Barry M. Goldwater of Arizona, disclaimed such racist sentiments but, 

nevertheless, strenuously opposed any federal efforts to effect racial integration and black 

legal equality in the South. And some conservatives argued that racial integration, apart 

from the question of whether or not it was a good thing, was doomed to fail.'^^ 

During the early 1960s, conservatives depicted Martin Luther King as a dangerous 

demagogue, and they denounced the civil rights movement as radical and communist-

dominated. Theologian Will Herberg argued that King's philosophy of confronting unjust 

laws with nonviolent civil disobedience was "un-Christian" and "heretical."'^^ The FBI under 

conservative J. Edgar Hoover considered King a "demagogue" and "the most dangerous 
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Negro in America."'^'' Many conservatives also claimed that the civil rights movement was 

inspired and controlled by communists. This charge was a staple of the right-wing John Birch 

Society. The notion was widespread among more mainstream conservatives, too. Hoover's 

FBI spied on King for years, hoping (and failing) to uncover evidence that he was a 

communist.'^® In 1963, Governor Ross Barnett of Mississippi charged that the civil rights 

movement was "part of the world Communist conspiracy to divide and conquer our country 

from within."'^^ Many segregationists claimed that racial integration was based on communist 

doctrine. "[I]f we amalgamate into one unit as advocated by these communist philosophers," 

George Wallace declared in a 1963 speech, "we become, therefore, a mongrel unit of one 

under a single, all powerful government. 

Conservatives' repeated claims that communists controlled King and the civil rights 

movement gained widespread public acceptance. A 1965 Gallup poll found that fiilly three-

quarters of Americans believed that communists were significantly involved in civil rights 

demonstrations, including nearly half of respondents who said that the communists had "a lot" 

of involvement. By contrast, just 15 percent said that the communists had no involvement or 

only minor involvement in civil rights demonstrations.'^' 

Many conservatives joined with editor William F. Buckley in calling for the repression 

of the "radical" civil rights movement led by King. "Repression is an unpleasant instrument, 

but it is absolutely necessary for civilizations that believe in order and human rights," wrote 

Buckley. "I wish to God Hitler and Lenin had been repressed. And word should be gently got 

through to the non-violent avenger Dr. King, that in the unlikely event that he succeeds in 
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mobilizing his legions, they will be most efficiently, indeed most zestfully, repressed."'^" 

During the early 1960s, numerous individuals who later were prominent conservative 

politicians during the 1980s and 1990s contributed to the right's assault on King and the civil 

rights movement. For example, two of the most powerful Republicans senators of the recent 

era, Strom Thurmond of South Carolina and Jesse Helms of North Carolina, had been staunch 

segregationists and leading opponents of the civil rights movement in the early 1960s. Both 

Thurmond and Helms had accused the movement as being controlled by communists. Helms 

charged that King was "an action-oriented Marxist," while Thurmond declared that "there is 

some Communist conspiracy behind the movement going on in this country."'^' 

Among the conservative leaders prominent during the 1980-2000 period who had 

opposed civil rights in the early 1960s were two future presidents, Ronald Reagan and 

George H. W. Bush. In 1964, Reagan entered politics to support Barry Goldwater's 

presidential campaign. Like Goldwater, Reagan energetically challenged the Civil Rights Act 

of 1964. He also strongly backed California's Proposition 14, a ballot initiative to repeal the 

state's recently enacted anti-discrimination housing law. In 1965, Reagan attacked the Voting 

Rights Act, claiming that it was "humiliating to southemers"-thereby revealing his 

insensitivity to black southerners who were surely "humiliated" by being denied their 

constitutional right to vote.'^^ Reagan never recanted his views. In 1983, for example. 

President Reagan implied that Martin Luther King, Jr., may have been a communist.'^^ 

George H. W. Bush, vice president and then president from 1980 to 1992, was 

another eminent conservative Republican who had opposed the civil rights movement during 
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the early 1960s. In 1964, Bush ran for the U.S. Senate from Texas in 1964. When he began 

his campaign in 1963, he told reporters that he "emphatically opposed" the Kennedy 

administration's mild civil rights bill. Later in the campaign. Bush routinely denounced the 

newly enacted Civil Rights Act of 1964 as an "abuse of federal power," which "trampled on 

the Constitution." He also falsely told salaried workers that they would be "displaced" by the 

anti-discrimination provisions of the act. Bush showed how little he cared about the rights of 

minorities when he told a campaign rally in 1964: "The new civil rights act was passed to 

protect 14 percent of the people. I'm also worried about the other 86 percent."'^'^ 

During the 1980-2000 period, several prominent conservatives openly restated their 

opposition to civil rights that they had professed since the early 1960s. In 1988, columnist 

Patrick J. Buchanan fondly recalled the segregated Washington, D.C., of his youth. Before 

the civil rights movement, "race was never a preoccupation with us; we rarely thought about 

it," claimed Buchanan. "There were no politics to polarize us then. 'Negroes' of Washington 

had their public schools, restaurants, bars, movie houses, playgrounds, and churches; we had 

ours."'^® Buchanan implied that the civil rights movement had disturbed this peaceful 

coexistence by stirring up racist feelings on both sides. He also charged argued that many of 

"the endless, illegal demonstrations" for civil rights were "arrogant, pointless, belligerent 

publicity stunts."'" Conservative political theorist Harvey C. Mansfield alleged that the 

King's philosophy of civil disobedience had undermined respect for the law. In 1997, 

Mansfield wrote that "the moral and political lesson of the civil rights movement was the 
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severance of law from justice, thus the delegitmization of law."'^^ 

Other recent conservatives retained their early 1960s objections to civil rights 

legislation, arguing that it had been counterproductive. In 1988, Senator Barry Goldwater 

alleged that federal efforts like the Civil Rights Act damaged the cause of civil liberties. "I 

believed then and still believe today that more can be accomplished for civil liberties at the 

local level than by faraway federal fiat."'^' In 1999, conservative editor William F. Buckley, 

Jr., restated his opposition to the Civil Rights Act, arguing that the law had caused more 

trouble than it was worth.Conservative sociologist Charles Murray claimed that black 

advances since the 1960s had little to do with government legislation, including civil rights 

laws, welfare programs, or affirmative action. Murray asserted that "there's hardly a single 

outcome-black voting rights, access to public accommodation, employment, particularly in 

white collar jobs-that couldn't have been predicted on the basis of pre-1964 trend lines." In 

1993, conservatives Peter Brimelow and Leslie Spencer of Forbes magazine insisted that 

Murray's argument was "pretty devastating. It suggests that we have spent trillions of dollars 

to create an outcome that would have happened even if government had done nothing.""*' 

Conservative Judge Robert H. Bork agreed that civil rights legislation had effected 

little positive change, and he argued that federal intervention on behalf of blacks in the 1960s 

had worsened relations between the races. Echoing Pat Buchanan and other Old Right 

conservatives, Bork charged that federally mandate desegregation during the 1954-65 period 

had inflamed white racism. He also asserted that government intervention in racial relations 

in the 1960s had stimulated black racism against whites. Since the 1960s, Bork wrote in 1996, 
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"black economic and social progress has been dramatic. Yet after all this we learned that race 

relations had only grown worse. How could this be? The answers are complex, but... the 

roots can be traced to the excesses of the 1960s."'''^ Bork charged that, in the 1960s, liberals 

and civil rights activists had oversold the potential benefits to blacks of enacting civil rights 

legislation and, later, affirmative-action programs. He argued that liberals' exaggerated claims 

for had led to black frustration and disillusionment. "The civil rights statutes and reforms were 

pushed [by liberals] on the implicit and sometimes explicit promise that all would immediately 

be well once discrimination was outlawed," wrote Bork. "It did not turn out that way, of 

course; it could not have, and black hopes were disappointed."'"'^ 

During the 1980s and 1990s, some conservatives who retained their early 1960s 

antagonism to King, the civil rights movement, and civil rights laws often tried to downplay 

it because it had become an unpopular stance. This characteristic seemed especially true of 

public figures who had to face an electorate sensitive to blatant racism. Indeed, several recent 

conservatives paid for their anti-civil rights opinions and actions. For example, Bork in 1987 

and Charles Pickering in 2002 saw their candidacies to federal judgeships rejected by the 

Senate because of their resistance to blacks' civil and voting rights in the early 1960s. During 

the debate over Pickering's nomination, Julian Bond of the NAACP charged that "a vote for 

Pickering is a vote against civil rights.""'' 

During the 1980-2000 era, some conservative politicians acknowledged that they had 

opposed civil rights laws in the 1960s and still did-but also stressed their own personal 

rejection to racism and emphasized their constitutional objections to civil rights laws. For 
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example, Senator Barry Goldwater claimed in his 1988 autobiography that "[n]ever in my life 

had I ever advocated, suggested, or implied any form of racism." Goldwater wrote that he 

strongly opposed the Civil Rights Act of 1964 on principled, constitutional grounds. The act, 

wrote Goldwater, "contained no constitutional basis for the exercise of Federal regulatory 

authority in the areas of employment and public accommodations."^''^ 

Another, less-forthright strategy pursued in the 1980s and 1990s by conservative 

politicians who maintained their opposition to civil rights was to conceal this opposition while 

loudly professing their personal rejection to "racial bigotry." This was the strategy adopted 

by Ronald Reagan. In his 800-page autobiography, Reagan never mentioned the civil rights 

movement, Martin Luther King, Jr., the Civil Rights Act of 1964, or the Voting Rights Act 

of 1965. These omissions enabled him to hide his staunch opposition to all four. In contrast, 

Reagan's autobiography highlighted several references to his personal opposition to racial 

bigotry. "I'd grown up in a home where no sin was more grievous than racial bigotry," he 

wrote. 

During the 1980-2000 period, many other conservatives, including many who were 

too young to have opposed civil rights in the 1960s, displayed a hostile attitude toward the 

legacies of Martin Luther King, Jr., and the black movement. This attitude is labeled here as 

the "Old Right" viewpoint because it retained the older conservative stance first expressed 

in the early 1960s. Long after his death, King remained a prominent target for Old Right 

racists. In 1995, for example, the annual "Good O' Boys Roundup" drew scrutiny when 
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reporters discovered that twelve ATF agents were among the 341 off-duty law officers who 

had attended the event, which included the sale of T-shirts with a sniper's target imposed on 

a picture of King's face. "It's scary," said ATF official Ronald Noble. "People who engage 

in this sort of activity should give up their badges."'"'^ In 1998, on the Martin Luther King, 

Jr., holiday weekend, the Ku Klux Klan held a rally in Memphis, Termessee, near where King 

had been assassinated thirty years earlier. "The niggers are out of control in this country," said 

one Klan speaker. "I never owned a slave, but I'd like to." Another Klansman parodied 

King's "I Have a Dream" speech. "I have a dream," he said, "that one day little white boys 

and little white girls will be playing in the parks and segregation will rule once again in this 

country.""^® King's status as a prominent target for racists was further confirmed when a 

white supremacist group, Stormfront.org, registered the Internet domain 

vyww.martinlutherking.org/ and set up a racist website on it.'"*' 

By the 1980s, however, such open shows of racism were beyond the pale of 

mainstream conservatism, demonstrating the deep anti-racist impact of the civil rights 

movement on American culture. Some recent conservative politicians, such as Senate 

Majority Leader Trent Lott of Mississippi and Congressman Bob Barr of Georgia, maintained 

close ties to white supremacist groups like the Council of Conservative Council (CCC). But 

Lott and Barr rushed to dissociate themselves from the CCC once their ties with the group 

were publicized. Accordingly, most recent conservatives who espoused the Old Right view 

criticized King and the civil rights movement without openly appealing to racism. 

During the 1980s and 1990s, conservatives' continued embrace of the Old Right view 
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of civil rights was revealed by their opposition to civil rights legislation and enforcement. In 

1981, the Voting Rights Act came up for extension. In the House of Representatives, five 

amendments to weaken the law were offered, all by conservative Republicans. A year later, 

Reagan's Justice Department, on the recommendation of then-Representative Trent Lott, 

restored tax exemptions to segregated private institutions.'^' During his first term as 

president, Reagan reduced the number of lawyers in the Justice Department's Civil Rights 

Division from 210 to 57. In 1985, Congress debated abill to impose economic sanctions on 

South Africa for its racist system of apartheid, a system reminiscent of the American South's 

before the civil rights era. President Reagan strongly opposed the bill, as did most 

conservative Republicans. The Democratic majority enacted the anti-apartheid sanctions 

anyway. A year later, congressional Republicans opposed a bill to extend the sanctions, and 

Reagan vetoed the bill after it was passed by the Democratic-controlled Congress. In 1988, 

congressional Democrats passed a bill overturning the Supreme Court decision Grove Citv 

V. Bell (1984), which had severely limited the extent of civil rights laws regarding federal aid 

programs. Reagan vetoed the bill using language identical to that of opponents of the Civil 

Rights Act of 1964. The proposed law, Reagan said in his veto message, "would vastly and 

unjustifiably expand the power of the federal government. 

Another way that conservatives during the 1980-2000 period showed their ongoing 

resistance to the civil rights movement was by opposing the creation of the Martin Luther 

King, Jr., federal holiday. In 1983, during congressional hearings on the proposed holiday, 

E. Stanley Rittenhouse of the conservative Liberty Lobby testified that honoring King would 
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"sanctify and justify a man who deliberately brought violence to American streets, a 

subversive called 'the most notorious liar in America' by J. Edgar Hoover."'" Among the 

conservatives fighting the highly symbolic holiday were many high-ranking Republicans, 

including Jesse Helms and Trent Lott. Helms opposition exposed his continued Old Right 

belief that King and the civil rights movement were controlled by communists. Helms alleged 

that "King may have had an explicit but clandestine relationship with the Communist Party 

or its Agents to promote, through his own stature, not the civil rights of blacks or social 

justice and progress, but the totalitarian goals and ideology of Communism." Helms further 

claimed that King "kept around him as his principle advisors and associates certain individuals 

who were taking their orders and directions from a foreign power [i.e., the Soviet Union] 

Many Old Right conservatives continued to resist King Day even after it was enacted 

as federal holiday in 1983. In 1990, conservative Governor Evan Meacham of Arizona 

ordered a referendum on whether King's birthday would be a state holiday. Arizona voters 

defeated the referendum.Two years later, Norman Christopher, a town commissioner in 

Mardela Springs, Maryland, reported in a commission meeting that he had trouble contacting 

county workers on the holiday. "I forgot no one was working. Everyone had Buckwheat's 

birthday off," Christopher said. In 1994, Senator Helms sought to kill a bill providing funds 

to the Martin Luther King Jr. Holiday Commission. A sponsor of the bill, Carol Moseley-

Braun of Illinois, the only African-American in the U.S. Senate, charged that Helms sought 

to "destroy the work of the commission."'^^ A year later, Matthew Panak, the president the 

board of trustees of Kinsman Township in Ohio, scheduled a trustee meeting on the King 
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holiday. After describing King Day as a "colored holiday," Panak remarked: "None of us is 

colored. It's not going to affect us. Nobody colored comes to the meetings anyway." Panak 

also stated his opposition to having a federal holiday to celebrate an African American. "[I] 

don't feel it's right," he said. "We do enough for these people and they're still not happy. We 

gave them the right to vote and all that stuff."''' 

Meanwhile, many conservatives also objected to naming local streets and schools in 

honor of King. In 1997 and again in 1998, the Pensacola, Florida, city council rejected 

proposals to rename a city street in a mostly African-American neighborhood after King, 

leading to black protests.'^" In 1998, white parents in Riverside, California, protested after a 

new high school in a predominantly white area was named after King." [N] aming this school 

for him would be a mistake," Dale Dunn, a white parent said. "Everybody will think we have 

a Black school out there."'®' Two years later, Pat Poole, a city councilwoman from 

Melbourne Florida, opposed a plan to rename a street after King. Poole, who often referred 

to African Americans as "those people" in council meetings, wondered if King "accomplished 

things or if he just stirred people up and caused a lot of riots." She also argued that naming 

a street after King who make people think its "a bad section to go into. Most of the streets 

named after King [in other cities] run through the black section. People tell me that's a 

dangerous place and to not go there at night." She opined that race relations would improve 

"if people didn't keep raising how they were abused, how they were slaves. You can't make 

the community better when you're flaring things up." Poole claimed that she had no racist 

feelings toward blacks, but that "I'm beginning to get some if they don't quit picking on me 
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all the time."'®' 

During the 1980s and 1990s, conservatives sometimes attacked the civil rights 

movement by ignoring the substance of its goals and, instead, demeaning or criticizing Martin 

Luther King, Jr. Some conservatives declared that King's skills, including his speaking ability, 

were vastly overrated. "Southern blacks w^ere mesmerized by King's oratory," British 

conservative Michael Vestey wrote in 2001, "but... the passing of time has made it sound 

hammy and stagy."'®^ Other conservatives pointed out that King had plagiarized many of his 

scholarly writings, including his doctoral dissertation. The recent right also stressed King's 

womanizing. In 1988, for example, columnist Patrick Buchanan approvingly repeated J. 

Edgar Hoover's assessment that King had "the morals of a tomcat."'®^ The charges about 

King's unseemly sexual liaisons gained added gravity in 1989, when King's best friend. Rev. 

Ralph D. Abernathy revealed in his autobiography that, "on the night before his death, King 

was in the company of two women and, the next morning, angrily knocked a third across a 

bed following a disagreement," as conservative journalist Fred Bruning reported. 

Some conservatives also debased King's image by arguing that focusing on his 

martyrdom reinforced black feelings of "victimology." In 1991, for example, neoconservative 

journalist Michael Barone insisted: "From the mid-1960s to the early 1980s, Americans 

celebrated victims," including King. Barone argued that this tendency was a negative one 

because "people who think themselves as victims tend to accomplish less than they might, and 

a country that focuses on victims takes on an air of being beaten."'®' Like Barone, economist 

Glenn Loury, a black conservative, blamed the 1960s for African American's alleged embrace 
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of "victimology." "We learned too well during the upheavals of that decade how to be 

America's pre-eminent victims," Loury wrote in 1989. Conservative Tamar Jacoby argued 

that African Americans' identifying themselves as victims of racism had kept them from 

advancing their cause. "What some black scholars label 'victimology' and others call the 

'racism-forever view' is deeply ingrained in the black community," Jacoby wrote in 2000. 

"Indeed, in the last 30 years, it has become the bedrock of black identity."'^' 

Many Old Right historians slighted the historical importance civil rights movement. 

For example, Paul Johnson's 800-page history of the United States included less than VA 

pages on the civil rights movement of 1954-1965. The Old Right's lack of interest in the civil 

rights movement and its opinion that the movement was historically insignificant was further 

revealed by Johnson's reference to civil rights icon Rosa Parks as "a black girl." In fact. Parks 

was a forty-two-year-old woman who had been active in civil rights causes for years when 

her arrest commenced the historic Montgomery Bus Boycott of 1955-56.'™ 

During the 1980s and 1990s, conservatives also criticized African-American 

organizations' for an allegedly obsessional devotion to the memory of King and the civil rights 

movement. Conservatives argued that this tendency kept black groups stuck in the sixties, 

blinding them to contemporary realities. In 1997, for example, the conservative Economist 

wrote that "civil-rights institutions are musty and resistant to newcomers. Until recently, they 

have been dominated by the greying lions who rose to prominence in the 1950s and 1960s, 

when the great battles for desegregation were won. When those lions finally retire, their place 

is taken by sons of the old guard. You can feel the 1960s when you walk into the 
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headquarters of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference. Not much appears to have 

been redecorated since then. The walls are hung with fading pictures if the civil-rights era; the 

president's office is occupied by Joseph Lowry, who co-founded the organization with King 

in 1957.'"" 

The conservative Economist argued that this "sense of nostalgia for the 1960s" served 

to blind black groups to the contemporary scene. "America has changed profoundly in the 

past three decades; a black middle class has arisen; blacks dominate politics in many big cities; 

legal discrimination is gone," wrote the Economist. "And yet a visitor is constantly told that 

things are as bad as they used to be; and that, by extension, the struggles of the 1960s have 

to be continued." The conservative magazine argued that this short-sighted approach had 

served to leave the black movement out of touch with reality. "The campaign to end 

affirmative action," wrote the Economist, "is painted by the Christian leadership folk as an 

attempt to destroy the gains of the civil-rights movement-as though an end to racial 

preferences would somehow remove blacks' entitlement to share white lunch counters, buses 

and voting rights. It is perhaps not surprising that these people, their minds stuck in the past, 

choose leaders whose names disguise time's passage," including new SCLC president Martin 

Luther King III. The younger King, claimed the Economist, "has been chosen to perpetuate 

the 1960s.""' 

In the 1980s and 1990s, many conservatives also showed their acceptance of the Old 

Right view by refusing to criticize anti-civil rights symbols. For example, most conservative 

politicians in the Deep South refused to speak out against the Confederate flag. In 1962, 
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during the height of black efforts for civil rights, South Carolina's all-white General Assembly 

had put the Confederate flag above the state house to show its opposition to goals of the 

movement. In 1997, the flag became a major political and economic issue when the NAACP 

began a boycott of the state, which depended heavily on tourism. In response, forty-eight 

members (out of sixty-six contacted) of the 1962 assembly signed a petition requesting that 

the South Carolina's legislature "correct our omission by moving the flag." But Old Right 

conservatives refused to back down. State Representative John Graham Altman, a leading flag 

supporter, declared that "folks who feel crippled" by the flag should "quit looking at symbols, 

get out and get a job, quit shooting each other, and quit having illegitimate babies." In 1998, 

Altman and other conservative legislators defeated a bill to remove the flag. As journalist 

Jeremy Derfher pointed out: "That puts the current South Carolina General Assembly-with 

its comfortable pro-flag majority in the house-in the peculiar position of being less racially 

progressive than the Jim Crow general assembly of 1962."'^^ 

In the 2000 South Carolina presidential primary, the leading GOP candidates, 

conservatives Governor George W. Bush of Texas and Senator John McCain of Arizona, 

each declined to speak out against the symbol of white supremacy.Similarly, neither of 

them would criticize the Georgia flag, which contained the Confederate cross and which, like 

the South Carolina flag, had first been put up (in 1956) as a symbol of white resistance to 

black civil rights era."^ 
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The Neoconservative View of Martin Luther King and the Civil Rights Movement 

The deep impact of Martin Luther King, Jr., and the civil rights movement on 

American politics and culture w^as revealed by recent conservatives' efforts to identify 

themselves with King and the movement. As outlined in the previous section, most 

conservatives, especially white southerners, had resisted civil rights during the early 1960s. 

However, some individuals who later were well-known conservatives-particularly black 

conservatives-had backed King and the movement in the early 1960s. Most of these recent 

conservatives, however, had been liberals in the early 1960s. During the 1980-2000 period, 

many more conservatives claimed to embrace the legacies of King and the movement. 

Those on the right who espoused this "neoconservative" view repudiated the Old 

Right's antagonism to racial equality. Unlike recent liberals, however, neoconservatives 

adopted a circumscribed notion of "racial equality" excluding economic equality, and they 

denounced government programs like affirmative action designed to advance blacks 

economically. But neoconservatives maintained their rhetorical allegiance to "racial equality" 

by claiming to oppose racial preferences because they subverted equal opportunity by 

discriminating against whites. Neoconservatives argued that their opposition was based on 

the "color-blind" ideals of Martin Luther King, Jr. In attempting to appropriate the legacies 

of King and the civil rights movement, neoconservatives endeavored to dissociate these 

legacies both from the despised "sixties" and from the recent black movement led by Rev. 

Jesse Jackson and others. 

During the 1980s and 1990s, neoconservatives' depicted Martin Luther King, Jr., and 
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the civil rights movement in two main ways. Some of them portrayed King vaguely as a 

nonpartisan "great leader." Other neoconservatives selectively employed the legacies of King 

and the movement to support their own conservative ideas such as religion, patriotism, 

freedom from government coercion, and equal opportunity. Both groups of neoconservatives 

downplayed or even denied the liberal, radical, and even revolutionary aspects of King and 

the civil rights effort. Neoconservatives tried to link King's legacy to support an ideal of 

"color-blind" equal opportunity to conservatives' opposition to racially based affirmative 

action programs. Neoconservatives also alleged that multiculturalism, black separatism, and 

Afrocentrism black represented a return to racial segregation characteristic of the pre-1965 

Jim Crow South. During the 1990s, black conservatives spearheaded the attack on affirmative 

action. However, the historical record demonstrates that King favored supported affirmative 

action based on race. 

During the 1980-2000 period, conservatives also appropriated the strategy and tactics 

of the civil rights movement to promote their own conservative causes. They "played the race 

card," created organizations like the Christian Coalition based on civil rights groups, and used 

King's philosophy of nonviolent civil disobedience for right-wing causes, like disrupting 

abortion clinics. "[C]onservatives must be applauded for their perverse ingenuity in coopting 

King's legacy and the rhetoric of the civil rights movement," commented scholar Michael Eric 

Dyson. "Unlike the [Old Right], whose racial motivations are hardly obscured by painfully 

infrequent references to racial equality, contemporary conservatives often speak of race in 

moral terms gleaned from the black freedom struggle. Thus, while the [Old Right] is open 
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about its disdain for social upheaval in the sixties, many conservatives pretend to embrace a 

revolution they in fact bitterly opposed."'^® 

As noted above, most on the right-including virtually all white southern 

conservatives-strongly opposed Martin Luther King, Jr., and the civil rights movement. 

However, some (northern) conservatives prominent during the 1980-2000 period did support 

civil rights in the early 1960s, including Bob Dole, a congressman and then a senator from 

Kansas. Dole later insisted that his political philosophy was compatible with civil rights 

legislation. "Conservatism means different things to different people," Dole wrote in 1996. 

"To me, it's a creed of opportunity, rooted in the ability of seemingly ordinary people to 

achieve extraordinary things. This explains my support for civil-rights legislation, as well as 

the 1983 bill making the late Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.'s, birthday a federal holiday. 

Dole, who was living in North Carolina in the early 1960s, contended that the civil rights 

movement of that era "insisted that the promises of legal and social justice which had been 

delayed for a hundred years could no longer be put off" Like most old-style Midwestern 

conservatives. Dole disliked extremists of all kinds, so he was happy that the town he was 

living in was integrated without incident. "In Salisbury [North Carolina], the civil-rights 

revolution was peaceful.. . [tjhanks to moderating influences on both sides."'^^ 

Lfnlike Dole, most conservatives prominent during the 1980s and 1990s who had 

supported civil rights in the early 1960s had not been conservatives at the time. Nev^ 

Gingrich served as a prime example. He had been relatively liberal in the 1960s. By the 1990s, 
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Gingrich, a Georgia congressman and speaker of the House, had become the leading 

conservative from the Deep South. Yet Gingrich consistently attempted to distance himself 

from racism, the traditional basis of southern conservatism. In 1998, for example, he 

described himself as "a Permsylvania-bom army brat who had on my very first day in 

[Congress] cosponsored the bill making Martin Luther King's birthday a national holiday."'^' 

Actor Charlton Heston, a conservative icon as head of the National Rifle Association, had 

also been relatively liberal in the early 1960s. For example, conservative writer Dave Shiflett 

pointed out Heston's "early and outspoken support of the Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr., at 

a time when Hollywood shurmed King and would not hire blacks for so much as stagehand 

work."'®" Support for civil rights was also provided by many recent neoconservatives, 

individuals who had been liberals or leftists before the late 1960s and who then moved to the 

right. For example. Catholic theologian Richard John Neuhaus had marched with Martin 

Luther King, Jr.'®' 

During the 1900-2000 era, some conservative Republicans went so far as to portray 

their party as the pro-civil rights party. Columnist George F. Will, an Illinois native who had 

been relatively liberal in the early 1960s, had supported the civil rights movement. In 2000, 

he criticized Democrat Bill Bradley, a former U.S. senator from New Jersey, after Bradley 

claimed: "I became a Democrat because it was the party of justice" because the party had led 

the fight for the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Will disputed Bradley's identification of Democrats 

with support for racial justice and the Civil Rights Act. "Eighty-two percent of Senate 

Republicans (27 of 33) voted for the act, whereas just 69 percent of Senate Democrats (46 
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of 67) did," wrote Will. "That is, 21 Senate Democrats opposed the act. Only six Republicans 

did."'^^ Similarly, Republicans during the 2000 controversy concerning the Confederate flag 

on the South Carolina statehouse remarked that the flag had been put up in 1962 as an anti-

civil rights symbol by a Democrat, Governor Ernest Rollings, who was a Democratic senator 

during the 1980-2000 period. Meanwhile, black conservative Condoleezza Rice, later 

National Security Advisor for George W. Bush, portrayed her family's political identification 

as Republican as based upon its alleged support for civil rights. Rice, who grew up in 

segregated Birmingham, Alabama, told the 2000 Republican National Convention: "My father 

joined our party because the Democrats in Jim Crow Alabama of 1952 would not register him 

to vote. The Republicans did. I want you to know that my father has never forgotten that day, 

and neither have 

Few recent observers, however, accepted the notion of the GOP as the pro-civil rights 

party. As noted above, political scientists have utilized statistical methods to demonstrate that, 

beginning with the Civil Rights Act of 1964, racial conservatism underlay the modem 

Republican party, helping it gain ascendancy by drawing white southerners from the 

Democratic party after 1964. Vice President Dan Quayle was more accurate than Will or Rice 

when he acknowledged their party's tepid support of the civil rights movement in the early 

1960s. In 1989, Quayle addressed the NAACP's atmual convention, admitting that, "during 

the civil rights revolution of the 1960s, lack of Republican participation earned us a 

perception that we did not care about civil rights. Back then the party made a political, social, 

and moral mistake. In the end, most Republicans supported legislation that made the civil 
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rights movement a fact, but we should have been out in front of it, instead of bringing up the 

rear."'^4 

In the 1980s and 1990s, black conservatives constituted one group on the right who 

had uniformly supported Martin Luther King, Jr., and the civil rights movement during the 

early 1960s. Well-known African-American conservatives Judge Clarence Thomas, Secretary 

of State Colin Powell, Congressmen J. C. Watts and Gary Franks, scholars Glenn Loury, 

Thomas Sowell, John McWhorter, and Stephen Carter, and businessmen Shelby Steele, Ward 

Cormerly, and Herman Cain had backed King and the movement in the early 1960s, when 

each had been a liberal. 

By the 1990s, most black conservatives strongly opposed affirmative action, but they 

retained their admiration for King and the civil rights movement. For example. Ward 

Cormerly, a Sacramento businessman who led the anti-affirmative action fight in California 

in the 1990s, stressed his veneration of King. Cormerly also recalled the pain of racial 

segregation. "I can't tell you the humiliation of drinking from a fountain that says, 'colored 

only,'" he said.'^' Cormerly proudly remembered his own role in the movement in the early 

1960s, boasting in 1999 about his part in getting the California legislature to pass a fair-

housing act in 1963.'^^ 

Like Cormerly, other black conservatives recalled their admiration for King and his 

fight against segregation. In the 1990s, the leading black conservative in Congress was 

Representative J. C. Watts of Oklahoma, a member of the GOP's House leadership. Watts' 

family fought discrimination in the South. In the late 1960s, recalled Watts. "[m]y father and 
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uncle blistered the administration of the public swimming pool because my older brothers 

couldn't use it." Watts himself integrated his grade school, "Jefferson Davis Elementary 

School, of all places," he noted.When he became the quarterback of his high school 

football team, several of his white teammates quit. "I thought, if they don't like my skin color, 

that's their problem, not mine," he said. Watts related that Martin Luther King, Jr., was a 

revered figure in his family's household. King's assassination, he recalled, "was particularly 

profound because it was the first time I'd seen my father cry."'^^ 

Black conservatives and their white allies often portrayed their fight against 

discrimination as a personal obstacle overcome by individual initiative. For example. Vice 

President Dan Quayle noted that black conservative Judge Clarence Thomas "favored zealous 

enforcement of antidiscrimination laws, but he was just as firm in his belief that real 

advancement for any minority can come only from hard work and personal merit, not 

favoritism and quotas. His own life was the best testimony he could offer. He had grown up 

poor in Pin Point, Georgia, a little town in the segregated South."'^' Republican Jack Kemp 

also portrayed the success of black conservative Herman Cain, the CEO of Godfather Pizza, 

as tale of individual achievement. Commeting on Cain's biogrpahy, Kemp wrote that "the 

'ordinary' experience of growing up in the segregated South is one many Americans can 

hardly imagine. ... it says something poignant about the spirit of a man who covers those 

painful memories in a few paragraphs, and then fills a book with a story of a life that rose 

above them."'®° 
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While few white conservatives had supported the King-led civil rights movement in 

the early 1960s, many more on the right embraced it in the 1980s and 1990s. Conservatives 

realized that they could benefit by identifying themselves with the now-popular cause of civil 

rights. President Ronald Reagan claimed that "our administration filed plenty of cases to 

correct civil rights abuses-as many or more than any previous administration in history. 

Funding for enforcement of civil rights laws went up eighteen percent over my eight years in 

office. We took the lead in developing new civil rights legislation that strengthened the Fair 

Housing Act of 1968. And proportionally, blacks benefited more than any other racial group 

from our economic policies."'^' Similarly, George W. Bush invoked the movement at the 

2000 Republican National Convention when he declared: "We shall overcome."'®^ Many 

conservatives came to admire King and the movement simply because they decided that 

conservatives had been mistaken to oppose civil rights in the early 1960s. "Had we lived in 

Alabama in Martin Luther King, Jr. 's time, we like to think we would have marched with him 

to end racial segregation," conservative Gregory Pence wrote in 2000. But Pence 

acknowledged: "Fighting prejudice is easy once a battle is long won."'®^ 

Yet there were partisan, if not cynical, reasons for the right's belated, indeed 

posthumous, embrace of Martin Luther King, Jr., and the civil rights movement. In a 

paradoxical twist, many conservatives used a caricatured depiction of King and the movement 

to attack affirmative action and other recent, racially liberal policies. In a sense, the black 

movement of the early 1960s was a victim of its own success. By decimating support for 

legalized discrimination, the movement forced conservatives to accept a rhetorical 
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commitment to racial equality. Following the enactment of civil rights laws in the mid-

1960s-which most conservatives had opposed-the main racial issue shifted from equal legal 

rights for historically oppressed groups to compensatory treatment for them through 

affirmative action. Most recent liberals supported affirmative action because African-

Americans continued to lag far behind whites economically despite the prohibition of legalized 

discrimination. In 1960, black family income was about 60 percent that of whites; four 

decades later, in 2000, black income remained about 60 percent of whites'. 

In response, many on the right adopted a "neoconservative" view. It disowned the 

older conservative support for legalized discrimination but opposed liberal calls for 

government help to effect economic equality for racial minorities through affirmative action 

and other programs. Neoconservatives thus embraced a circumscribed notion of "equality." 

They opposed affirmative action and other racial preferences because, they claimed, such 

preferences exemplified "reverse discrimination" against whites and undermined the American 

ideal of equal opportunity, neoconservatives also joined with Old Right conservatives in 

denouncing minorities as whiny, selfish "special interests" who demanded preferred treatment. 

And they insisted that minorities should help themselves through self-discipline, education, 

hard work, and personal responsibility. In sum, most mainstream conservatives adopted a 

"neoconservative" view of race, which allowed them to support racial conservatism while 

adopting the mantle of anti-racism. Unlike the unreconstructed Old Right, which was a 

minority sentiment within the conservative movement of the 1980s and 1990s, most recent 

conservatives accepted legal equality for racial minorities and claimed to accept the possibility 
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During the 1980-2000 period, many conservatives showed that they held the 

neoconservative view by heaping praise on Martin Luther King, Jr., and the civil rights 

movement. In 1992, on King Day, President George H. W. Bush honored the memory of 

King in the latter's hometown of Atlanta. After placing a wreath on King's crypt. President 

Bush praised him: "Because he could express what he knew with such passion and eloquence, 

the American people awakened to the promise of civil rights for all." Bush also reminded the 

audience, which included the King family, that he had been instrumental as vice president in 

persuading President Ronald Reagan to sign a bill designating a national holiday in King's 

honor. 

In praising King and the civil rights movement, neoconservatives took pains to try to 

dissociate the movement that they admired from the "destructive" decade that they hated. 

Columnist George F. Will spoke for many neoconservatives when he contended that the civil 

rights movement was the only worthy element of the era known as "the sixties." "Whatever 

one thinks of the other consequences of the decade, the decade is redeemed by what was done 

in bus terminals, at lunch counters, in voter registration drives on ramshackle porches along 

dangerous back roads and by all the other mining and sapping of the old system," Will wrote 

in 1997. "By acts of bravery and skill and perseverance, acts that have not lost their power 

to take one's breath away, the legal edifice of racial injustice was dismantled."''^ 

Recent neoconservatives also sought to distance King's movement of the early 1960s 
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from the black effort of the 1980-2000 period by arguing that the recent racial situation was 

much different from the pre-1965 Jim Crow South. Neoconservatives therefore derided black 

activists for being "stuck in the sixties," blind to contemporary realities. "[T]he growing 

number of blacks who have j oined the economic mainstream may have more in common with 

other middle-class Americans than with those whose agenda remains rooted in the battles of 

the 1960s," conservative Clint Bolick, head of the Institute for Justice, wrote in 1992.'^® 

Republican Dan Quayle ventured: "Our real hope is to try to attract a new generation of black 

Republicans who are as tired of the Democrats' 'civil rights' sloganeering as earlier activists 

were of waiting for segregationists to change their minds."''^ 

Rev. Jesse Jackson served as a main target for neoconservative criticism for his 

frequent invocations of the civil rights era in contemporary matters. In 1995, for example, 

Jackson denounced California's Governor Pete Wilson for prosing to end affirmative action 

in admission to the state's universities. Recalling the infamous segregationist, George 

Vallace, Jackson claimed that "Pete Wilson of California is liken unto Wallace of Alabama. 

He wants to stand in front of the schoolhouse doors.In 2000, Jackson made an analogy 

between the denial of black voting rights in the early 1960s South and the presidential election 

in Florida, when many African Americans charged that they had been refused the right to 

vote. 

Neoconservatives denied assertions by Jackson and other black leaders that recent 

events even remotely resembled those of the pre-1965 South. "If you closed your eyes in 

some parts of Florida in the days following the election, it wasn't hard to imagine that it was 
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still the '60s," wrote Tamar Jacoby of the National Review. "According to Jesse Jackson and 

the NAACP, nothing important has changed since the civil-rights era. They still see a 

government conspiracy determined to keep blacks down by' suppressing' their votes." Jacoby 

remarked that Jackson's invocation of the civil rights era was a common strategy for black 

activists. She noted that black groups had used this tactic throughout the 2000 campaign to 

rustle up votes for Democrat A1 Gore against Republican George W. Bush. "One NAACP 

spot featured vintage footage of the civil-rights struggle-as if Bush were going to bring back 

police dogs and water hoses," wrote Jacoby. "In truth, of course, neither Florida nor the rest 

of America looks anything like the' 60s as far as race is concerned. The black middle class has 

quadrupled since then. Three times as many blacks graduate from college. The number of 

black elected officials has skyrocketed from under a hundred to nearly 9,000, and blacks are 

one of the most powerful constituencies-if not the most powerful-in the Democratic 

party.'"'^ 

Neoconservatives argued that, because racism had lessened since the 1960s, African 

Americans no longer needed government protection. "The nation has become much less racist 

than it was when Martin Luther King Jr. made the remarkable call for a colorblind society," 

neoconservative editor Mort Zuckerman wrote in 1997. Zuckerman argued that "[m]any 

Americans were willing to make sacrifices for a time to compensate the heirs of slavery, Jim 

Crow, and brutal discrimination. But the urge to redress past wrongs cannot stretch 

indefinitely into the future." As a result, claimed Zuckerman, affirmative action "is a dead end 

as a point of departure for public dialog. Many have turned away from preferential treatment 
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for minorities. . . . They now believe-and rightly-that the problems of the poor and the 

minority communities derive less today from bigotry than from either poverty or a lack of 

education."'™ 

During the 1980s and 1990s, neoconservatives' depicted Martin Luther King, Jr., and 

the civil rights movement in two main ways. Some of them portrayed King in a vague manner 

as a nonpartisan "great leader." Others selectively employed some of the ideas of King and 

the movement to support their own conservative ideas. Both groups of neoconservatives 

downplayed or even denied the liberal, radical, and even revolutionary aspects of King and 

the civil rights effort. 

Recent conservatives often invoked King and the movement on as examples of heroic 

action or fulfilling dreams, with no comment on particulars. Republican Jack Kemp was one 

of many conservatives who portrayed King as a nonpartisan hero. In 1996, Kemp, the GOP 

vice presidential candidate, told the Republican National Convention that: "Dr. Martin Luther 

believed that we must see a sleeping hero in every soul."'®' Similarly vague was the use of 

King's heroic image by advertisers to sell their products that had little or nothing to do with 

King himself. Meanwhile, the "I Have a Dream" speech was fodder for conservatives who 

wished to stress the importance of striving for a goal, regardless of whether that goal was in 

any way related to King's. In 1995, Paul M. Rodriguez, editor of the conservative magazine 

Insight on the News, juxtaposed King's famed speech with his own magazine's 

entrepreneurial vision. "It was 32 years ago in August 1963 that I stood in a sea of upturned 
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faces and heard a thunderous speech by a controversial man who said, 1 have a dream.,'" 

wrote Rodriguez. "In those four words, he captured the hope and optimism that is the 

energizing spirit of America and American enterprise.... Each of us has a dream: No great 

undertaking begins without one. So it was when the founding publishers of Insight launched 

this magazine." Rodriguez then defined the "American Dream" as "standing firm in the face 

of evil and holding fast to an undying faith in God and our country. 

During the 1980-2000 era, other neoconservatives selectively employed some of the 

ideas of King and the movement to support their own conservative ideas, such as religion, 

patriotism, freedom from government coercion, and equal opportunity. King was a minister 

who viewed the struggle for black equality in moral and religious as well as political terms. 

Religious conservatives, not surprisingly, stressed the religious aspect of King's vision. In 

2001, Roger Clegg of the conservative Center for Equal Opportunity reviewed King's 1964 

book, Whv We Can't Wait, after the Modem American Library had chosen it as one of the 

100 best nonfiction English-language books of the twentieth century. Clegg remarked that 

"[t]here is much in the book that will please today's conservatives." For example, Clegg 

observed that he was "struck by how strongly Christian the book is. The language and 

metaphors are rich and return again and again to the Bible and, in particular, the New 

Testament and the teachings of Christ."^"^ In 1992, conservative Catholic theologian Richard 

John Neuhaus argued that his experience in the civil rights movement showed him that 

American liberal democracy required a religious foundation to succeed as a unifying social 

force. He argued that Martin Luther King served as a model of how to use a religious 
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vocabulary to bring together even the most mutually antagonistic groups.^®'' Neuhaus wrote 

that the "American dream of justice for all shines brightest when lighted by religion-witness 

Martin Luther King."^°^ Conservatives often depicted King an exemplar of a religious leader 

who compeled Americans to act more morally. In 2001, on King Day, for example. President

elect George W. Bush, proclaimed that King had "inspired miUions of Americans to face their 

own conscience, and our nation is better for it."^°® 

Recent conservatives often invoked King's fight for freedom against Jim Crow laws 

to bolster their own opposition to "government tyranny." "One is moved, of course, by King's 

firsthand description of the oppression of segregation and the evil of racial discrimination," 

wrote conservative Roger Clegg. "Yet it is also clear that this was principally, although not 

exclusively, a government evil. Without the state's power-that is, had discrimination been 

simply a phenomenon of the private sector-it is obvious that the civil-rights movement would 

have had a much easier, less bloody time of it."^"^ 

The idea of King as champion of freedom was a staple of conservative politicians' 

speeches. "I'm a conservative Republican, King was a liberal Democrat," Senator Bob Dole 

remarked in 1996, "but the ideals I defended in the mountains of Italy forty [sic] years ago 

[as a soldier in World War II] included the rights for which King fought on the streets of 

Birmingham and Selma." Dole, who had supported the creation of the King federal holiday, 

argued that the "King holiday celebrates much more than one man's life. It reaffirms 

America's age-old commitment to human freedom. In our time, freedom-loving people of 

both races have carried out one of history's great social revolutions."^"^ On King Day in 2001, 
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President-elect George W. Bush stood in front of a large poster of King and declared that 

King was a "strong and clear voice for freedom."^"' 

During the 1980s and 1990s, neoconservatives downplayed the inconvenient fact that 

most conservatives in the early 1960s had denounced the civil rights movement as motivated 

by a Soviet-led communist conspiracy and depicted King as a genuine American patriot. 

Conservative Roger Clegg, in a 2001 review of King's 1964 book Whv We Can't Wait. 

connected King's patriotism and his love for freedom. "There is much patriotism in the book," 

wrote Clegg, "and the ideals of the civil-rights movement are justified as much by the 

desirability of freedom as they are a cry for equality."^'" Even right-winger Patrick Buchanan 

argued that King had sometimes professed patriotic American values. In his 1988 

autobiography, Buchanan recalled listening to King's famous "I Have a Dream" speech in 

1963. "No one there was urmioved," he wrote. "I knew I had just heard from a few feet away 

one of the memorable addresses in American history. What made King's oration so powerful 

and affecting was that it was a passionate appeal to the best of America, delivered without 

rancor or malice or warning of retribution for past wrongs. King had evoked pictures of an 

America everyone knew and loved." Buchanan linked King's patriotism with another of his 

conservative values, religiosity. "His cry came in a Gospel rhetoric," wrote Buchanan, "in the 

resonating cadences that Southern and rural people, black and white, so well understood."^'' 

The main conservative value that recent neoconservatives identified with King's 

legacy was equal opportunity for all Americans. For conservatives, blacks efforts to achieve 

equal opportunity were not imperiled by deeply rooted structural racism in society and the 
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economy and society. Instead, racism was the mark of personal failing of "racial bigotry." In 

1989, on King Day, President-elect George H. W. Bush attended a breakfast in honor of 

King. Bush vowed that, during his presidency, "bigotry and indifference to disadvantage will 

find no safe house on our shores."^'^ On King Day three years later, President Bush admitted 

that "[t]oo much prejudice, racism and anti-Semitism and blind hatred still exist in our land. 

... As president, I'm trying and all of us must try and must pledge to root out bigotry 

whenever we find it."^'^ 

Recent conservatives therefore identified King's legacy with the ideal of a "color

blind" society, which they claimed would allow equal opportunity for Americans of all races. 

In 1983, during the debate over the King holiday, Bob Dole told the Senate: "A nation defines 

itself in many ways; in the promises it makes and the programs it enacts, the dreams it 

enshrines or the doors it slams shut Thanks to Dr. King... America... wrote new laws 

to strike down old barriers [and] invited the black man and woman into the mainstream 

of society.'"^'"' In 1992, on King Day, President George H. W. Bush said that, because of 

King's efforts, "[w]e have a battery of laws dedicated to a colorblind America."^'^ Nine years 

later, on King Day 2001, Bush's son, President-elect George W. Bush, maintained that King 

had fought primarily for "equal opportunity, equal treatment and equal rights."^*® 

During the 1980-2000 period, this neoconservative linkage of a "color-blind" America 

with the legacies of the King-led civil rights movement allowed the right to invoke the 

movement's legacies in support of their own opposition to recent affirmative-action policies. 
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Conservatives therefore claimed that liberals were racists (against whites) for supporting 

"reverse discrimination." For example, President Ronald Reagan declared: "I consider quotas, 

whether they favor blacks or whites, men or women, to be a new form of discrimination as 

bad as the old ones."^'^ Neoconservatives attempted to appropriate King's anti-racist legacy 

from liberals. "In the sixties, if you supported Martin Luther King's call for a color-blind 

society you were a liberal," wrote conservative Joseph Shattan in 1996. "Today, white 

Americans who endorse color blindness are viewed as conservatives."^'^ Conservatives also 

attempted to link recent liberals with earlier racists. In 2001, for example, Roger Clegg made 

an analogy between recent liberals who asked for more time for affirmative action to succeed 

with the southern segregationists of the early 1960s who counseled patience in implementing 

integration. "It is now the Left that stubbornly clings to the use of preferences, asserting that 

we must not be impatient, that the government cannot be colorblind until all people are-i.e., 

never," argued Clegg. "And it is conservatives who can't wait, who insist that the longer the 

government discriminates, the worse it is for all of us, and that our laws, by reflecting our 

ideals, can help transform reality."^" 

Conservatives claimed that affirmative-action preferences for African Americans was 

a racist system (against whites) that was completely opposite of the "color-blind" ideal held 

by Martin Luther King, Jr., and the civil rights movement. Conservative editor Adam 

Meyerson argued that policies like affirmative action "that judge Americans by the color of 

their skin, not the content of their character" were "the opposite of Martin Luther King Jr.'s 

dream."^^" Other conservatives agreed that affirmative action symbolized the opposite of 
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King's dream. "King's own belief-that the promise of America lay in a nation blind to 

color-had been subverted by policies that have punished, divided and handicapped on the 

basis of race alone," wrote conservative Gayle M. B. Hansen. Neoconservatives also 

maintained that affirmative action, because it subverted the original intent of the civil rights 

movement, had been counterproductive. "Affirmative-action programs... have largely had 

the effect of alienating the larger community from civil-rights issues and commitments," said 

Michael J. Horowitz of the conservative Hudson Institute.^^' Conservative Roger Clegg 

contended that the strength of King's impact necesitated an opposition to racial preferences. 

"[T]he power of King's vision, the moral force of the civil-rights movement, the 

persuasiveness of King's words-all of this would have evaporated if preferential treatment 

had been part of the agenda."^^^ Most simply (though inaccurately) neoconservative Michael 

Lind baldly claimed that King himself had "publicly opposed racial preferences."^^^ In 1996, 

California's Republican party tried to use a film clip of King at the 1963 March on 

Washington in a television ad for Proposition 209, an anti-affirmative action initiative.^^'' 

Conservatives argued that affirmative action for minority groups represented a 

contradiction of the efforts of King and the civil rights movement, who had sought equal 

opportunity-not necessarily equal results-for African Americans. "Something strange has 

happened to American thinking about equality of opportunity," the conservative Economist 

wrote in 1996. "A generation ago everyone except bigots and eccentrics believed in 

promoting people on the basis of merit.... Even those who had been deliberately excluded 

from the American dream asked simply to be judged according to the ideal-by the 'content 
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of their characters' rather than the 'color of their skins,' in Martin Luther King's phrase."^^^ 

Right-wing Judge Robert Bork also argued that affirmative-action programs that gave 

preferential treatment based on race were a perversion of the color-blind ideal of equal 

opportunity proposed by the civil rights movement. "The civil rights organizations changed 

direction [after 1965]," charged Bork. "Dviring the long judicial and legislative battles for anti

discrimination laws, they insisted over and over again that they wanted no special status. Now 

they sought special status and preferential treatment." This shift was a betrayal of their earlier 

ideal, according to Bork. "At the beginning of the civil rights movement's successes in the 

1960s, what we know as affirmative action was unthinkable," claimed Bork. "The 1964 Civil 

Rights explicitly forbade all forms of discrimination on the basis of race or sex. Even so, it 

would not have been enacted without the assurances of its backers, most prominently Hubert 

Humphrey, that there was no possibility of discrimination against whites. Today, that 

discrimination is everywhere." As a result, insisted Bork, affirmative action had worsened race 

relations. "White anger is rising," he wrote, "precisely because of the liberal effort to produce 

equality of results."^^^ 

Conservative William Bradford Reynolds, who had been assistant attorney general for 

civil rights in the Reagan administration, agreed with Bork's assessment that racial 

preferences had perverted the original goal of the civil rights movement. In 1996, Reynolds 

argued that "the initial affirmative action message of racial unification-so eloquently delivered 

by Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., in his famous T Have a Dream' speech-was effectively 

drowned out by all too persistent drumbeat of racial polarization that accompanied affirmative 
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action preferences of the 1970s into the 1980s." Reynolds wrote that what had "started as a 

journey to reach the idea of color blindness" had been transformed into competition between 

ethnic and racial groups?^' 

Neoconservatives alleged that black insistence on multicultural programs like 

affirmative action represented a return to racial segregation characteristic of the pre-1965 Jim 

Crow South. In 1994, neoconservative Richard Bernstein argued that the "obsession with the 

themes of cultural domination and expression justifies one of the most important departures 

from the principal and essential goal of the civil rights movement: equality of opportunity." 

Instead, Bernstein wrote, multiculturalism "insists on equality of results." he recalled King's 

"dream of a day when my four little children will not be judged by the color of their skin but 

by the content of their character" crystallizes in "one sentence the essential ideal of 

liberalism." By contrast, Bernstein argued, multiculturalism reaches a directly opposite 

conclusion: "Judge me by the color of my skin fir therein lies my identity and my place in the 

world."^^^ 

Other conservatives contended that multiculturalism dismantled the individual 

opportunity that for which King had supposedly fought. "Group rights trap us within our own 

group," Republican leader Newt Gingrich wrote in 1998. "Each association is measured by 

genes rather than compatibility. Group rights would reconstitute America into a seething band 

of competing, legally defined groups maneuvering against one another for govemmentally 

imposed special privileges." Gingrich saw the recent black emphasis on the group as a 

perversion of the civil rights ideal. "Martin Luther King, Jr.'s greatest speech asserted that 
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there would be a world where his children would be measured by the content of their 

character rather than by the color of their skin. There has never been a simpler or more 

eloquent statement of the difference between the American dream and the horrors of caging 

people into groups for judgmental purposes," wrote Gingrich. "Dr. King was right. America 

begins with individuals."^^^ 

The result of blacks's focus on groups rather than individuals, maintained 

neoconservatives, was racial segregation, which King had fought so strenuously against. 

Conservatives therefore criticized black-only institutions and events. In the 1995 "Million-

Man March" on Washington, "[o]nly black men marched in Washington," wrote the 

conservative Economist. "By contrast, whites j oined in Martin Luther King' s march in 1963. 

Moreover, the words they heard then were a plea for integration: blacks should be judged by 

the content of their character, not the color of their skin." The Economist claimed that an 

emphasis on blacks as a group recalled the segregated Jim Crow South. "That bad old tag, 

'separate but equal,'" wrote the Economist, "now summons up images of all-black schools, 

with black teachers acting as inspiring role-models to their charges; black suburbs where 

black-owned banks groceries and dry-cleaners keep money 'inside the community'; and in 

[Jesse Jackson's] case, possibly a black political party that will apply its own litmus tests to 

politicians."^^® 

For neoconservatives, Afrocentrism represented a pernicious form of black 

separatism: intellectual racial segregation. In 1996, columnist George Will criticized 

Afrocentrism as "self-inflicted intellectual segregation" by black scholars. "Afrocentrism's 
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many myths constitute condescension toward African-Americans," wrote Will. He also tied 

the black cultural focus to a supposed legacy of the late 1960s: relativism. "Afrocentrism is 

another weed fertilized by the idea there is no such thing as truth, only competing narratives," 

he wrote. Will argued that Afrocentrism constituted a perversion of the integrationist ideal 

of the civil rights movement, and he quoted King as saying: "The Negro is an American. We 

know nothing of Africa. 

During the 1990s, black conservatives spearheaded the attack on affirmative action 

by arguing that it contradicted the ideals of Martin Luther King, Jr., and the civil rights 

movement. African-American conservatives' embrace of an avowed liberal like King seemed 

a little odd. But for many black conservatives. King's legacy served as a sharp contrast to that 

of more radical blacks. "To the Malcolm X-saturated hip-hop generation, 'by any means 

necessary' is a better rap than 'I have a dream,'" journalists Vem E. Smith and Jon Meacham 

observed in 1998. "For kids outside the system, King has no relevancy," claimed Andrew 

Green, an African-American college student. "But for the upwardly mobile, assimilated black 

youth. King is a hero because he opened the doors.More importantly, black conservatives, 

like their white counterparts, viewed King as the exemplar for individual opportunity for all 

Americans regardless of race and, therefore, as an opponent of affirmative action. 

In the 1990s, some black conservatives acknowledged that affirmative action had been 

proper and beneficial, but they argued that the time had come to end it. For example, black 

scholars Stephen Carter and John H. McWhorter each were grateful for the benefits given 

them by both the civil rights movement and affirmative action, but they argued that the latter 
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had outlived its usefulness?^^ Similarly, black businessman Herman Cain, CEO of Godfather's 

Pizza, acknowledged that affirmative action had helped him get his first job in 1967. "[One] 

reason I received so many job offers," wrote Cain, "was the fact that there was more pressure 

in the late 60s to hire more blacks, women, and minorities as a result of the Civil Rights Act 

of 1964."^^'' Sacramento businessman Ward Connerly denied ever receiving help from 

affirmative action, but he conceded: "Make no mistake, we would not be here today as a 

basically integrated society if we had not embarked on affirmative action in 1965."^^' 

However, most black conservatives, like their white counterparts, saw a clear distinction 

between the "good" civil rights movement and "bad" affirmative action. J. C. Watts spoke for 

many recent black conservatives when he declared, "I was helped by the civil rights 

movement, not affirmative action, by Martin Luther King raising the consciousness about the 

injustices in America. 

During the 1990s, Ward Connerly was the black conservative who did the most to 

retard the cause of affirmative action. Connerly stressed his devotion to the leaders and 

movements of the early 1960s. "He is forever quoting John F. Kennedy and Martin Luther 

King on the need to banish racial considerations from American life and law," wrote the 

conservative Economi^.^" As a member of the University of California Regents in 1995, 

Connerly convinced it to end affirmative action in higher education in the state. A year later, 

he was a main force behind Proposition 209, the California Civil Rights Initiative, which 

abolished all of California's public affirmative-action programs. Connerly connected his anti-

affirmative action agenda with that of the civil rights movement. The initiative's language was 
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drawn directly from the Civil Rights Act of 1964,^^^ and Connerly commented: "To those who 

say, 'Affirmative actionnow, affirmative action as it is now'-that's what George Wallace said 

about segregation."^^® After the passage of Proposition 209, he worked to spread his anti-

affirmative-action campaign. In 1997, on King Day, Connerly opened his National Campaign 

Against Affirmative Action, attempting to identify with King's legacy. Connerly contended 

that his group did "no disrespect to [King] by acknowledging what he wanted this nation to 

become, and we're going to fight to get the nation back on the journey that Dr. King laid 

out."2^° 

Black conservatives often focused on King's famous phrase that he believed people 

should be "judged on the content of their character rather than the color of their skin." They 

argued that this statement demonstrated King's opposition to any sort of racially based 

judgment. Indeed, black conservative Shelby Steele's best-selling anti-affirmative action tract 

was entitled The Content of Our Character.^"' Economist Glenn Loury, chairman of the 

conservative Center for New Black Leadership, often quoted King's "content of character" 

phrase. Loury remarked that King's dream of a "color-blind" America was "cited mainly by 

conservatives" during the recent era. He argued that the "deep irony here is that, while in the 

liberal mind a vigorous defense of the color-blind ideal is regarded as an attack on blacks, it 

is becoming increasingly clear that weaning ourselves from dependence on affirmative action 

is the onlv way to secure lasting civic equality for the descendants of slaves."^''^ 

White conservatives argued that Loury and other black conservatives, not the liberal 

black establishment, were the true heirs to King and the civil rights movement. "Mr. Loury 
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and his allies will attack the idea that white racism is a bigger obstacle to black advance than 

illegitimacy [and] other social ills for which blacks must take responsibility. And... this may 

place Mr. Loury closer to Martin Luther King than the mainstream leaders who claim the 

hero's mantle," the Economist wrote in 1996. "Mr. Loury suggests that, by uniting around 

America's founding aspirations, blacks and whites may find that political and moral 

integration are possible. Compared with demands for preferential access to firms and colleges, 

integration is surely closer to King's color-blind ideal.Conservative Roger Clegg argued 

that "King's philosophy is also quite conservative in this sense: He does not believe in the 

inevitability of progress In condemning the 'psychology of servitude' he sounds like John 

McWhorter or Shelby Steele."^"" 

Unfortunately for neoconservatives, the facts belied their contention that Martin 

Luther King, Jr., opposed affirmative action based on race. In his 1964 book, Why We Can't 

Wait. King wrote: "It is impossible to create a formula for the future which does not take into 

account that our society has been doing something special against the Negro for himdreds of 

years. How then can he be absorbed into the mainstream of American life if we do not do 

something special for him now, in order to balance the equation and equip him to compete 

on an equal basis? . . . The payment should be in the form of a massive program by the 

government of special compensatory measures which could be regarded as a settlement... 

. Such measures would certainly be less expensive than any computation based on two 

centuries of unpaid wages [during slavery] and accumulated interest. A year later, in 1965, 

when King was asked whether it was "fair to request a multibillion-dollar program for the 



201 

Negro," he replied: "I do indeed."^''^ 

Just as neoconservatives attempted to appropriate King's legacy to bolster their attack 

on affirmative action, they also tried to commandeer the strategy and tactics of the civil rights 

movement to promote their own conservative causes. For example, black conservatives 

showed little hesitation in crying racism, despite the recent right's endless denunciations of 

liberals who "played the race card." The most prominent example was Judge Clarence 

Thomas, who in 1991 claimed that he was being subjected to a "high-tech lynching" when his 

nomination for the Supreme Court was challenged by an Afi-ican-American law professor, 

Anita Hill, who alleged that he had sexually harassed her. Vice President Dan Quayle, a 

strong Thomas supporter, commented on the episode three years later. "What's most ironic, 

and sad, about the whole situation is that Clarence Thomas, in his fight to save his good 

name, played the 'victim card,'" wrote Quayle. "By using that phrase-'a high-tech 

lynching'-he was appealing to the kind of race-consciousness he'd spent most of his 

professional life trying to move people away from." Like most conservatives, however, 

Quayle refused to condemn Thomas's seizure of an allegedly devious liberal tactic. "As a 

politician I cannot blame him," confessed Quayle. "By stealing a trick from his opponents' 

book, he was able to regain some of the ground he lost during Professor Hill's impassioned 

testimony. 

Other conservatives also cried "racism" to support their causes. In 2001, for example, 

Jewish neoconservative and editor Mort Zuckerman used King's words to criticize 
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commentators, including many people of color, who considered Zionism a racist philosophy. 

"When people criticize Zionism, they mean Jews," King was quoted by Zuckerman. "Anti-

Zionist is inherently antisemitic and ever will it be so."^''^ 

The recent right also emulated the King-led civil rights movement in its tactic of 

organizing grassroots social protest. For example, the "parents' rights movement" of the 

1990s consciously modeled itself on the civil rights effort. "In the 1960s, the civil rights 

movement led to the political empowerment of black Americans," journalist James A. Barnes 

wrote in 1993. "Today, some conservatives contend that the 'parents' rights' movement may 

be the next great popular uprising to shake up the body politic."^"' 

The recent right's most notable emulation of King and the movement was the 

Christian Coalition, founded by right-wing televangelist Pat Robertson and headed by Ralph 

Reed. Reed, a right-wing evangelical Christian, appealed to King's memory as an example of 

the fusion of religion and politics. In 1996, he claimed: "I draw much of my own inspiration 

from the example of Martin Luther King, Jr.... [W]e can seek to make [King's] creed our 

own, and hope to wield a fraction of the influence that [civil rights activists] had on the hearts 

of their fellow citizens. Reed also praised King's "indispensable genius" in providing "the 

vision and leadership that renewed and made crystal clear the vital connection between 

religion and politics. Reed contended that "King used the church and the pulpit to give moral 

force to what was essentially a political movement. ... King's movement was a religious 

movement from the start. It influenced an entire generation of future leaders to view their 

religious beliefs as informing their political involvement. ' In addition to emulating King as 
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a Christian politician. Reed made sure that the Christian Coalition "adopted many elements 

of King's style and tactics." He also drew a parallel between the racial minority of the black 

movement and the "religious minority" of the Christian Coalition. Reed argued that "just as 

[King] spoke as a black man to a largely white society, we have tried as Christians to speak 

a language that could be heard by a secular society."^" 

A few black conservatives bought into Reed's vision of the Christian Coalition as a 

1990s counterpoint to the civil rights movement. In 1997, Reed quoted King in pledging to 

make racial reconciliation the "centerpiece" of the Christian Coalition's agenda through its 

new Samaritan Project. Several conservative blacks welcomed Reed's efforts. Lawrence F. 

Haygood, founder of a church-based community college in Tuskegee, Alabama, was the most 

effusive in his praise. Haywood insisted that, after King's death, "[w]e in the black community 

were looking for a leader to come form the black community. But that leader didn't appear. 

He appeared in a white form in the image of Ralph Reed."^" 

During the 1980s and 1990s, other grassroot conservative movements emulated 

King's philosophy of nonviolent civil disobedience. Like the civil rights protestors of the early 

1960s who marched or staged sit-ins, many conservatives in the 1980-2000 period put their 

freedom on the line by breaking laws that they considered immoral and unjust. For example, 

local conservatives often challenged separation of church and state by praying in school as an 

act of civil disobedience. "If I'm guilty of praying, I can live with that," said Dan Schlafer, a 

principal in Tellico Plains, Texas, who was fired from coaching football after he refused to 

stop praying at games. "If this is anarchy, then perhaps we need more of it."^^'' 
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The most prominent right-wing use of the tactic of civil disobedience was by anti-

abortion activists, especially Randall Terry' s Operation Rescue, founded in 1987. Just as civil 

rights protestors disrupted segregated establishments in the Jim Crow South, Operation 

Rescue disurbed abortion clinics. In 1988, journalist Christopher Scanlon wrote that 

"[mjilitant enemies of abortion are using tactics patterned after the civil rights movement of 

the 1960s." Scanlon noted that "Operation Rescue's illegal but usually non-violent 

demonstration's have rekindled the 15-year-old abortion debate.Randall Terry, a former 

used-car dealer, consciously modeled Operation Rescue on King's movement. "As I studied 

American history and in particular read about Martin Luther King," declared Terry, "I realized 

that we needed a massive peacefiil uprising" to stop abortion. Mass demonstrations by 

abortion protestors willing to face arrest and imprisonment, said Terry, will create "the social 

tension" that historically has produced social and political change.^^® "[B]y enlisting the black 

church leadership and then mobilizing thousands of churchgoers. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., 

and other civil-rights leaders were able to overcome decades, if not centuries of racial 

prejudice, and break the back of segregation and its unjust laws," wrote Terry. "The peaceful, 

nonviolent, nonretaliatory suffering of black civil-rights activists, helped win the hearts of 

millions, and was the catalyst for passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting 

Rights Act of 1965."^" In 1988, Terry and four other anti-abortion activists were arrested 

after a sit-in at a women's clinic in Los Angles. At his trial, Terry compared himself to King 

and Rosa Parks, as people "who stood up to the tyrarmy." Terry never admitted to breaking 

the law, but he continually referred to a much higher law than that of the state. "If you acquit 
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us, you're not voting to overthrow the government," said Terry. "You are not voting for 

anarchy. What you are calHng for is justice."^^® 

Liberals criticized Terry's analogy between his movement and King's. "They keep 

hoping, even though it never seems to happen, that the parallel with the civil rights movement 

will actually turn out to be true: that demonstrations will begat more demonstrations and 

eventually... people who perform abortions will be viewed the way southern sheriffs were 

viewed" in the early 1960s, said Andrew Merton, author of Enemies of Change (198n. a 

book critical of the right-to-life movement.^^' 

Conservatives, however, saw a close paralleled between Terry's Operation Rescue and 

King's civil rights movement. "Among many of those with whom I marched, and sat-in, and 

was arrested in the civil-rights years, there is an understandable desire to preserve the utter 

singularity of those events, wrote neoconservative theologian Richard JohnNeuhaus. "Little 

wonder that they are made uneasy by arguments such as Randall Terry's, which draw the 

obvious analogies between those events and today's Operation Rescue." Neuhaus dismissed 

liberals's contention of the vast difference between civil rights activists and anti-abortion 

protestors. "[TJhere is no doubt in my mind that, as nonviolent challenges to unjust laws, it 

is a way that can find ample warrant in Christian ethics and venerable precedent in the 

American social experiment," he wrote. "Including the venerable precedent of the civil-rights 

movement as guided by the philosophy of Dr. King." 

In 1994, the Supreme Court allowed the use of racketeering laws against anti-abortion 

activists. "Under this decision, Martin Luther King Jr. would have been a racketeer," said 
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Randall Terry, a defendant in the original lawsuit. "It's a vulgar betrayal of over 200 years of 

tolerance toward protest and civil disobedience."^^' In 1999, the Supreme Court ruled that 

Terry and other pro-life activists had to pay $600,000 in fines and attorneys' fees for violating 

the Freedom of Access to Clinic Entrances Act of 1994. 

Conservatives found the ruling misguided, and they again made the analogy with King 

and the movement. "If such a law had been in place during the civil rights movement, owners 

of segregated lunch counters could have sued for damages to their businesses by black 

customers who were refused service and would not leave," wrote right-wing columnist Cal 

Thomas. Thomas seemed to have forgotten that conservatives in the early 1960s had 

denounced King's breaking of Jim Crow laws. "Nonviolent civil disobedience is part of 

America's heritage," he asserted. "It is a way to heighten awareness on issues with a moral 

component. When citizens observe people willing to give up their freedom, sometimes their 

lives, for a cause they regard as just, it can lead to changed attitudes and then changed laws. 

Martin Luther King Jr. was a proponent of civil disobedience. He frequently wrote and spoke 

of the proper response to unjust laws." Thomas then quoted King as saying: "A just law is a 

man-made code that squares with the moral law of the law of God. . . . All segregationist 

statutes are unjust because segregation distorts the soul and damages the personality." 

Demonstrating the conservative propensity to selectively apply King's teachings, Thomas 

claimed that the "same could be said of those who are segregated from the human family (the 

unbom) or by the content of their ideology (pro-life disobeyers)."^®^ 



207 

Notes to Chapter 3 

1 .The literature on African-American history during the first half of the twentieth century is 
immense. On racial segregation laws, see C. Vann Woodward, The Strange Career of Jim 
Crow 3d ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1974). On aspects of the 1920s, see 
Raymond Wolters, The New Negro on Campus: Black College Rebellions of the 1920s 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1975). On civil rights in the 1930s, see Harvard 
Sitkoff, A New Deal for Blacks: The Emergence of Civil Rights as a National Issue (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1978). On the World War II era, see Richard M. Dalfmme, 
Desegregation of the U.S. Armed Forces: Fighting on Two Fronts (Columbia: University of 
Missouri Press, 1969). On local, pre-1954 movements, see Aldon D. Morris, The Origins of 
the Civil Rights Movement: Black Communities Organizing for Change (New York; Free 
Press, 1984). On the NAACP, see Charles Flint Kellogg, NAACP: A Historv (Baltimore, 
1967); and Mark V. Tushnet, The NAACP's Legal Strategv against Segregated Education. 
1925-1950 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1987). On the relationship 
between civil rights and U.S. foreign policy during the Cold War, see Mary L. Dudziak, Cold 
War Civil Rights: Race and the Image of American Democracv (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 2000). 

2.For the argument that the nonviolent direct action tactics first became a characteristic 
feature of the civil rights movement in the mid-1950s, see August Meier and Elliot Rudwick, 
"The Origins of Nonviolent Direct Action in Afro-American Protest: A Note on Historical 
Discontinuties," in David J. Garrow, ed., We Shall Overcome: The Civil Rights Movement 
in the United States in the 1950s and 1960s (Brooklyn, N.Y.: Carlson Publishing, 1989). 
Other scholars, however, perceived continuities between the pre- and post-1954 movement. 
See William H. Chafe, Civilities and Civil Rights: Greensboro. North Carolina, and the Black 
Struggle for Freedom (New York: Oxford University Press, 1981); and Robert J. Norrell, 
Reaping the Whirlwind: The Civil Rights Movement in Tuskegee (New York, 1985). In 
addition, the civil rights movement modeled its direct-action protests on tactics, such as the 
sit-in technique, earher employed by the labor movement; see Michael Honey, Southern Labor 
and Black Civil Rights: Organizing Memphis Workers (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
1993). 

3.On SCLC, see Adam Fairclough, To Redeem the Soul of America: The Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference and Martin Luther King. Jr. (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 
1987); and David J. Garrow, Bearing the Cross: Martin Luther King and the Southern 
Leadership Conference. 1955-1968 (New York: Morrow, 1986). On SNCC, see Claybome 
Carson, In Struggle: SNCC and the Black Awakening of the 1960s (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1981). On CORE, see August Meier and Elliot Rudwick, CORE: 
A Studv of the Civil Rights Movement. 1942-1968 (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1973). 



208 

4.Terry Anderson, The Movement and the Sixties: Protest in America from Greensboro to 
Wounded Knee (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995). 

5.Christopher Scanlon, "Enemies of Abortion Take to the Streets," St. Petersburg Times. 
November 13, 1988, ID. 

6.David J. Garrow, ed.. The Walking City: The Montgomery Bus Boycott. 1955-56 
(Brooklyn, N.Y.: Carlson Publishing, 1986). For a first-hand account, see Martin Luther 
King, Jr., Stride Toward Freedom: The Montgomery Story (New York: Harper and Brothers, 
1958). 

7.Martin Luther King. Jr. and the Civil Rights Movement was the title of the definitive, 
eighteen-volume compilation on the civil rights movement edited by Garrow (Brooklyn, N. Y.: 
Carlson Publishing, 1989). Similarly, Carson's comprehensive bibliography of the civil rights 
movement was entitled A Guide to Research on Martin Luther King. Jr.. and the Modem 
Black Freedom Struggle (Stanford. Ca.: Stanford University Press, 1989). Branch went even 
further, insisting that the entire 1954-1968 period in America should be considered "the King 
years," as the subtitle of his three-volume work labeled it. 

8.These leaders included Ralph D. Abemathy, Julian Bond, Ralph Bunche, Medgar Evers, 
James Forman, Fannie Lou Hamer, John Lewis, Robert Moses, Diane Nash, Rosa Parks, A. 
Philip Randolph, Bayard Rustin, Fred L. Shuttlesworth, and Roy Wilkins. 

9.Leading activists included H. Rap Brown, Stokely Carmichael, Eldridge Cleaver, Angela 
Davis, Floyd McKissick, Malcolm X, Elijah Muhammed, Huey Newton, Bobby Seale, and 
Cleveland Sellers 

10.This identification of King as embodying the civil rights movement was the product of 
many factors, including Americans' focus on individuals and the media's fascination with 
celebrity. 

1 l.Many important works on the civil rights movement take the story past 1965. See, for 
example. Harvard Sitkoff, The Struggle for Black Equality. 1954-1992 rev ed. (New York: 
Hill and Wang, 1993); and Manning Marable, Race. Reform and Rebellion: The Second 
Reconstruction in America. 1945-1982 (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1984); 

12.Dayid J. Garrow, Protest at Selma: Martin Luther King. Jr.. and the Voting Rights Act of 
1965 (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1978). 

13.Adam Fairclough, Martin Luther King. Jr. (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1995), 
103-4. 



209 

H.Alan B. Anderson and George W. Pickering, Confronting the Color Line: The Broken 
Promise of the Civil Rights Movement in Chicago (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 
1986). 

1 S.King quoted in "Mixed Results: How Fear of Integration Turned White Enclave into a 
Melting Pot," Wall Street Journal. August 7, 2000. 

16.JohnC. McMillian, "King's Radical Legacy." In These Times (Februarv 21.1999): 9. King 
quoted in ibid. 

17.The key work emphasizing King's radicalism is Michael Eric Dyson, I MavNot Get There 
With You: The True Martin Luther King. Jr. (New York: Free Press, 2000). 

18. Charles Leerhsen, "This Year' s Role Model," Newsweek (June 1990 [Special Summer/Fall 
Edition]): 44. 

19."Not Proven," Economist (April 7,2001). 

20.Michael J. Sandel, Bad Bidding," New Republic (April 13, 1998): 10. 

2 I.Branch quoted in "Alvin P. Sanoff, "The Greening of a Martyr," U.S. News and World 
Report 106 (January 23, 1989): 22. 

22.Harris Wofford, Of Kennedy and Kings: Making Sense of the Sixties (New York, 1980). 

23 .Jack Paterson, "How a Man with a Dream Woke Up America," Business Week (December 
26, 1988): 22. 

24.1n fact, many whites did not even remember King's "I Have a Dream" speech. For 
example, a 1993 Gallup Poll found that 57 percent of whites knew or remembered little or 
nothing about King's speech at the 1963 March on Washington, and only 11 percent of 
whites claimed to know or remember a "great deal" about the event. Even among respondents 
over fifty years of age, more than two-fifths remembered little or nothing about the March on 
Washington. By contrast, only 28 percent of African Americans knew or remembered nothing 
or little about the event. Gallup poll for CNN/USA Today conducted August 23-25, 1993; 
cited in Sheldon Appleton, "Changing Public Assessment," Public Perspective 6 
(February/March 1995): 11. 

25.Dyson, I May Not Get There With. 5. 

26.Richard Bernstein, Dictatorship of Virtue: Multiculturalism and the Battle for America's 
Future (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1994), 58. King quoted in ibid. 



210 

27."One Dream Speech Beats Churchill's Finest Hour," London Express (December 29, 
1999). The survey of 137 experts on public speaking was conducted by researchers at the 
University of Wisconsin and Texas A&M. 

28.Dyson, I May Not Get There With You. 15. 

29.It finished behind "I Have a Dream" as the second best political oration of the century; see 
"One Dream Speech Beats Churchill's Finest Hour." 

SO.Herbert S. Parmet, "The Kennedy Myth and American Politics," Historv Teacher 24 
(1993); 31. 

31 .Martin Luther King III gained more public visibility after 1998, when he became the leader 
of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, the civil rights organization founded and 
led by his father from 1957 until his death in 1968. 

32. Jonathan Alter et al., "Out of Sight, Out of Mind," Newsweek (January 23,1989): 52. 

33 .Sundiata K. Cha-Jua, "Mississippi Burning: The Burning of Black Self-Activity," Radical 
Historv Review 45 (1989): 125-36. 

34. Juan Williams, "How Would America Be Different if King Had Lived?" Washington Post 
Magazine (April 3, 1988): W17. 

35.According to Marilyn Monroe's biographer, Donald Spoto, JFK and Monroe met four 
times between October 1961 and August 1962, and Monroe told her closet confidant that she 
and JFK had one sexual encounter. Spoto also found no evidence of Monroe ever having a 
sexual affair with JFK's brother, Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy. See Evan Thomas, 
Mark Hosenball, and Michael Isikoff, "The JFK-Marilyn Hoax," Newsweek (October 6, 
1997): 36. 

36.King's legacy was most closely associated with black politicians. Only two African 
Americans had ever been elected to offices higher than LF.S. representative: Governor L. 
Douglas Wilder of Virginia, who was not closely associated with King; and Senator Carole 
Mosley Braun of Illinois, whose gender kept her from being closely identified with King's 
image. In addition, both Wilder and Mosley-Braun were defeated in their reelection attempts. 
King's legacy was associated with several black U.S. representatives, who formed the 
Congressional Black Caucus and whose numbers reached nearly forty during the 1990s, and 
with big-city mayors; see David R. Colbum and Jeffrey S. Adler, eds., African-American 
Mayors: Race. Politics, and the American Citv (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2001). 



211 

37.Parting the Waters: America in the King Years. 1954-63 (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1988); Pillar ofFire: America in the King Years. 1963-65 (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1998). Branch's third and final volume, on the years 1965 through 1968, is forthcoming. 

38.No other American figure received more than 21 percent negative assessments, or 8 
percent of the lowest rating of -5. Sheldon Appleton, "Changing Public Assessment: Martin 
Luther King in Life . . . And Memory," Public Perspective 6 (February/March 1995): 11. 

39.Appleton, "Changing Public Assessment, 11. 

40.For a short period in 1975-76, the negative ratings of disgraced former president Richard 
Nixon approached those received by King in 1966. In early 1976, for example, nearly three-
quarters of respondents rated Nixon negatively, with 50% giving him the lowest score 
possible. See Gallup poll of February 27-March 1,1976, cited in ibid. The only public figures 
more disliked by white Americans than King were foreign Communist leaders Nikita 
Khrushchev and Fidel Castro; see ibid. 

41. Alvin P. Sanoff, "The Greening of a Martyr," U.S. News and World Report 106 (January 
23,1989): 22. 

42.1bid. 

43 .In the same poll, African Americans gave King a phenomenal 97-1 favorable-unfavorable 
rating. See Appleton, "Changing Public Assessment," 11. 

44.By contrast, 72 percent of African Americans knew or remembered a "great deal" or a 
"fair amount" about the event. Gallup poll for CNN/USA Today conducted August 23-25, 
1993. See Gallup Poll. 1993. 178. 

45. Jonathan Alter et al., "Out of Sight, Out of Mind," Newsweek (January 23, 1989): 52. 
Felts quoted in ibid. 

46.Harding quoted in John C. McMillian, "King's Radical Legacy," 9. 

47.By contrast, 55 percent of "non-whites" thought that demonstrations helped the cause, 
while 22 percent thought they hurt the cause. See Gallup Poll. 1964. 1884. Poll was 
conducted May 22-27, 1964. 

48.Another 7 percent replied "don't know." CBS News poll for the New York Times 
conducted March 28-31,1993; cited in Appleton, "Changing Public Assessment," 11. 

49."Celebrities Share What the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Means to Them," Jet 
(January 25, 1999): 8. 



212 

SO.Lincoln was named by 12 percent of respondents, Kennedy by 9 percent, and King by 5 
percent. Among those trailing King were Franklin D. Roosevelt, Albert Einstein, Mahatma 
Gandhi, Thomas Jefferson, Mother Teresa, and George Washington. Survey by Yankelovich 
Clancy Shulman for Time/CNN conducted July 22-23,1992; cited in Appleton, "Changing 
Public Assessment," 11. 

51 .Roper poll for Wall Street Journal conducted October 1986. Kennedy was mentioned by 
8 percent of the sample, Lincoln by 6 percent, and King by 5 percent. Cited in Appleton, 
"Changing Public Assessment," 11. 

52.King's 38 percent was far higher than the second place finishers, Ronald Reagan and 
Robert Kennedy, who each garnered 25 percent. Poll by Peter D. Hart Associates for Rolling 
Stone conducted September 11 -20,1987; cited in Appleton, "Changing Public Assessment," 
11. 

53.Vem E. Smith and Jon Meacham with Veronica Chambers, "The War over King's 
Legacy," Newsweek (April 6,1998): 42. 

54.The other three individuals unanimously chosen were Mary McLeod Bethune, Frederick 
Douglas, and W.E.B. Du Bois. Since the impact of each of these three was greatest long 
before King came on the scene, he ranked supreme in his era. Lerone Bennet, Jr., "The 50 
Most Influential Figures in Black History," Ebonv (February 1993): 122. 

55.Appleton, "Changing Public Assessment," 11. 

56.Scripps HowardNews Service survey cited in The Editors, "A Longing for Heroes," U.S. 
News and World Report 128 (May 29, 2000): 12. 

57.Marist Institute for Public Opinion poll cited in "Martin Luther King, Jr.'s Legacy Lives 
On," Jet (April 27, 1998): 38. 

58."Celebrities Share What the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Means to Them," Jet 
(January 25, 1999): 8. 

59.Jerelyn Eddings, "T Have a Dream'-30 Years Ago and Now," U.S. News and World 
Report 115 (August 30, 1993): 10. 

60."Remembering Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.," Ebonv (January 1994): 36. 

61 ."30 Years after Memphis: If King Were Alive Today, What Would He Say?" Ebonv (April 
1998): 134. 



213 

62.They included the NAACP's Julius Chambers, former SCLC President Rev. Ralph D. 
Abernathy, SCLC President Joseph Lowry, Congressman John Lewis of Georgia, King's 
widow Coretta Scott King, King's associate Hosea Williams, and Atlanta Mayor Andrew 
Y oung. Juan Williams, "How Would America Be Different if King Had Lived?" Washinpton 
Post Magazine CApril 3,1988): W17. For a more realistic appraisal ofwhat King would have 
done if he had lived, see Vem E. Smith and Jon Meacham, "The War over King's Legacy," 
Newsweek (April 6, 1998): 42. 

63 .Thirteen percent of whites said that King's influence in them was great, while 40 percent 
said he had somewhat influenced them. Marist Institute for Public Opinion poll cited in 
"Martin Luther King, Jr.'s Legacy Lives On," 38. 

64.Clinton and Carter quoted in "President Clinton, Former President Carter Tell: 'What 
Martin Luther King Means to Me," M (January 17, 1994): 4. 

65."Remembering Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.," 36. 

66."Tommy Helps King Memorial Become Reality," Business and Industry 30 (September 
15,2000): 17. 

67.On the King holiday, see "President Bill Clinton Proclaims Federal Holiday for Nation To 
Remember King," Jet (January 30,1995): 4. Even conservatives agreed that King deserved 
a stamp in his honor, unlike black radical Paul Robeson (who was also considered for a 
stamp); see Stephen Schwartz, "He Ain't Worth a Lick: The Talented Paul Robeson Doesn't 
Rate Postal Honors," American Spectator (July 1998). On the musical "King," see Laura 
Shapiro with Jermifer Foote, "A Bumpy Freedom Ride on the Boards," Newsweek (May 7, 
1990): 62. 

68."Martin Luther King III Looks Ahead as New President of SCLC." Jet (January 19, 
1998): 4. 

69.Lacy Baldwin Smith, Fools. Martyrs. Traitors: The Story of Martvrdom in the Western 
World (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1997). 

70.This designation was different from that of martyrs officially recognized as saints by the 
Catholic Church. "Martin Luther King, Jr. To Be Considered for Catholic Martyrdom," Jet 
(January 2000): 4. 

71.Even conservatives mentioned King as first among "the great orators of history"; see 
"Martin Luther King Has a Dream," Weekly Standard 1 (March 4, 1996): 2. On the speech 
as the "best political oration," see "One Dream Speech Beats Churchill's Finest Hour," 
London Express (December 29,1999). 



214 

72.Jerelyn Eddings, '"I Have a Dream'-30 Years Ago and Now," U.S. News and World 
Report 115 (August 30, 1993): 10. 

73.David Oppenheimer, "Martin's March," ABA Journal (June 1994). 

74."Demonstrators in Selma Mark 30"' Anniversary of March across Edmund Pettus Bridge," 
Jet (March 27, 1995): 22. 

75.Jackson quoted in Jonah Goldberg, "The Worst Democrat: Jesse Jackson Again-and 
Again," National Review 52 (December 4, 2000). 

76.Michael J. Sandel, "Bad Bidding," New Republic (April 13,1998); 10. 

77."Marketing of Martin Luther King, Jr.[,] Merchandise Is Approved by Family," Jet 
(February 26, 1996): 12. 

78.Eileen Fitzpatrick, "Fox Plans Animated King Video for Kids," Billboard (October 31, 
1998). 

79."King Estate vs. CBS," American Lawver (January/February 1997): 102. In 2000, CBS 
settled with the King family; see "King Estate Settles Lawsuit against CBS over Rights to 'I 
Have a Dream' Speech," Jet (July 31, 2000): 34. 

80. John J. Miller, "MLK, Inc." National Review 51 (December 6, 1999). 

81.Garrow quoted in Malcolm Jones, Jr., et al., "A Multimedia 'Dream,'" Newsweek 
(January 20, 1997): 66. 

82.Emma Hall, "How BBH helped Ian Wright Appear with Martin Luther King," Campaign 
(January 9, 1998). 

83.Marianne Szegedy-Maszak, "The Marketing of Martin," U.S. News and World Report 
130 (April 9,2001): 20. 

84.Patricia A. Turner, I Heard It through the Grapevine (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1993). 

85.William F. Pepper, Orders To Kill: The Truth behind the Murder of Martin Luther King 
(New York: Carroll and Graff, 1995). 

86.Richard Turner with Anne Underwood, "History as Media Event," Newsweek (April 7, 
1997): 57. 



215 

87.King quoted in Vern E. Smith et al., "The War over King's Legacy," Newsweek (April 
6, 1998): 42. 

88.Ruben Castaneda, "A Conspiracy of Silence?" American Journalism Review (March 
2000): 60. 

89.Betty Liu, "New King Verdict Revives Old Memories," Financial Times (December 10, 
1999). King family quoted in ibid. 

90.See Castaneda, "A Conspiracy of Silence?" 

91.Toni Locy, "Yet Another King Verdict," U.S. News and World Report 128 (June 19, 
2000): 30. Pepper quoted in ibid. 

92.Mark Obbie, "White Man's Burden," American Lawyer (January 2001). See also 
Maryanne Vollers, Ghosts of Mississippi: The Murder of Medear Evers. the Trials of Bvron 
de la Beckwith. and the Haimting of the New South (Boston: Little, Brown, 1995)-which 
film-maker Rob Reiner made into a movie, Ghosts of Mississippi (Castle Rock Entertainment, 
1997)-and Bobby DeLaughter, Never Too Late: A Prosecutor's Story of Justice in the 
Medear Evers Case (New York: Scribner, 2001). 

93.Vern E. Smith, "The Ghosts of Mississippi," Newsweek (June 12, 2000): 39. 

94."The South Is Still Fighting Old Battles," Economist (June 10,2000). 

95.Lacey quoted in Smith, "Ghosts of Mississippi," 39. 

96.0n Wilder and King, see Donald Baer, "The Day of'Man as Man,'" U.S. News and World 
Report 108 (January 22, 1990): 10. 

97.Kevin Chappell, "A New King," Ebony (January 1998): 124. 

98."President Bush Praises King, Hears Pointed Comments from Minister's Daughter 
Bernice," M (February 3,1992): 4. 

99."Attorney General Reno Revives Civil Rights Goals in Birmingham Seech," Jet (February 
3,1997): 6. 

100."Demonstrators in Selma Mark 30"* Anniversary of March across Edmund Pettus 
Bridge," Jet (March 27, 1995): 22. 

101 ."Jesse Jackson Leads Protest of California's Affirmative Action Ban on 34"" Anniversary 
of King's 'Dream' Speech," Jet (September 15, 1997): 4. 



216 

102.Salim Muwakkil, "They Have a Dream," In These Times (October 2, 2000): 2. 

105.Muwakkil, "They Have a Dream," 2. 

104.Mary Johnson, "Disabling a Civil Right," Nation (February 11, 2002): 20-23. 

105 .Jonathan Alter, "Is Homophobia Equivalent to Racism?" Newsweek (March 12,1990): 
27. 

106.Joseph Shapiro and Kenneth T. Walsh, "Gays March, Clinton Balks," U.S. News and 
World Report 114 (April 26,1993): 33. 

107.Kramer quoted in Farai Chideya, "How the Right Stirs Black Homophobia," Newsweek 
(October 18,1993): 73. 

108.Mark Hosenball, "The Real Jack Kevorkian," Newsweek (December 6, 1993): 28. 

109.The previous time that the racial issue had been politically salient was the Civil War-
Reconstruction Era. 

11 O.Edward G. Carmines and James A. Stimson, Issue Evolution: Race and the 
T ransformation of American Politics CPrinceton. N.J.: Princeton Universitv Pres. 1989), 184-
85. 

111. Eighteen percent said "neither," and 29 percent had "no opinion." Poll was conducted 
March 30-April 4, 1960. See Gallup Poll. 1960. 1664. 

112.Carmines and Stimson, Issue Evolution. 40-55. 

113.Ibid., ch. 3-6. 

114.1bid., 137. 

115.1bid., 166-83. 

116. Thomas Bj^ne Edsall with Mary D. Edsall, Chain Reaction: The Impact of Race. Rights, 
and Taxes on American Politics (New York: W. W. Norton, 1991), 3-4. 

117.In the 1950s and 1960s, Kilpatrick was the editor of the Richmond News-Leader. See, 
for example, James J. Kilpatrick, The Sovereign States: Notes of a Citizen of Virginia 
(Chicago, 1957), and The Southern Case for School Segregation (New York: Crowell-Collier 
Press, 1962). See also Tom Brady, Black Mondav (1955); and William D. Workman, The 
Case for the South (New York, 1960). 



217 

11 S.Dan T. Carter, From George Wallace to Newt Gingrich: Race in the Conservative 
Counterrevolution, 1963-1994 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1996), 1-2. 

119.Louis Harris and William Brink, Black and White: A Studv of Racial Attitudes Today 
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 1964), 100-17. 

120."Why the South Must Prevail," National Review 4 (August 24, 1957): 149. 

121 .Barry Goldwater. The Conscience of a Conservative fNew Y ork: Hillman Books, 1960), 
38. 

122.Emest van den Haag, "Intelligence or Prejudice?" National Review 16 (December 1, 
1964): 1061. 

123.Will Herberg, "A Rehgious 'Right' to Violate the Law?" National Review 12 (July 14, 
1964): 579-80. 

124.William Sullivan, assistant director of the FBI, quoted in Michael Friedly and David 
Galen, Martin Luther King. Jr.: The FBI File (New York: Caroll and Graf, 1993), 38. 

125.The foremost John Birch Society work on the civil rights movement was Alan Stang, It's 
Very Simple: The True Story of Civil Rights (Boston: Western Islands, 1965). For an analysis 
of the John Birch Society and King, see Philip C. Wander, "The John Birch Society and 
Martin Luther King: Symbols in the Radical Right," Western Speech 3 5 (Winter 1971): 4-14. 

126.David J. Garrow, The FBI and Martin Luther King. Jr.: From "Solo" to Memphis (New 
York: W. W. Norton, 1981). 

127.Barnett quoted in David J. Garrow, "The Helms Attack on King," Southern Exposure 
12 (March/April 1984): 12-15. 

128. Wallace quoted in Carter, From George Wallace to Newt Gingrich. 3. 

129.The question was: "To what extent have the Communists been involved in the 
demonstrations over civil rights?" Forty-eight percent of respondents said "a lot," 27 percent 
said "some," 10 percent said "minor" involvement," 5 percent said the Communists were "not 
at all" involved, and 10 percent expressed no opinion. See Gallup Poll. 1965.1971. 

130.William F. Buckley's column. National Review (August 19, 1967). 

131 .Helms quoted in Garrow, "The Helms Attack on King," 14; Thurmond quoted in ibid., 
12.. 



218 

132.Ronnie Dugger, On Reagan: The Man and His Presidency (New York: McGraw-Hill, 
1983), 198. 

133.In 1983, during the signing of the bill that created the Martin Luther King, Jr., King 
holiday, reporters asked President Reagan about allegations of King's communist leanings. 
Reagan replied: "We'll know in about 35 years, won't we?"-an apparent reference to FBI 
files on King that were sealed until 2027. See Garrow, "The Helms Attack on King," 15. In 
reality, however, the sealed FBI files concern King's personal life, not his politics. The files 
dealing with King's politics are available for public inspection in the FBI reading room. See 
Taylor Branch, "Uneasy Holiday," New Republic (February 3, 1986): 24. 

134.Bush quoted in Carter, From George Wallace to Newt Gingrich, xi, xiii. See also 
Jefferson Morley, "Bush and the Blacks: An Unknown Story," New York Review of Books 
(January 16, 1992): 21. Unlike Reagan, Bush did change his views, later embracing the 
memory of King and the civil rights movement. Bush never became a racial liberal, however, 
opposing most attempts to expand protection of minorities rights and strongly denouncing 
affirmative action. In addition, Bush willingly played the race card during his 1988 presidential 
campaign by attempting to associate Willie Horton, an African-American murderer and rapist, 
with Michael Dukakis, Bush's opponent in the 1988 race. 

135.Many other conservatives, including George H. W. Bush, recanted, however. 

136.Patrick J. Buchanan, Right from the Beginning (Boston: Little, Brown, 1988), 131. 

137.1bid., 305. 

13 S.Harvey C. Mansfield, "The Legacy of the Late Sixties," in Stephen Macedo, Reassessing 
the Sixties: Debating the Political and Cultural Legacv HSfew York: W.W. Norton, 1997), 41. 

139.Barry M. Goldwater with Jack Casserly, Goldwater (New York: Doubleday, 1988), 172. 

140. Christopher Hitchens, "Buckley's Cease-Fire Line," Nation 269 (December 27,1999): 
9. 

141 .Peter Brimelow and Leslie Spencer, "When Quotas Replace Merit, Everybody Suffers," 
Forbes (February 15, 1993): 102. Murray quoted in ibid. 

142.Robert H. Bork, Slouching towards Gomorrah: Modem Liberalism and American 
Decline (New York: HarperCollins, 1996), 227. 

143.1bid., 230. 

144.Bond quoted in John Nichols, "Fighting Pickering," Nation (March 18,2002): 5. 



219 

145.Goldwater, Goldwater. 172, 194. 

146.Ronald Reagan, An American Life (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1990). The index 
of this long autobiography has no listing for King, the civil rights movement, the Civil Rights 
Act of 1964, or the Voting Rights Act of 1965. Reagan quote from ibid., 150. 

147."Treasury Department Investigating Possible Racist Activities of Agents at Annual 
Event," M (July 31,1995): 26. 

148."Blacks and Whites: A Cold Reminder," Economist (January 24,1998): 27. Unidentified 
Klansmen quoted in ibid. 

149.Duncan Graham-Rowe, "Supremacists Hijack Martin Luther King," New Scientist 
(February 6, 2000): 11. 

150. Sam Fulwood, III, and Judy Lin, "Two in GOP Join in Fight against Racist Groups," Los 
Angeles Times. March 19, 1999, A22. 

151 .Laurence I. Barrett, Gambling with History: Ronald Reagan in the White House (Garden 
City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1983), 426. 

152.David W. Rohde, Parties and Leaders in the Postreform House (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1991), 59-60; Reagan quoted in ibid., 60. 

153 .Rittenhouse quoted in William H. Wiggins, O Freedom! African-American Emancipation 
Celebrations (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1987), 141-42. 

154."Politics," Business Week (February 29,1988): 39. 

155.Helms quoted in Garrow, "The Helms Attack on King," 13. 

156.Matthew Grimm, "Arizona Votes Itself Off the Map," Adweek (November 12,1990): 
59. Arizona later established the King Day as a state holiday. 

157."Official Calls MLK Holiday 'Buckwheat's Birthday,'" M (February 10,1992): 16. 

158."Martin L. King Jr. Commission Funded Despite Objections by Sen. Jesse Helms," Jet 
(June 13, 1994): 36. Moseley-Braun quoted in ibid. 

159.Panak later apologized for his remarks. "Ohio Township Official Apologizes for Calling 
King Day a 'Colored Holiday,"' Jet (February 6, 1995): 38. Panak quoted in ibid. 



220 

160. "Blacks in Pensacola, FL, Vow Boycott of Businesses after Council Refiises To Rename 
Street after Martin Luther King, Jr.," M (March 2,1998): 8. 

161 ."Predominantly White High School in California Named for Dr. King Despite Parents' 
Protests," Jet (January 26,1998): 24. 

162.Poole quoted in David Futrelle, "Royal Pain," In These Times (May 1,2000): 6. 

163.Michael Vestey, "Good Game," Spectator (March 17,2001): 50. 

164.Evidence of King's plagiarism first came to light in 1987; see Bill Turque, "Not in His 
Own Words," Newsweek (November 19, 1990): 61. See also David J. Garrow, "King's 
Plagiarism: Imitation, Insecurity, and Transformation." .Toumal of American Historv 78 (June 
1991): 92-97. 

165.Buchanan, Right from the Beginning. 283. 

166.Fred Bruning, "Sexual Charges and Martin Luther King," Maclean's (November 6, 
1989): 13. See Ralph David Abemathy, And the Walls Came Tumbling Down (New York: 
Harper and Row, 1989). 

167.Michael Barone, "This Time, They're Heroes," U.S. News and World Report 110 
(March 18,1991): 14. 

168.Glenn Loury, "Black Political Culture after the Sixties," in Peter Colier and David 
Horowitz, eds.. Second Thoughts: Former Radicals Look Back at the Sixties (Lanham, Md.: 
Madison Books, 1989), 143. 

169.Tamar Jacoby, "Voters and Victims: How Blacks Lost-No Matter What," National 
Review 52 (December 4, 2000). 

170.Paul Johnson, A Historv of the American People (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 
1997), 743-44; reference to Parks is in ibid., 743. 

171."The Next King," Economist (November 8,1997): 36. 

172.1bid. 

173. Jeremv Derfner. "Southern Cross." American Prospect (Februarv 14,2000): 16. Altman 
quoted in ibid. 

174.McCain initially called the Confederate flag a "symbol of racism and slavery," but he later 
retracted this statement, instead labeling the flag a "symbol of heritage." See Benjamin Soskis, 



221 

"Race Man: No Wonder McCain Supports the Confederate Flag," New Republic 222 
(January 31, 2000): 12. 

175."Georgia's Flag Debate: It's Georgia's Turn To Have Trouble with its Confederate 
Past," Economist (January 20, 2001). 

176.Dyson, I May Not Get There with You. 12-13. Dyson used the term "radical right," 
which is nearly synonymous to my use of the term "Old Right." 

177.Bob Dole and Elizabeth Dole with Richard Norton Smith and Kerry Tymchuk, Unlimited 
Partners: Our American Story (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1996). 

178 .Bob Dole and Elizabeth Dole with Richard Norton Smith and Kerry Tymchuk, Unlimited 
Partners: Our American Story YNew York: Simon and Schuster, 1996). 

179.Newt Gingrich, Lessons Learned the Hard Way: A Personal Report (New York: 
HarperCollins, 1998). 

1 SO.Dave Shiflett, "The Rifleman Cometh-and He's Not Turning Back," American Spectator 
(December 2000). See also Charlton Heston, The Courage To Be Free (Saudade Press, 
2000). 

181 .Richard John Neuhaus, America against Itself: Moral Vision and the Public Order (South 
Bend, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1992). 

182.George F. Will, "Then There Were Four," Newsweek (January 24,2000): 70. 

183.Rice quoted in George F. Will, "Why CondoleezzaRice Is a Republican, £ind Why More 
African Americans Will Be," Pittsburgh Post-Gazette. August 7, 2000, A-11. 

184.Dan Quayle, Standing Firm: A Vice-Presidential Memoir (New York: HarperCollins, 
1994), 264. 

185.Gayle M. B. Hanson, "Color-Blind Initiative Makes Foes See Red," Insight on the News 
(February 20, 1995): 6. Jackson, Cormerly, Bolick, and Horowitz quoted in ibid. 

186.Cormerly, however, failed to mention that whites overwhelmingly voted to overturn the 
act in a 1964 referendum. Ronald Reagan was a leading proponent of overturning the open-
housing law. Ward Connerly, Creating Equal: My Fight against Racial Preferences (New 
York: Encounter Books, 1999). 

187.Watts quoted in Nancy Collins, "J.C. Watts Never Asked To Be the Quarterback," 
George 5 (July 2000), 58. 



222 

188.Watts quoted in ibid., 98. 

189. Quayle, Standing Firm. 266. What Quayle failed to mention was that affirmative action 
had helped Thomas all the way through his professional life. 

190.Jack Kemp, "Foreword," in Herman Cain, Leadership Is Common Sense (New York: 
Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1997), xi. 

191 .Reagan, An American Life. 401. 

192."The Center Cannot Hold," Progressive Populist 6 (September 1,2000): 2. Bush quoted 
in ibid. 

193.Gregory Pence, "Question: If Human Cloning Becomes a Reality, Should It Be a Legal 
Option?" Insight on the News (September 25, 2000). 

194."President Bush Praises King, Hears Pointed Comments form Minister's Daughter, 
Bemice," Jet (February 3, 1992): 4. 

195.George F. Will, "Foreword," in Stephen Macedo, ed., Reassessing the Sixties: Debating 
the Political and Cultural Legacv (New York: W.W. Norton, 1997), 8.1 have reversed the 
order of Will's quotes. 

196.Gayle M. B. Hanson, "Color-Blind Initiative Makes Foes See Red," Insight on the News 
(February 20,1995): 6. Jackson, Connerly, Bolick, and Horowitz quoted in ibid. 

197.Quayle, Standing Firm. 266. 

198.Gayle M. B. Hanson, "Color-Blind Initiative Makes Foes See Red," Insight on the News 
(February 20, 1995): 6. Jackson, Connerly, Bolick, and Horowitz quoted in ibid. 

199.Tamar Jacoby, "Voters and Victims: How Blacks Lost-No Matter What," National 
Review 52 (December 4, 2000). 

200.Mortimer B. Zuckerman, "The Route to Racial Healing," U.S. News and World Report 
123 (July 7, 1997): 82. 

201 .Quote from Kemp's convention speech reprinted in Bob Dole and Jack Kemp, Trusting 
the People: The Dole-Kemp Plan to Free the Economv and Create a Better America (New 
York: HarperCollins, 1996), 146. 

202.Paul M. Rodiguez, "A Letter from the Editor," Insight on the News (September 25, 
1995): 1. 



223 

203.Roger Clegg, "Waiting for Equality," National Review (April 14, 2001). 

204.Richard JohnNeuhaus, America against Itself: Moral Vision and the Public Order (South 
Bend, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1992). 

205.Richard John Neuhaus, Doing Well and Doing Good: The Challenge to the Christian 
Capitalist (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1992). 

206.Mary Dejevsky, "Bush Reaches across to Black Voters Angered by Florida Elecrtion 
'Bias,'" Independent (January 16, 2001). Bush quoted in ibid. 

207.Roger Clegg, "Waiting for Equality," National Review (April 14, 2001). 

208.Dole and Dole, Unlimited Partners. 

209.Mary Dejevsky, "Bush Reaches across to Black Voters Angered by Florida Elecrtion 
'Bias,'" Independent (January 16, 2001). Bush quoted in ibid. 

210.Roger Clegg, "Waiting for Equality," National Review (April 14,2001). 

211.Buchanan, Right from the Beginning. 303. 

212.Roger Rosenblatt, "Guess We'll Give It One More Try," U.S. News and World Report 
106 (January 30, 1989): 8; Bush quoted in ibid. 

213."President Bush Praises King, Hears Pointed Comments form Minister's Daughter, 
Bemice," Jet (February 3, 1992): 4. 

214.Bob Dole and Elizabeth Dole with Richard Norton Smith and Kerry Tymchuk, Unlimited 
Partners: Our American Story (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1996). 

215."President Bush Praises King, 4. 

216.Mary Dejevsky, "Bush Reaches across to Black Voters Angered by Florida Election 
'Bias,'" Independent (January 16, 2001). Bush quoted in ibid. 

21 T.Reagan, An American Life. 401. 

218.Joseph Shattan, "The Gentleman form Cormecticut," American Spectator (September 
1996):. 

219.Roger Clegg, "Waiting for Equality," National Review (April 14, 2001). 



224 

220. Adam Meyerson, "Racial Quotas-May They Rest in Peace," Heritage Foundation Policy 
Review n. 73 (Summer 1995): 4. 

221 .Gayle M. B. Hanson, "Color-Blind Initiative Makes Foes See Red," Insight on the News 
(February 20, 1995): 6. Jackson, Connerly, Bolick, and Horowitz quoted in ibid. 

222.Roger Clegg, "Waiting for Equality," National Review (April 14, 2001). 

223.Michael Lind, The Next American Nation: The New Nationalism and the Fourth 
American Revolution (New York: Free Press, 1995), 109. 

224.The ad never aired because the King estate threatened a lawsuit. See Sacramento Bee. 
October 25, 1996, A5. 

225."The Impossible Dream?" Economist (July 13,1996): 89. 

226.Bork, Slouching towards Gomorrah. 231. 

227.William Bradford Reynolds, "An Experiment Gone Awry," in George Curry, ed.. The 
Affirmative Action Debate (Reading. Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1996): 132-33. 

228.Richard Bernstein, Dictatorship of Virtue: Multiculturalism and the Battle for America's 
Future (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1994), 58. 

229.Newt Gingrich, To Renew America (New York: HarperCollins, 1995), 154. 

230."The Other America," Economist (October 21,1995): 19. 

231.George F. Will, "Intellectual Segregation," Newsweek (February 19,1996): 78. 

232.Vem E. Smith and Jon Meacham, "The War over King's Legacy," Newsweek (April 6, 
1998): 42. Green quoted in ibid. 

233 .John H. Mc Whorter, Losing the Race: Self-Sabotage in Black America (New York: Free 
Press, 2000). 

234.Herman Cain. Leadership Is Common Sense fNew York: VanNostrandReinhold, 1997), 
163. 

235.Gayle M. B. Hanson, "Color-Blind Initiative Makes Foes See Red," Insight on the News 
(February 20, 1995): 6. Jackson, Cormerly, Bolick, and Horowitz quoted in ibid. 



225 

236.Watts quoted in Nancy Collins, "J.C. Watts Never Asked To Be the Quarterback," 
George 5 (July 2000), 100. 

237."Ward Connerly's Trumpet Blast," Economist (March 29, 1997): 34. 

238.Gayle M. B. Hanson, "California Campuses Get and Affirmative Reaction," Insight on 
the News (August 21, 1995): 8. 

239.Connerly quoted in "Campus Protest against Slurs," New York Times. February 16, 
1995, A22. 

240.Coimerly quoted in Edward W. Lempinen, "Connerly Widens Anti-Affirmative Action 
Campaign: He Announces New Effort on King Birthday," San Francisco Chronicle. January 
16,1997, A17. 

241 .Shelby Steele, Content of Our Character: A New Vision of Race in America (New York: 
St. Martin's Press, 1990). 

242.Glenn Loury, "Black Political Culture after the Sixties," in George Curry, ed.. The 
Affirmative Action Debate (Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1996), 60. 

243."Glenn Loury's Moment," Economist (July 6,1996): 32. 

244.Roger Clegg, "Waiting for Equality," National Review (April 14, 2001). 

245.Martin Luther King, Jr., Why We Can't Wait (New York: New American Library, 1964), 
137. 

246.King quoted in Eric Schnapper, "Affirmative Action and the Legislative History of the 
Fourth Amendment," Virginia Law Review 71 (1985): 753. 

247.Quayle, Standing Firm. 272. 

248.Mortimer B. Zuckerman, "Running the Asylum," U.S. News and World Report 131 
(September 17, 2001): 120. 

249.James A. Barnes, "Parent Power," National Journal 25 (June 12,1993): 1399. 

250.Ralph Reed, Active Faith: How Christians Are Changing the Soul of American Politics 
(New York: Free Press, 1996), 280-81. 

251.Reed, Active Faith. 57. 



226 

252.Reed, Active Faith. 64. 

253.Los Angeles Times. March 1, 1997, B4. Haygood quoted in ibid. 

254.Schlafer quoted in Timothy Roche, "Too Much Like Prayer?" Time (September 18, 
2000): 59. 

255.Christopher Scanalon, "Enemies of Abortion Take to the Streets," St. Petersburg Times. 
November 13, 1988, ID. 

256.Scanalon, "Enemies of Abortion Take to the Streets," ID. Terry and Meron quoted in 
ibid. 

257.Randall Terry, "Operation Rescue: The Civil-Rights Movement of the Nineties," Heritage 
Foundation Policy Review n. 47 (Winter 1989): 82-83. 

258.Charisse Jones, "Terry Tells Jury; T Have To Face God Someday," Los Angeles Times. 
September 7, 1989, Metro section, pt. 2, p. 1. Terry quoted in ibid. 

259.Scanalon, "Enemies of Abortion Take to the Streets," ID. Terry and Meron quoted in 
ibid. 

260.Richard JohnNeuhaus, "Dr. King's Venerable Precedent," Heritage Foundation Policy 
Review n. 48 (Spring 1989): 95. 

261 .Patrick Harden, "Pro-Choicers Get a Rocker Launcher," Toronto Sun. January 24,1994, 
12. Terry quoted in ibid. 

262.Cal Thomas, "Clinic Law Sets a Bad Precedent," Buffalo News. June 18,1999, 3B. 



227 

CHAPTER 4 

HEROIC COLD WARRIOR OR LIBERAL PLAYBOY? 

JOHN F. KENNEDY AND HIS PRESIDENTIAL ADMINISTRATION 

During the 1980-2000 period, most Americans closely identified the 1960s with 

President John F. Kennedy and his administration, which included his brother, Attorney 

General Robert F. Kennedy. Many neoconservatives, however, emphasized John Kennedy's 

association with the era of the earlv sixties. JFK's close cormection in the public mind with 

the dramatic 1960s helped to keep to his memory alive in the decades following his death. 

"Kennedy," journalist David E. Kaiser wrote in 1983, "remains a significant historical figure 

because he was, for better or worse, the incarnation of an era."' But the precise meaning of 

his life and legacy remained contested. In fact, five major historiographic interpretations of 

him collided-sometimes in conflict, sometimes in concert-throughout the 1980s and 1990s. 

These various interpretations of Kermedy's actions and his legacies will be labeled here as the 

"Camelot," "pop-culture," "revisionist," "Old Right," and "neoconservative" positions.^ 

Many liberal intellectuals and Democratic politicians embraced the Camelot view, a 

highly favorable interpretation of John Kennedy and his legacies to recent America. The 

Camelot school glorified JFK and his accomplishments as president. It was, in short, a public-

relations view promoted by Kennedy's family, friends, and admirers that sanitized the real 

JFK. Nevertheless, it proved durably popular with the public and the media. During the 1980-

2000 period, the powerful legacy of Kermedy's Camelot image impacted American politics 
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and culture in several ways. 

The "pop-culture" view represented the second major interpretation of Kennedy and 

his legacies. It incorporated most of the Camelot school's dramatic imagery. But it added 

other, less noble but equally compelling elements by examining the "dark side of 

Camelof'-especially JFK's sex life and the various conspiracy theories surrounding his 

assassination. The pop-culture narrative fascinated the public, and a seemingly unending 

torrent of Kermedy stories and memorabilia gushed forth in the decades following JFK's 

death. The assassination of his brother. Senator Robert F. Kennedy, in 1968 reinforced the 

drama and tragedy of JFK's own slaying. Indeed, the manner of the Kennedy brothers' deaths 

constituted one of their foremost legacies to recent America. 

During the 1980-2000 era, Kermedy's legacy vexed conservatives for two main 

reasons. First, polls showed that Kermedy was identified in the public mind as a Democrat 

who pursued an active, liberal agenda during the 1960s. And second, surveys also revealed 

that the public's admiration for him, heightened by the emotionally charged nature of his 

death, remained unwaveringly high. Thus, recent conservative Republicans-who built much 

of their identity and rhetoric upon an anti-liberal, anti-Democrat, anti-sixties 

agenda-confronted the legacy of a highly popular liberal Democrat closely identified with the 

sixties. Consequently, the political right engaged the Kermedy legacy in several ways during 

the 1980-2000 era. 

Many conservatives joined commentators of other political stripes in promulgating the 

third major interpretation of Kermedy, the "revisionist" critique, which sought to debunk the 
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Camelot myth. Revisionist argued that JFK lacked character and accomplished little in the 

way of liberal accomplishments as president. The anti-JFK revisionist position overlapped in 

many ways with the fourth interpretation, the "Old Right" view. Recent conservatives of all 

kinds embraced parts of the revisionist interpretation, integrating aspects of it into both the 

Old Right and the neoconservative interpretations. 

Like the revisionists, the Old Right argued that Kermedy possessed a deeply flawed 

character and that his portion achieved relatively little. Unlike the revisionists who questioned 

JFK's commitment to liberalism, however. Old Right proponents perceived him and the rest 

of the Kennedys as personifying postwar liberalism. In so doing, they ironically echoed the 

Camelot interpretation. The difference, of course, was that calling JFK a "liberal" was a 

compliment for Camelot's purveyors, whereas it was an epithet for conservatives. 

Conservatives who embraced the Old Right interpretation harshly criticized JFK both for his 

administration's liberal policies and for his "liberal" personal behavior, particularly his many 

extramarital affairs. Conservatives who pursued this anti-Kennedy strategy faulted JFK for 

what they viewed as his part in causing the "destructive" issues that came to fulfillment after 

his death. Many Old Rightists also focused on Kermedy's sexual misbehavior, viewing it as 

a precursor to the "moral breakdown" that was highlighted by the sexual revolution they saw 

as begirming in the late 1960s. 

During the 1980-2000 period, another group of commentators on the right espoused 

the fifth and final interpretation of John Kennedy and his legacies. This "neoconservative" 

interpretation, though promulgated by conservatives, basically ignored the Old Right's anti-
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JFK narrative. Instead, neoconservatives drew upon elements of the Camelot, pop-culture, 

and revisionist interpretations. Neoconservatives did join the Old Right in their loathing of 

"the (late) sixties" and the political "radicalization" of the era. But the neoconservative view 

of Kennedy's relation to "the sixties" differed from that of the Old Right. As we have seen, 

the Old Right claimed that, though JFK was a person of the early 1960s, he served as a 

precursor for the "radicalized" cultural liberalism of the late sixties. Neoconservatives 

disagreed, arguing that JFK belonged to the more conservative era, which preceded "the (late) 

sixties." 

At the same time, neoconservatives attempted to disassociate John Kermedy from 

recent liberalism, which they believed had become radicalized in the late 1960s. In this way, 

neoconservatives drew on the revisionist interpretation of Kennedy, which posited him not 

as a liberal but, rather, as a moderate or conservative on most domestic issues and a staunch 

anticommunist hawk in foreign policy. Indeed, commentators on the right often argued that 

it was conservative Republicans, rather than liberal Democrats, who conformed to the genuine 

JFK legacy. Unlike the Old Right, moreover, neoconservatives considered JFK as one of a 

long line of (neoconservative) "great leaders." By depicting Kermedy as a strong, patriot 

leader, neoconservatives ironically adopted much of the liberal Camelot school's image of 

JFK. 
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John F. Kennedy, "Camelot," and American Popular Culture 

During the 1980-2000 era, the Camelot interpretation put forth a well-publicized, but 

often-contested interpretation of John Kennedy and his administration. It presented an 

exceptionally favorable depiction of JFK and his accomplishments, viewing him as a 

charismatic, first-rate leader who significantly impacted U.S. history for the good through the 

liberal policies of his Democratic administration. In the Camelot version, JFK had been an 

intelligent, active youth who went to Harvard, wrote a best-selling book as an undergraduate, 

became a hero in World War II, quickly ascended in politics, married another legend-to-be, 

Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy, wrote a Pulitzer Prize winning book, and became the youngest 

person ever to win the presidency.^ 

As president, the Camelot interpretation continued, Kennedy was a great leader. He 

realized many important accomplishments, quickly learned from his few mistakes, and 

endeavored to use liberal policies to improve the lives of the people of the United States and 

the world. In the Camelot version, the Kennedy administration, led by the president and his 

brother. Attorney General Robert Kennedy, promoted social justice in America. The 

administration confronted white segregationists in the South, pressuring Governor George 

Wallace of Alabama to accede to the rule of law and sending a civil rights bill to Congress. 

JFK showed concern for the underprivileged by focusing the nation's attention on poverty and 

by promoting Keynesian economics, which he believed would reduce poverty by maintaining 

strong overall economic growth. During the Kennedy years, consequently, the economy 

boomed: growth averaged 5.6 percent annually, unemployment dropped to 5.0 percent, and 
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inflation held at a 1.3 percent annual rate. Historian Arthur Schlesinger, a presidential advisor 

in the Kennedy administration, declared that JFK compiled as president a legislative record 

"unmatched in some respects since the days of Roosevelt."'' 

At the same time, the Camelot school maintained. President Kennedy promoted 

freedom throughout the globe. JFK's foreign policy best exemplified his presidential 

technique. It was active, flexible, rational, irmovative, and wise. As a result, argued the 

Camelot school, his administration strongly but pragmatically confronted global communism, 

compelling the Soviets back down in the Cuban Missile Crisis and elsewhere. But JFK was 

no warmonger in the Camelot view. He created the Peace Corps and the Alliance for Progress 

and signed a limited nuclear test ban treaty. Kermedy, moreover, learned from his few 

mistakes in office, most notably the failed Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba. Consequently, 

claimed Camelot partisans, he refused to deploy ground troops in Vietnam and was planning 

to withdraw all U.S. persoimel after his reelection in 1964. "I think it is highly probable that, 

had President Kennedy lived, he would have pulled out of Vietnam," Robert S. McNamara, 

JFK's secretary of Defense, wrote in 1995.^ In sum, the Camelot school depicted Kermedy 

as an active, pragmatic, effective, and humane president. "John Kermedy was the brightest 

light of our time," wrote his speechwriter Theodore Sorensen. He was a leader whose "cool, 

analytical mind was stimulated by a warm, compassionate heart."® 

Sorensen and other Camelot disciples further argued that JFK's impact on American 

life and world history went far beyond the realm of public policy, influencing the broader 

culture of America and the world. Kennedy's charisma and vigor "got the country moving 
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again" after the bland 1950s, and his dashing leadership and stirring rhetoric served as a 

symbol for idealism for people throughout the world. "As described by his admirers," wrote 

historian Thomas Brown, "Kermedy's style consisted of a congeries of qualities: coolness, 

charm, detachment, wit, irony, elegance, lightness, litheness, taste, zest, and a zeal for 

excellence in all things."^ In the Camelot view, JFK's celebrated style reinforced the substance 

of his beliefs and policies. "Lifting us beyond our capabilities, he gave his country back to its 

best self," Arthur Schlesinger, the dean of Camelot historians, wrote in 1988. "[H]e taught 

mankind that the process of rediscovering America was not over. He transformed the 

American spirt."^ After Kennedy's demise, moreover, his stylish image grew more powerful 

when counterposed with his brutal, shocking, and tragic death at a relatively yoimg age. 

For proponents of the Camelot interpretation, JFK's propensity for growth made even 

more tragic his shortened presidency. At his death, they argued, he was both at the peak of 

his greatness yet growing ever greater. They usually debunked the more fantastic conspiracy 

theories of JFK's assassination. But they, too, saw the president's death as cutting short not 

just a golden era but a possibly better future age.' In 1988, Pierre Salinger, JFK's press 

secretary, spoke for many Camelot disciples when he claimed that, Kennedy, by the time of 

his death, "had already laid the groundwork for a world very different from, and very much 

better than, the one we live in today."'" 

In the Camelot story, JFK's younger brothers, Robert and Edward, played visible 

supporting parts. After John's death 1963, Robert, who had served as JFK's right-hand man, 

stepped into Camelot's lead role. The depiction of Robert replayed the earlier portrayal of 
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John in most respects. Like JFK, RFK was depicted as a charismatic proponent of freedom, 

justice, and prosperity. Indeed, Robert surpassed his older brother in some, according to the 

Camelot view. Partly because of the effect of John's death on him, Robert was more 

empathetic than his brother with those who were suffering, more passionate about fighting 

for social justice, more contemplative about intellectual subjects, and more liberal in his 

policies. RFK's emulation of his brother proved most fateful, of course, in his own martyrdom 

by assassination in 1968. Like JFK, Robert remained closely associated with the 1960s in the 

public's mind during the 1980-2000 period, although he remained a supporting player to 

JFK's starring role." 

After RFK's death in 1968, youngest brother Edward M. "Ted" Kennedy soldiered 

on for Camelot. In the public mind, however, Ted Kermedy was less associated with the 

1960s than his brothers were, as his prominence and influence proved greatest in the decades 

after 1970 when he became the nation's leading liberal politician as a senator from 

Massachusetts. And, despite his generally high public approval ratings, he never gained the 

iconic status of his brothers. This was partly because of his personal foibles, most notably his 

actions following a fatal car crash at Chappaquiddick Island in 1969, and partly because he 

avoided the martyrdom of his brothers.'^ 

Put bluntly, the Camelot interpretation of John Kennedy, his brothers, and presidential 

his administration was accurate in many respects, but it sanitized and sometimes distorted his 

life, his impact on history, and his legacy to recent America. It was history as public relations. 

Indeed, this glorified view of JFK originated in his campaign material. After his death, 



235 

Jacqueline Kennedy and other JFK partisans sought to ingrain this favorable image in the 

public mind. In fact, it was Jackie who first promulgated the "Camelot" label during a 

conversation with journalist Theodore White, a family friend. As White later wrote in a 

celebrated 1964 Life magazine article, she famously compared the Kennedy White House to 

King Arthur's court. "There'll be great presidents again," she told White, "but they'll never 

be another Camelot."'^ With the help of friendly journalists, scholars, librarians, and political 

strategists, the Keimedy family worked to entrench the Camelot interpretation into the public 

consciousness.''' For example, the Kennedys allowed confidential access only to friendly 

authors like JFK's secretary Evelyn Lincoln, journalist Theodore White, and historians 

Theodore C. Sorensen, Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr. At the same time, the Kennedys 

aggressively worked to maintain the Camelot image, often pressuring or even ostracizing 

intimates who released unflattering details about JFK or his family.'^ 

Despite its deficiency as rigorous history, the Camelot interpretation was embraced 

by a wide swath of the public during the 1980-2000 period. In the decades after Kennedy's 

death, the public maintained a highly favorable impression of him.'® In 1990, for example, a 

Gallup poll found that 84 percent of Americans "approved" of him, while only 9 percent 

"disapproved." This constituted the highest approval rating of any president.'^ Surveys 

throughout the 1980s and 1990s also revealed that 70-80 percent of the public consistently 

judged Kermedy a "great" or "good" president.'^ In fact, polls throughout the recent era 

indicated that Americans consistently judged Kennedy as the "greatest president" in U.S. 
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history.'' 

Polls during the recent era also found that the public identified the Kennedy 

administration with a liberal agenda. For example, a 1983 Newsweek survey asked; "Which 

of the following [ten items] do you associate with John F. Kennedy's Presidency?" The top 

four answers were all "liberal" items. First, at 79 percent of respondents, was "concern for 

working people." Three additional liberal items tied for second at 68 percent: "an effort to 

end racial injustice"; "government taking an active role solving problems"; and "young people 

being inspired to solve social problems." In fact, more Americans identified Kermedy with 

these liberal values than with bringing "glamour and style at the White House," which ranked 

just sixth in the poll, at 61 percent, and "sexual misconduct in the White House," which 

ranked dead last at 24 percent-despite the media's obsession with JFK's glamour, styles, and 

womanizing.^" The public's perception of Kennedy as a liberal demonstrated the deep impact 

of the Camelot interpretation, which proclaimed him as a progressive knight in shining armor. 

Polls revealing the public's association of JFK with liberalism were reinforced by surveys 

showing that his legacy was most popular among non-white, poorer, and less-educated 

Americans and among Democrats..^' In 1993, moreover, a Gallup poll revealed that a 

phenomenal 91 percent of Democrats "approved" of JFK, while just 4 percent 

"disapproved."^^ 

During the 1980-2000 period, the powerful legacy of Kennedy's Camelot image 

impacted American politics and culture in several ways. Because the Camelot interpretation 

was publicly popular, it also was politically useful. In the decades following JFK's death. 
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many politicians, beginning with his brothers Robert and Edward, promulgated the Camelot 

myth while identifying themselves with JFK's legacy. Consequently, a legion of 

politicians-mostly Democrats but many Republicans, too-invoked their status as a JFK 

disciple, with President Bill Clinton being the most notable recent example. One way that the 

legacy of Kennedy's Camelot image impacted the 1980-2000 period was through public 

figures whose lives had been transformed by JFK while he was still alive in the early 1960s. 

The legacy of Keimedy's Camelot image also was apparent in the fact that observers 

inevitably referred to JFK when assessing someone-especially a politician-whose personal 

style or background resembled Kennedy's. For example, the media unfailingly termed as 

"Kennedyesque" any handsome, telegenic, dashing politician. 

In fact, many politicians-primarily Democrats but some Republicans, too-consciously 

sought to identify themselves with JFK's style and legacy. The first and most obvious were 

his brothers Robert and Edward Ketmedy in the 1960s, but there were many others in the 

decades that followed. In the 1990s, the politician most associated with Kennedy's legacy was 

President Bill Clinton, who encouraged this identification.^^ 

The pervasiveness impact of JFK's Camelot legacy on recent politicians was perhaps 

most obvious in the 1988 Democratic presidential primaries. Nearly every candidate in the 

field modeled himself in some manner on Kennedy.^'' The only two Democratic candidates 

who declined to use JFK as their model were civil rights activist Jesse Jackson-who instead 

emulated another 1960s icon, Martin Luther King, Jr.-and Lloyd Bentsen, who was too old 

to have been influenced by Kennedy, having been born just four years after JFK. Yet even 
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Bentsen, a senator from Texas, drew on the Camelot legacy?^ In the 1988 vice presidential 

debate, moreover, Bentsen scolded his Republican opponent, Senator Dan Quayle of Indiana, 

for having the temerity to compare himself to JFK. "I knew Jack Kennedy," he thundered at 

Quayle, "and you sir are no Jack Kermedy!" 

The staying power of Kennedy's legacy was apparent in many other ways during the 

1980s and 1990s. Commentators often drew analogies between issues involving JFK and 

current events. For example, every presidential debate after 1960 drew comparisons to the 

Kennedy-Nixon encounter, when JFK's charismatic performance set the standard for debaters 

who followed. Similarly, observers used Kennedy's 1961 presidential inaugural address as the 

benchmark for all later inaugural speeches.^® Mentions of the Peace Corps or the U.S. space 

program usually brought references to Kennedy's early and crucial involvement with these 

high-profile federal programs, and Clinton's Americorp program was modeled directly on 

JFK's Peace Corps. In the 1980s and 1990s, developments in U.S.-Cuban relations typically 

produced to references to the Kennedy administration's policies and their legacies.^' As 

president, moreover, Bill Clinton copied Kennedy's hardline strategy. 

Economic decisions often drew praise or criticism when compared to Kennedy's 

policies during the booming economy of the 1960s. "Thirty years ago, John Kennedy 

delivered growth with equity, the holy Grail of economics. No president since the 1960s has 

duplicated that feat," journalist David Hage wrote in April 1993, a few months into Clinton's 

presidency. "Bill Clinton seeks to capture JFK's mystique, and he hopes his new budgetary 

blueprint will help him match Kennedy's success."^'' In sum, the mythic Camelot interpretation 
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of John Kennedy and his administration, especially during the Clinton years, maintained a 

strong foothold in the public arena. 

The Camelot image of JFK also was subsumed within the second major interpretation 

of Kermedy during the 1980-2000 period-the "pop-culture" view. It depicted JFK primarily 

as a celebrity icon by stressing his status as a captivating yet tragic figure, an image similar 

to other celebrity luminaries like James Dean or Marilyn Monroe, Kennedy's reputed mistress. 

Like these cultural icons, JFK was glamourous, vigorous, relatively youthful, good looking, 

and sexually attractive. Consequently, although Kermedy remained closely identified with the 

political arena in the public mind, his legacy transcended politics. Thus, his true peers in 

American culture were not grubby politicians but, rather, such cultural icons as Dean, 

Monroe, Elvis Presley, and John Lermon, each of whom shared his personal gifts and his 

tragic early death. "The Kennedys," Thomas C. Reeves wrote in his 1991 biography of JFK, 

"belonged in the pantheon of movie and televison stars."^° 

As Reeves indicated, JFK's stylish and graceful wife, Jacqueline Kennedy, played an 

important co-starring role in the pop-culture interpretation. "The Kennedys, especially Jackie, 

changed the climate of taste in America," Time's Richard Lacayo asserted in 2001. The allure 

of her stylishness formed a main part of the Camelot legacy in the 1980s and 1990s, especially 

for women. "Jackie crystallized an emerging notion of modernity for both the elites she 

moved among: the newly prosperous middle classes and those still striving to move up," 

noted Lacayo. Jackie's fashion sensibility as first lady in the early 1960s remained symbolically 
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powerful in American popular culture for decades, even after her death in 1994. In 2001, for 

example, New York's Metropolitan Museum of Art created a sensation with its sold-out 

exhibition, "Jacqueline Kennedy: The White House Years," which displayed eighty of the 

outfits that she had worn as first lady.^' 

The pop-culture interpretation incorporated most of the Camelot school's dramatic 

imagery. But it added other, less noble but equally compelling elements by closely examining 

the "dark side of Camelof'-especially JFK's sex life and the various conspiracy theories 

surrounding his assassination. And the totality of the pop-culture view proved a potent mix: 

the glamour of the first couple and the nobility of JFK's rhetoric combined with the 

salaciousness of Kennedy's personal life and the mysterious darkness of his death. 

Consequently, the pop-culture interpretation of JFK as noble, sexy, roguish, and tragic was 

embraced by most of the public and by the much of the mass media in all of its forms-news 

and entertainment, mainstream and tabloid. The result was a seemingly imending torrent of 

Kennedy stories. JFK and his family served as the subject of countless books, novels, 

magazine feature stories, newspaper articles, television documentaries, network miniseries, 

and feature films.^^ Televison was perhaps the most Kennedy-obsessed medium."^^ 

During the 1980s and 1990s, this plethora of JFK media images was joined by a 

myriad of physical tokens of remembrance. Federal offices, schools, libraries, airports, a space 

launching site, and many other buildings throughout the nation were named in honor of the 

thirty-fifth president. And a new U.S. stamp, fifty-cent piece,, and savings all bore his 

likeness. Americans also collected all types of Kennedy memorabilia, often called 
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"Kennedyana,"^'' Over the years, Kennedy collectables rose in price, and some items that had 

belonged to JFK fetched outrageous sums of money.^^ 

During the 1980-2000 era, Americans' continued fixation on the stylish John Kennedy 

helped to fuel the public obsession with his assassination. In fact, the manner of JFK's death 

became the paramount fact about him in the pop-culture view.^® This was particularly true of 

those people bom after 1960. "[T]he first thing we learned about JFK was that he had been 

assassinated," the Atlantic Monthly's Caitlin Flanagan wrote in 2001."It was one of the 

immutable truths of our childhood."" Indeed, it is revealing that Americans commemorated 

the day of his death rather than his birth. 

The public's continued fascination with the Kennedys naturally made unraveling the 

machinations behind his assassination more compelling. In 1963, the broad-daylight, public 

murder of the "leader of the free world" seemed momentous because of its graphically 

shocking nature. "It was right out of Shakespeare-an act of regicide," author Richard Walton 

recalled twenty years later.^^ In the years that followed, moreover, the notion that Kennedy 

was a great president with potential for even loftier accomplishments elevated the significance 

of his death for many people. They came to believe that it had ended a golden age, snuffed 

out the possibility of an even greater one, and launched a period of turmoil and 

destructiveness. By the 1980s, a large majority of the public agreed that "American society 

would have been much different if John F. Kennedy had not been assassinated," as a 1983 poll 

showed.^^ "It seems to me like that's about the time the United States started going 
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downhill," remarked Marian Banks, a souvenir shopkeeper/" A plurality of those polled 

maintained that the United States would not have "become involved in a fullscale [sic] war 

in Vietnam" if JFK had not been assassinated."' "He was great for our country," Anne 

McShane, a government worker from New York said in 1988, "and who knows what would 

have happened if he had lived. 

The assassination also remained foremost in the pop-culture view of Kennedy because 

it played into the dark side of the American psyche. It was a sharp contrast to JFK's depiction 

as a "bright, shining" hero in the Camelot interpretation. Questions about the assassination 

legitimized investigations into the seamier side of JFK's life, in a search for clues about why 

he may have been targeted for assassination. His relationship with organized crime figures and 

their girlfriends played heavily into this theory of his murder. 

More broadly, fixating on JFK's assassination conformed with many Americans' 

conspiratorial view of history, a disposition that historian Richard Hofstadter had labeled "the 

paranoid style in American politics." Polls showed that a large majority of the public that Lee 

Harvey Oswald was part of a conspiracy."^ A popular theory during the 1980s and 1990s was 

that a nefarious conspiracy involving shadowy figures, possibly within the top echelons of the 

U.S. government, had killed Kennedy to stop him from carrying out his supposed plans, such 

as ending the Vietnam War. In other words, the assassination was a coup d'etat. Film-maker 

Oliver Stone's 1991 movie, JFK, encapsulated this theory and helped to disseminate widely 

among the public."" The continued public fascination with the details of Kennedy's death 

generated a JFK "assassination industry.""^ The killing of his brother, Senator Robert F. 
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Kennedy, in 1968 reinforced the drama and tragedy of JFK's own slaying. Polls also showed 

that a plurality of Americans also believed that Robert Kennedy's killing was part of a leirger 

conspiracy.''® 

Strangely enough, then, a main legacy of the Kennedy brothers to the 1980-2000 

period was the way in which they died. Indeed, the "turbulent sixties" of lore were turbulent 

in great measure because of the public murders of iconic leaders, shocking events that roiled 

the national psyche. JFK's assassination in 1963 was quickly followed by the slaying of 

African-American icons Malcolm X in 1965 and Martin Luther King, Jr., in 1968 and by 

Robert Keimedy's killing two months after King's. John Kennedy's death became the 

prototype for any shocking death or horrible event, especially those with murky causes. After 

1963, commentators compared any sudden death of a famous person-including the plane 

crash of John F. Kennedy, Jr., in 1999-to JFK's assassination. More broadly, large national 

tragedies-such as the destruction of a federal building in Oklahoma City in 1995, or the 

attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon in 2001-inevitably brought forth 

analogies to Kennedy's death. And the "JFK assassination" was the benchmark used for any 

supposed conspiracy, especially one emanating from the bowels of government. By the 1990s, 

fictional cultural products like the X Files television series capitalized on the conspiratorial 

paranoia driven by JFK's murder. "Kermedy's assassination," conservative Time columnist 

Lance Morrow concluded in 1983, "much more profoundly affected America than anything 

he did while he was in the White House. 

Whatever the reasons, there was no denying that JFK's early-sixties legacy remained 
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strong and influential in American culture and politics throughout the 1980s and 1990s. 

"Twenty years after the shots in Dallas, John F. Kennedy and his presidency have passed into 

the realm of American myth," Newsweek wrote in November 1983 in a special issue devoted 

to JFK's legacy. "The vigor of his life and the tragedy of his assassination bathe his memory 

in the glow of romance, his popularity has soared higher than any recent president, and his 

example has become something of an incubus for presidents who succeed him and for anyone 

who aspires to the job.'"*^ 

Conservatives and Anti-Kennedy Revisionism 

During the 1980-2000 era, John F. Kennedy's legacy vexed conservatives for two 

main reasons. First, Kennedy was identified in the public mind as a Democrat who pursued 

an active, liberal agenda during the 1960s. And second, the public's admiration for him, 

heightened by the emotionally charged nature of his death, remained unwaveringly high. Thus, 

recent conservative Republicans-who built much of their identity and rhetoric upon an anti-

liberal, anti-Democrat, anti-sixties agenda-confronted the legacy of a highly popular liberal 

Democrat closely identified with the sixties. The strength of Kennedy's image, and the 

concomitant influence of the Camelot and pop-culture interpretations, meant that recent 

conservatives could champion or malign JFK's legacy-but they could not ignore it. 

In fact, the political right engaged the Kermedy legacy in several ways during the 

1980-2000 era. For example, many conservatives joined commentators of other political 

stripes in promulgating the third major interpretation of Kennedy, the "revisionist" critique. 
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which sought to debunk entirely the Camelot myth. The anti-JFK revisionist position 

overlapped in many areas with the fourth interpretation, the "Old Right" view. 

During the 1900-2000 period, the "revisionist" school joined the Camelot and pop-

culture views as the third major interpretation of John Kermedy and his legacy. This position 

had originated with the New Left critique of the early 1970s. Revisionists sought to revise the 

dominant historiography of John F. Kennedy by debunking the Camelot interpretation as 

unsupported by historical evidence. "As the Kennedys increasingly sponsored a literature of 

apology and affirmation, there naturally arose a literature of reaction," noted Peter Collier and 

David Horowitz, revisionists who retained their anti-JFK revisionism even as they shifted their 

ideological identity from the New Left in the 1960s and 1970s to conservatism in the 1980s 

and 1990s.'*^ Revisionists like Collier and Horowitz concentrated on discrediting three main 

pillars supporting the Camelot myth: Kermedy as a person of high integrity; JFK's 

administration as a setting of idealistic public service; and President Kermedy as a great 

leader. 

First, many revisionists worked to puncture Camelot's exalted depiction of JFK's 

character. Indeed, "it was not Kermedy himself, but the glorified public image of him that 

aroused the ire" of revisionists, observed historian Thomas Brown.'" Several revisionists 

traced the origins of what they viewed as JFK's defective character to his family, especially 

his father, Joseph P. Kennedy. In the decades following his death, moreover, unpleasant 

revelations, especially about his numerous sexual affairs, came out about JFK's private life. 
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The authors of revisionist treatments focusing on the salacious details of Kennedy's 

private life were not necessarily politically or ideologically motivated. Although some 

revisionist works highlighting JFK's private life were written by Kennedy critics of the left or 

right, most authors of this sort seemed more interested in the promise of best-seller status, 

whichcouldbe quite lucrative.^' In 1997, for example,joumalist Seymour Hersh commanded 

a multimillion-dollar media package for his biography, The Dark Side of Camelot. and 

television special on JFK, which, Newsweek remarked at the time, "reveals a great deal about 

the continuing fascination with the Keimedy legend and the unrelenting pressure for the big 

score in the worlds of both publishing and TV."" Indeed, even writers sympathetic to the 

Kermedys and the Camelot myth dug up and published dirt on JFK and his family.Beginning 

in the 1970s, the revisionist focus on the dark side of Kennedy's character was increasingly 

incorporated into the pop-culture view of him held by much of the public and media. But polls 

showed that these unseemly revelations did not appear to damage the public's high esteem 

of him or his presidency. 

Second, revisionists also criticized Kennedy's character in terms of his administrative 

conduct. Beginning in the 1970s, unflattering revelations came out about the Kermedy White 

House's sometimes nefarious practices. For example, the administration used the CIA to try 

to assassinate leaders of nations unfriendly to the United States. The most nefarious plan was 

Operation Mongoose, a Keimedy-approved covert CIA campaign of terrorism, dirty tricks, 

and assassination attempts against Cuba and its leader Fidel Castro. The president and his 

brother, Attorney General Robert Kermedy, also authorized J. Edgar Hoover's FBI to spy on 
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Martin Luther King, Jr., and other civil rights activists. And The Pentagon Papers and other 

sources documented the Kennedy administration's machinations in its Vietnam policy, which 

included prior knowledge of a military coup against Vietnamese leader Ngo Dinh Diem, 

which resulted in Diem's murder.^'' Revisionists who focused on Kennedy's unseemly 

political practices tended to be leftists and liberals who viewed JFK as an amoral hawk rather 

than as Camelot's idealistic peacemaker. 

Some conservatives promulgated the revisionist view of JFK's unprincipled conduct 

as president, too-but not because they disapproved of Kermedy's "hardball" tactics against 

Communists or civil rights leaders. Instead, they publicized JFK's unseemly behavior as 

president because in an effort to tarnish the Camelot image of the president as high-minded 

and honorable. In this portrayal, Kermedy was a phony and a hypocrite, merely "the playboy 

figurehead of a generation of liberals," wrote Nigel Hamilton, a conservative historian and 

JFK biographer.^^ 

Revisionism's third and final major assault on the Camelot interpretation sought to 

debunk the notion that the Kennedy administration had achieved many concrete, liberally 

inclined successes. Revisionists argued that JFK, who served only two and a half years as 

president, did not accomplish much in the way of domestic legislation. Indeed, Kennedy 

himself admitted that he cared little about domestic policy. But even in his main area of 

concern, foreign policy, his administration's policies yielded mixed results at best, revisionists 

argued. President Kennedy's record included such failures as the Bay of Pigs fiasco, the 

building of the Berlin Wall, the breakdown of the Vienna summit with Soviet leader Nikita 
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Khrushchev, the failed attempts to rid Cuba of Fidel Castro, and the increase in U.S. 

involvement in the Vietnam War. Revisionists also dismissed the Camelot notion that Cuban 

Missile Crisis had demonstrated JFK's wisdom and restraint. Instead, they insisted that 

Kennedy's actions during the crisis were often reckless and dangerous, unnecessarily pushing 

the world to the brink of nuclear war. Finally, revisionists argued that it was the Kennedy 

administration that set the U.S. on the road to full-scale involvement in the disastrous 

Vietnam War.^® In sum, revisionists argued, "Kennedy was a dangerous president in foreign 

policy and a mediocre president in domestic matters," as revisionist Richard J. Walton put it.^^ 

Most revisionists who focused on Kennedy's record as president were leftists and 

liberals who rejected the JFK-as-liberal-hero notion promulgated by the Camelot 

interpretation. "The most loyal and affectionate liberal partisan of John Kennedy cannot make 

him into a dedicated, consistent, and impassioned champion of a leftward movement in 

American politics," contended historians David Burner and David R. West.^^ Instead, left-

liberal revisionists depicted Kennedy as moderate on social and economic matters and a 

hawkish Cold Warrior on foreign relations. Old Right conservatives disagreed, viewing JFK 

as the prototypical liberal. But they concurred with the revisionist interpretation that the 

Kennedy administration failed to accomplish much in the way of positive achievements. 

By 2000, revisionism had become the principal interpretation among most academics 

and most serious journalists. In sharp contrast to the Camelot school and to the public, who 

considered Kennedy the greatest president in history, most scholarly historians judged him as 

no greater than the tenth best president.^' In fact, a 1988 American Heritage poll of seventy-
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five prominent historians and journalists named JFK the most "overrated public figure in U.S. 

history."'" 

The Old Right Interpretation of John F. Kennedy and His Legacies 

Recent conservatives of all kinds embraced parts of the revisionist interpretation, 

integrating aspects of it into both the Old Right and the neoconservative interpretations. Like 

the revisionists, the Old Right argued that Kennedy lacked character and accomplished 

relatively little as president. Unlike the revisionists who questioned JFK's commitment to 

liberalism, however, Old Right proponents perceived him and the rest of the Kennedys as 

personifying postwar liberalism. In so doing, they ironically echoed the Camelot 

interpretation. The difference, of course, was that calling JFK a "liberal" was a compliment 

for Camelot's purveyors, whereas it was an epithet for conservatives. 

Conservatives who embraced the Old Right interpretation of Keimedy remained 

unmoved by the public's affection for him. They harshly criticized JFK both for his 

administration's liberal policies and for his "liberal" personal behavior, particularly his many 

extramarital affairs. The Old Right also believed that the revisionist critique had undercut the 

Camelot myth promulgated by Kennedy disciples and the "liberal" media, "the media did 

everything in its power to build up and sustain the beatific myth of John F. Kennedy, 

throughout his life and long after his death, until it finally collapsed in ruins under the weight 

of incontrovertible evidence," conservative historian Paul Johnson wrote in 1997.^' 

Conservatives who pursued this anti-Kennedy strategy faulted JFK for what they viewed as 
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his part in causing the "destructive" issues that came to fulfillment after his death, for 

example, expansion of federal government power over social and economic issues, 

government assistance to racial minorities, and increases in fimding welfare and other social 

programs. Many Old Rightists also focused on Kermedy's sexual misbehavior, viewing it as 

a precursor to the "moral breakdown" that was highlighted by the sexual revolution they saw 

as beginning in the late 1960s. 

The Old Right interpretation of the 1980s and 1990s updated and extended the 

negative view of JFK that conservatives had first espoused during his lifetime. The seminal 

anti-Kennedy conservative work was journalist Victor Lasky's JFK, the Man and the Mvth. 

a massive, best-selling polemic, which was published just months before the assassination.®^ 

Lasky's book concentrated on publicizing Kennedy's character defects. In terms of JFK's 

policies, 1960s-era conservatives portrayed him as weak and overly liberal president. They 

claimed that, supposedly like all liberals, the inexperienced Kennedy lacked the toughness and 

guile necessary to defeat the Communists, pursued heretical Keynesian economic policies, and 

proved unable to stand up to "radical" civil rights activists.®^ The basic outlines of this initial 

conservative critique were reaffirmed or embraced by many conservatives in the decades 

following Kennedy's death. Conservatives were especially eager to rebut the positive version 

of JFK disseminated by the "Camelot-besotted liberal media," as conservative Mickey Kaus 

put it.®'' 

During the 1980s and 1990s, this Old Right interpretation focused its criticism of 
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Kennedy and his legacy on his personal defects. "Jack's character," charged JFK biographer 

Thomas C. Reeves, "lacked a moral center, a reference point that went beyond self-

aggrandizement."®' The assault on Kennedy's character fit comfortably within the overall 

traditionalist-conservative attack on the "immoral" counterculture of the sixties, which they 

perceived as selfish, lazy, hedonistic, and lascivious. The Old Right's depiction of JFK as an 

precursor of cultural liberalism, especially the "sexual revolution," meant that attacking his 

character and behavior would also impugn traditionalists' more recent foes: the 

counterculture of the late 1960s and 1970s and the social liberals of the 1980s and 1990s, the 

right's enemy in the "culture wars." Consequently, the Old Right perceived JFK as embodying 

the cultural liberalism that they believed had undermined traditional morality values in 

America beginning with the counterculture of the late 1960s. Not surprisingly, then, their 

interpretation of Kennedy's character highlighted the type of "immorality" that conservatives 

believed typified the cultural liberalism: deceit, phoniness, laziness, drug use, and, most 

importantly, promiscuity. 

The Old Right, staunch proponents of the importance of family in shaping the 

individual's values, stressed the lack of character displayed by the Kennedy family. 

Traditionalist conservatives believed that parentage was crucial informing children, both 

through genetic inheritance and educational role modeling. "The major figure in an account 

of the life of John F. Kermedy must by Jack's father," opined Kermedy biographer Thomas 

C. Reeves.^® The conservative view of JFK's overbearing father, Joseph P. Kennedy, was 

overwhelmingly negative. Joe Kennedy displayed an "insatiable relish for money, power, and 
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corruption," asserted conservative historian Paul Johnson/' In the Old Right interpretation, 

Joe pushed "Jack," his playboy second son, into public life. Unsurprisingly, the Old Right 

interpretation of JFK stressed his resemblance to his unsavory father. Like Joe, Jack acted 

selfishly and ruthlessly, lied frequently, pursued sex obsessively, cavorted with mobsters and 

other unsavory characters, and used Joe's wealth to buy Jack's elections and to bully or bribe 

people they wanted something from (including Jacqueline Bouvier).^^ 

Conservatives typically venerated wealth, but there was also a populist strain on the 

right that condemned JFK for as a rich elitist. Conservatives contended that Joe Kermedy's 

great wealth secured for Jack an Ivy League education, ghostwritten books, political 

campaign victories, a beautiful wife, and finally, the presidency. In 1983, Republican 

speechwriter Ben Stein said that he viewed Keimedy as a the type of person who "was 

extremely remote from me-an extremely handsome, extremely rich, outgoing, confident 

playboy president who had most of life's good things handed to him."®' 

The Old Right's interpretation impugned Kermedy's character by positing him as 

dishonest and deceitful, a view shared by revisionists but strenuously denied by the purveyors 

of the Camelot myth. Conservatives insisted on the importance of truthfulness and sincerity 

as moral values and, consequently, often perceive the "moral relativism" of liberalism as an 

invitation to lie or dissemble. Not surprisingly, then, their criticism of leaders they considered 

liberal, from Franklin Roosevelt through Bill Clinton and A1 Gore, often focused on liberals' 

alleged propensity to lie. The Old Right noted that one main area of his life that Kennedy lied 

was about his poor health. Unbeknownst to the public during his lifetime, he was afflicted by 
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many serious ailments, including Addison's Disease. "Strictly speaking, Jack was never fit to 

hold any important public office," wrote conservative historian Paul Johnson, "and the list of 

lies told about his body by the Kennedy camp over many years is formidable."™ 

Recent conservatives insisted that Kennedy dissembled about many other areas of his 

life, too. For example, the Camelot depiction of Kennedy as an intellect was untrue, the Old 

Right contended. They argued that JFK was a impatient and desultory in intellectual matters, 

with the implication that he was too lazy to buckle down. This depiction of Kennedy as lazy 

bolstered the conservative claim that liberals eschew and denigrate the traditionalist values 

of hard work and self sacrifice. The Old Right further maintained that JFK's sense of 

entitlement as a playboy son of a millionaire-another main flaw in his character-allowed him, 

cavalierly, to present ghostwritten works as his ovm compositions. "No national figure has 

ever so consistently and unashamedly used others to manufacture a personal reputation as a 

great thinker and scholar," wrote JFK biographer Thomas C. Reeves. The Kennedy family 

also dissembled about JFK's experiences as a naval officer in World War II. "Old Joe's 

neatest trick was to turn Jack into a war hero," asserted conservative historian Paul Johnson.'' 

The Old Right insisted that Kennedy often lied to cover up potential scandals caused 

by his corruption. This interpretation played into the conservative interpretation that liberals, 

with their embrace of "moral relativism," tended to be corrupt. This allegation that liberals 

were corrupt was a mainstay of conservative criticism of liberal leaders. The idea of liberals 

hiding their nefarious deeds also played into the conspiratorial paranoia of the far right-that 

their political opponents were ruthless and bent on conspiracy. And the assertion that the 
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Kennedy were ruthless was a mainstay of the Old Right interpretation. "[F]orgiveness is not 

in the Kermedy tradition," conservative editor William F. Buckley, Jr., wrote in 2001. "JFK 

had been the author of the famous dictum, 'Don't get made, get even.'"'^ It was conventional 

right-wing wisdom that Kermedy stole the 1960 election through corruption and bribery, 

especially in Texas and Illinois, where the mafia supposedly helped JFK. The right's view of 

the Kennedys was summed up by British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan, who commented 

to historian Paul Johnson that watching the Keimedy administration's ascension to power in 

Washington was "rather like watching the Borgia brothers take over a respectable North 

Italian city"^^ 

There was, however, a problem with Old Right contention that the Kermedys were 

conspiratorial thugs. According to the pop-culture view, JFK was the victim of the most 

infamous conspiracy in U. S. history. The Old Right dealt with this fact by claiming that JFK's 

assassination occurred in retaliation for one of Kennedy's nefarious deeds. The most cited 

suspect was the mafia, because JFK had dealt with gangsters like Sam Giancana.^"* 

The Old Right also depicted Kermedy as a selfish, pleasure-seeking libertine, who used 

drugs and chased women. Obviously, this view of JFK paralleled conservatives' depiction of 

the counterculture of the late 1960s, and cultural liberalism in general, as hedonistic, immoral, 

and socially destructive. And the Old Right believed that the "selfish, vain, and extravagant" 

Jackie Kennedy joined her husband in helping push American culture down the road to ruin 

in the 1960s. "Jackie's White House was the volcanic explosion of superficial bustle which 

launched the age," wrote conservative Paul Johnson.^^ 
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One aspect of the Old Right interpretation of JFK as a precursor of the sixties 

counterculture was his alleged drug use. JFK, because of his health problems, had come under 

the care of Dr. Max Jacobson, a Hollywood physician know as "Dr. Feelgood"for his 

willingness to dispense painkillers for his celebrity patients.^^ As a result, JFK biographer 

Thomas C. Reeves maintained, Kennedy was "heavily dependent on amphetamines" 

throughout his entire presidency.^^ Other sources claimed that JFK also indulged in such 

recreation drugs as marijuana and cocaine, usually while with one of his many mistresses.^^ 

The criticism of Kennedy's alleged drug use fit well with the idea that JFK served as a 

precursor to the counterculture of the late 1960s, which left all sorts of destructive legacies 

to recent America. 

For the Old Right, JFK's foremost character flaw was his obsessive philandering, both 

before and after his marriage. Conservatives stressed this aspect of Kermedy's behavior 

because it played into their contention that JFK served as a precursor to the "sexual 

revolution" of the late 1960s, which bequeathed all sorts of destructive legacies to recent 

America. The Old Right eagerly repeated sexual details found in pop-culture books and 

tabloids. According to this view, Kennedy had a plethora of adulterous affairs, most of them 

one-night stands. His philandering was outrageous. For example, he allegedly prepared for 

each of his 1960 debates with Richard Nixon by having sex with a prostitute, found and paid 

for by his staff, and he had sex with a woman the night of his inauguration, after his wife had 

gone to bed.^' JFK also supposedly had affairs with several movie stars, including Marilyn 

Monroe.^" 
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Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, conservatives mocked attempts by Camelot 

partisans to defend JFK's personal character. Arthur Schlesinger, dean of the Camelot 

historians, dismissed salacious books about Kermedy' s personal life as "the National Enquirer 

school of biographies."^' After one such book, The Dark Side of Camelot by Seymour Hersh, 

was published in 1997, the conservative American Spectator mocked Schlesinger by 

contrasted Hersh's book with a fabricated parody, "The Suck-up Side of Camelot, by Arthur 

Schlesinger." The American Spectator article compared two versions of the same scenes. For 

example, in Hersh's book: "Kennedy was screaming into the phone. He knew he had to 

terrorize Palm Beach socialite Durie Malcom to prevent her from revealing their secret 

marriage decades before." In the parody of Schlesinger, the same scene was recorded as: 

"The President took it upon himself to speak forcefully with prominent Southerners, hoping 

to undo decades of bigotry and prejudice that had plagued the region."^^ 

The Old Right interpretation viewed John F. Kermedy as lacking character, a direct 

assault on the Camelot school's glorified image of him. Additionally, the Old Right attacked 

what they viewed as the legacies to the 1980-2000 period left by Kennedy's "immoral" 

personal behavior. There was a political undercurrent to this Old Right attack on Kermedy. 

During the 1980s and 1990s, the American electorate associated JFK's legacy with a liberal 

Democratic agenda, which conservatives sought to undermine. In addition, a great number 

of recent Democratic politicians sought to identify themselves and their party with Kermedy' s 

Camelot image. Consequently, the Old Right worked to undercut the contemporary liberal 
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Democrats and their policy agenda by undermining JFK's legacy. From 1992 through 2000, 

debates over the JFK legacy became more politically pointed and consequential because of 

President Bill Clinton's close identification with Kennedy. Consequently, the Old Right 

sought to identify Keimedy's "lack of character" with a more general lack of character 

allegedly typical among all Democratic politicians, especially Clinton. Recent conservatives 

examined many facets of Keimedy's character and their similarity to recent Democrats. 

Conservatives, for example, associated what they viewed as Kermedy' s propensity to 

lie with the same alleged characteristic in their contemporary Democratic foes. As a result, 

conservatives often used the analogy of JFK's lying about his chronic, serious health problems 

when they suspected other politicians of hiding serious physical ailments. For example, many 

commentators on the right brought up JFK in 1992 when Senator Paul Tsongas of 

Massachusetts, who claimed to be recovering from cancer, became a leading contender ran 

for the Democratic presidential nomination. 

Not surprisingly, conservatives also claimed that their chief nemesis. President Bill 

Clinton, emulated his idol John Kermedy by hiding serious and embarrassing health problems. 

"The only recent precedent available to Bill Clinton for not releasing the details (raw data and 

all) of his medical records is that set by President John F. Keimedy," R. Emmet Tyrell, Jr., 

editor of the American Spectator, wrote during Clinton's 1996 reelection campaign. "Today 

we know that Kennedy was hiding Addison's disease and other ailments that left him in 

frequent pain and subject to bouts of fatigue What suffering might Bill Clinton be quietly 

braving?" Tyrell wondered if "Clinton's record would reveal treatment for sexually 
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transmitted disease." Drawing the Kermedy-Clinton connection, Tyrell remarked that 

"Kennedy biographer Richard Reeves chronicles 'persistent venereal disease' among JFK's 

secret health problems." Tyrell broadened the idictment on Keimedy and Clinton to include 

drugs. After noting JFK's dependence on prescription medication, he claimed concluded that 

his investigations of the president's earlier life "suggest that Clinton has used drugs heavily, 

and may have, in the early 1980's, been treated for an overdose [W]e can conclude that 

Bill Clinton's medical records might well include information about drug use. As for stories 

that Clinton suffered from overdose no firsthand account is available."^'* 

The main JFK legacy that the Old Right interpretation focused on was, of course, his 

serial philandering. Like the rest of the media, Old Right commentators trotted out Kennedy's 

legacy whenever a Democratic politician became involved in a sex scandal, including Senator 

Gary Hart in 1987 and Representative Gary Condit in 2001 Of course. Bill Clinton was by 

far the most notable Old Right target linked by sexual affairs to JFK's legacy. The connection 

took on greater import after Clinton was impeached because his dissembled about an affair 

with Monica Lewinsky, a White House intern and secretary. Conservatives portrayed 

Clinton's womanizing, like Kermedy's, as reckless. "President Clinton endangered his career 

for the sake of a sexual encounter," wrote psychiatrist Dr. Peter D. Kramer. "That would put 

him in the company of John Keimedy."^® 

As president, conservatives argued, this reckless had serious potential consequences, 

if it meant eluding Secret Service protection. Conservative Michael Rust, for example, 

characterized Ketmedy as a "president whose compulsive need for sex overwhelmed basic 
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security consideration."®^ During the Clinton-Lewinsky scandal of 1998, right-winger Gary 

Aldrich, a former member of Clinton's White House security detail who wrote an anti-Clinton 

book, also argued that JFK's "recklessness" had caused problems for the Secret Service. 

Consequently, Aldrich argued that Secret Service agents should be forced to testify before 

Kenneth Starr's grand jury, which was investigating Clinton. 

The Old Right viewed both Kermedy' s and Clinton's womanizing as pathological. Dr. 

Peter Kramer suggested that the Kennedy-Clinton obsession with women was merely 

neurotic. But it was a damning portrait all the same. Both presidents, claimed Kramer, were 

"risk takers," "sexually driven," and "narcissistic." Each, was also "hyperthymic- those with 

a constant upbeat mood, two steps short of mania." Kramer noted that hyperthymic men 

"have high sexual appetites." He concluded: "What you get when you mix propensities for 

risk taking, hyperthymia, and narcissism in the right proportions is a damn good politician. 

... At the same time, you get a men for whom the sex act is a compulsion and a constant 

gamble."'"' 

It was not surprising that recent conservatives concentrated on what they viewed as 

Kermedy's lack of character because personal behavior represented a main issue for the right 

in the "culture wars" of the 1980s and 1990s. The connection between Kennedy's 

"immorality" and Bill Clinton's, moreover, also enabled conservatives to attack Clinton at his 

weakest point. In addition, the Old Right also perceived parallels between Kennedy's 

"mistaken" policies in the early 1960s with Clinton's similarly "misguided" agenda in the 

1990s. In so doing, the Old Right embraced the Camelot interpretation of JFK as a liberal, 
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while strongly denying that the Kennedy administration was a success, as the Camelot school 

insisted. And they used the same terms to describe Clinton. 

Consequently, the Old Right interpretation of the 1980-2000 period, although focused 

on JFK's lack of character in personal matters, also faulted Kennedy's polices as president 

and their supposedly harmful legacies to the recent era. Unlike revisionists who depicted JFK 

as a moderate or conservative on policy issues, the Old Right saw him as too liberal. Thus, 

they followed in the footsteps of 1960s-era conservatives, who had claimed that President 

Kennedy pursued liberal domestic policies, most notably in his Keynesian economic strategy, 

and lacked the toughness and guile necessary to defeat the Communists.'" The Old Right's 

argument did parallel the revisionists' by debunking the Camelot claim that the Kennedy 

administration had achieved many concrete successes. The Old Right contended that JFK 

enacted little substantive domestic legislation. In foreign policy, Kennedy's record included 

such failures as the Bay of Pigs fiasco, the Soviet building of the Berlin Wall, and the failed 

attempts to rid Cuba of Fidel Castro. The Old Right judged Kennedy's putative successes 

harshly, too. For example, conservative historian Paul Johnson maintained that the Cuban 

Missile Crisis, seen by the Camelot school as a model for handling, was, in actuality, a 

"defeat" because Kermedy's deal with the Soviets allowed Castro's communist regime to 

remain in power.'' 

The Old Right also criticized the legacies of the President Kennedy's policies. One 

area of Old Right criticism was Kennedy's economic policy. A conventional conservative 
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denunciation of liberals was the latter's interference with the workings of the free market, 

which supposedly undermined the economy. Indeed, Kennedy's administration putatively 

based its economic strategy on Keynesian methods, which were the bane of laissez-faire 

conservatives. 

The Old Right blamed Kennedy's liberal economic policies for the decline in the stock 

market during his presidency. Conservatives claimed that stock prices fell because the market 

possessed little confidence in JFK's economic leadership, especially disliking his clash U.S. 

Steel. Conservatives in the 1990s, moreover, once again used Kermedy's legacy to undercut 

President Clinton. The Old Right discerned parallels with between Kermedy's alleged "anti-

business attitude" in the 1960s and President Clinton's in the 1990s. Conservatives therefore 

predicted that the Clinton administration would similarly lose the confidence of the market, 

driving dovm stock prices. "Is it time to bid final adieu to the 'Clinton bull market'?" 

j ournalist Jack Egan wondered in April 1994, during the second year of Clinton's presidency. 

"Can history help us predict the future? It turns out there are some uncanny parallels between 

the recent [stock market] decline and the sudden bear market of 1962, the second year of 

John F. Kennedy's presidency." 

Egan noted that economic conditions seemed sound both in 1962 and in 1994. "But 

the Dow continued to slide" in 1962, remarked Egan. "Before it was over in Jvine, the Dow 

was down 27 percent from its high. Trying to find a reason for the drop, analysts attributed 

it to a change in investor psychology after Kennedy... forced the steel industry to roll back 

announced price increases." Egan argued that there were several similarities between the 
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Kennedy years, when stock prices dropped, and the early Clinton years. In 1994, he asserted, 

some stock analysts "see danger in confrontation, just as an earlier generation did in JFK's 

day. This time it isn't Big Steel; it's Big Japan and Big China and a concern that America's 

trade disputes with them could hurt economies everywhere. So after a long bull market, are 

the bears finally right this time?"'^ 

Directly attacking JFK's overall economic policy proved difficult for conservatives, 

however, because the economy boomed during his presidency. Gross national product growth 

averaged 5.6 percent armually, unemployment dropped to 5.0 percent, and inflation held at 

a 1.3 percent annual rate. Consequently, recent conservatives instead argued that, despite this 

superb economic performance under Kennedy, his Keynesian policies had left a harmful 

legacy, setting the stage for the troubled U.S. economy of the 1973-1992 period. 

In 1992, for example, conservative columnist Robert J. Samuelson blamed President 

Kennedy for "the start of economic folly." Samuelson claimed that JFK's embrace of 

Keynesianism represented the recent era's "original sin," a transgression that "led us in the 

wrong direction: toward high inflation and runaway budget deficits." Following the precepts 

of Keynesianism, Kennedy had argued that the conservative "economic myths" of laissez faire 

restrained U.S. economic growth. "But what Kennedy denounced as 'myths' were actually 

valuable traditions and taboos," insisted Samuelson, "We had a tradition of low inflation (in 

1960, it was 1.4 percent). And there was a taboo against budget deficits. Once these 

constraints were swept away, we became prey to foolish policies. Kennedy's speech was, in 

some ways, the original sin. It ditched the prevailing orthodoxies and left the country 
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rudderless: committed to desirable goals without means to reach them. . . . We are still 

suffering from the legacy."'^ 

The Old Right interpretation also criticized Kermedy's foreign policies and their 

legacies to recent American. Led by President Ronald Reagan, recent conservatives prospered 

by portraying themselves as staunch patriots while denouncing Democrats as "weak on 

defense."Along these lines, the Old Right perceived unfortunate parallels in the alleged lack 

of toughness of Kennedy's actions toward Cuba and Clinton's behavior toward Iraq. "John 

Kennedy was hailed for his triumph in the Cuban missile crisis," Peter W. Rodman, a 

conservative national-security expert, wrote in 1997. "Only later was it understood that he 

had secretly promised the Soviets the quid pro quo they had asked for-removal of U.S. 

missiles in Turkey-and acquiesced in the restoration of the Soviet-Cuban military alliance. 

And Fidel, of course, is still with us, 35 year later." Rodman compared Kennedy's 

"appeasement" of Communists in the Missile Crisis with Clinton's handling of Iraq's attempts 

to obtain nuclear missiles in the 1990s. "President Clinton had emulated President Kennedy 

in many areas-his response to an aggressor may prove another," observed Rodman. 

"Whatever the claims about Saddam Hussein's 'unconditional' capitulation, the outlines of 

our compromise with him are now apparent."®'' 

Vietnam represented the primary area of Old Right criticism of the Kennedy 

administration's foreign policy.'^ During JFK's presidency, conservatives led by Senator Barry 

Goldwater denounced the administration's hesitancy in escalating U.S. military involvement 

in Vietnam and elsewhere, in an all-out effort to rid the world of communism by militarily 
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"rolling back" communist influence. After the disastrous Vietnam War ended, however, many 

recent conservatives blamed Kennedy for Getting the United States involved in the conflict. 

"The war in Vietnam was thought up and is being managed by the men John F. Kennedy 

brought to Washington," insisted conservative historian Andrew J. Bacevich. "Subsequent 

efforts to portray Vietnam as 'Johnson's war' or 'Nixon's war' have failed to expunge that 

central fact." Like most conservatives, Bacevich did not fault the Kennedy administration for 

fighting communism in Vietnam. But he argued that JFK and others in his administration 

"adopted a strategy of ill-conceived pragmaticism, wading progressively deeper into 

Southeast Asia. From behind their desks in Washington, D.C., they would mange the war, 

limit its fall-out, and devote all of their formidable creativity and cunning to the task of 

eventually finding a way out." Bacevich criticized this strategy. "The result was improvisation 

masquerading as strategy," he argued. "This approach promised at best to defer the day of 

reckoning. For this, tens of thousands died, nations were devastated, and the United States 

was all but torn apart."^^ 

The question of Kennedy's responsibility for U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War 

smoldered throughout the 1980s and 1990s and reignited in 1995 with the publication of the 

memoir ofRobert S. McNamara. McNamarahadbeenamainarchitectofthe war as secretary 

of Defense under President Kennedy and Johnson, and he accepted much of the blame for 

Vietnam. "We of the Keimedy and Johnson administrations ... acted according to what we 

thought were the principles and traditions of this nations," wrote McNamara. "Yet we were 

vwrong, terribly wrong."^^ But McNamara also sought to absolve Kennedy by arguing that he 



265 

was pressured to escalate in Vietnam by the era's anticommunism. Thus, he argued that such 

conservatives as President Eisenhower, Senator Joseph McCarthy, Barry Goldwater, and the 

Joint Chiefs of Staff shared the blame. 

Conservatives dismissed McNamara's contrition and his blaming Vietnam on the era's 

anticommunism. Conservative Victor Gold compared McNamara to Nazi Albert Speer, 

noting that for both men "confession is good for the image." In deflecting Vietnam from 

JFK's legacy, claimed Gold, "McNamara manages to apportion blame for the tragedy of 

Vietnam with the same passion for credibility he gave body counts during his seven years in 

the Pentagon."^^ Similarly, conservative historian Andrew Bacevich was contemptuous of the 

way that the Kermedy administration and its later supporters blamed the Vietnam debacle on 

anticommunist conservatives who were pushing Kennedy and his advisors for further action. 

"Prizing flexibility and toughness above all, they flinched when confronting the really difficult 

issues-and then blamed others for the mess that their own hubris and fecklessness had 

created," commented Bacevich. "To lay responsibility for their failure at the doorstep of a 

'conservative era'... is genuinely bizarre. Keimedy's men held sway at the high-water mark 

of postwar liberalism. Blundering into Vietnam, they showed just how morally hollow the 

'vital center' had become."'^ 

In sum, the Old Right interpretation of JFK and his legacies embraced by many 

conservatives during the 1980s and 1990s sought to debunk the widespread conception, 

espoused by the Camelot school and the pop-culture view, that Kennedy was a great 

president. The Old Right saw this view of JFK as based solely on hype. "In some ways the 
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most dangerous kind of politician is a man who is good at PR and nothing else," wrote 

conservative historian Paul Johnson, "and in some respects J. F. Keimedy fitted that 

description exactly."'"® The Old Right also attempted to point out that Kennedy was not as 

popular during his lifetime as the Camelot myth claimed. 

For example, many Old Rightists claimed that Kermedy paled in comparison to their 

idol of the early 1960s, Barry M. Goldwater. In 1984, for example, William A. Rusher, 

publisher of the National Review, insisted that conservative Barry Goldwater may have beaten 

JFK in the 1964 election had Kennedy lived.In 1998, conservative historian Richard 

Brookhiser took aim at a cornerstone of the Camelot myth: JFK's status as an idol to 

America's youth. "John F. Kennedy is usually portrayed as the first, and brightest, leader of 

the young in what would become a long decade of youth (1960-1975)," wrote Brookhiser, 

"but this is a mistake. He was stylish and sexy Women wanted to sleep with him and, it 

turns out, many did. But this is a flack's idea of youthfulness." In truth, argued Brookhiser, 

"[t]he truly young-aged 15 to 25-were too serious for such hijinks, and their tribune in the 

early Sixties was Barry Goldwater. The conservative movement, when it was first moving, 

was to a great extent a youth crusade." However, Brookhiser's paean strained when he 

claimed that "Goldwater was better looking than Kennedy." 

Brookhiser maintained that Goldwater's hold on the young was due to more than his 

"virile" image. It was also "rhetorical and intellectual, wrote Brookhiser. "Goldwater was 

branding the modem state 'outrageous' before the Great Society, and criticizing establishment 

foreign policy when liberals were still anti-Communist-albeit in a meliorist, containment 
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mode." Brookhiser concluded by comparing these early sixties conservative "rebels" with 

those who followed, including President Bill Clinton. "The late Sixties produced a second 

wave of young rebels, whose interests were primarily behavioral and aesthetic," he said. 

"They had considerable political effect-lose a country, gain a restaurant-but their main 

interest was getting high and getting laid. Boogie Nights was bom in the Summer of Love. 

Now it's playing at the White House. The first rebellion had better goals, and better 

leaders."'®' 

The Old Right's contention that Kennedy was relatively unsubstantial during his 

lifetimes shaped their view that his departure from the scene was relatively inconsequential 

as well. This viewpoint clashed with the pop-culture belief that Kennedy's assassination 

forestalled a potential golden era, leading America down the road to ruin. In 1991, Oliver 

Stone's film JFK encapsulated in popular form the contention that Kennedy's death resulted 

from a government conspiracy aimed at getting rid of a president who was turning to the left 

in domestic and foreign affairs. 

Conservatives denounced Stone for personifying what they viewed as leftist obsession 

with conspiracy. American Spectator editor R. Emmett Tyrrell, Jr. claimed that JFK was a 

movie "made for those dolts who cannot remember the facts, and so Stone's message is a 

soothing one, to wit, that the facts do not matter. They have all been falsified by conspirators, 

hordes of conspirators. Just remember the fantasy, and maybe two or three facts."'°^ The 

conservative journal the Economist agreed. "[Stone's] previous political films-including 
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'Platoon' and 'Bom on the Fourth of July,' both about Vietnam-were attacked by the right 

as the ravings of a self-righteous, left-wing fantasist," wrote the Economist. "To claim, as Mr. 

Stone does, that Kennedy was ordered to be killed by hawks within his own government 

because he was about to withdraw all Americans from Vietnam is at once impossibly paranoid 

(about military men) and hopelessly naive (about Kennedy)," continued the Economist. "Yet 

to criticize the details of Mr. Stone's 'theory' misses why it is so seductive. The barely stated 

premise of 'JFK' is that the assassination of Kennedy was a historical watershed. Had he not 

been killed, everything would have been different. No Vietnam. No race riots. No drug 

culture. Instead, Camelot."'"'' 

As a practical matter, John Kennedy's consistently high public popularity made the 

Old Roight's anti-JFK strategy dangerous for recent conservatives-directly attacking a 

popular figure is seldom a clever political strategy. As a result, the recent right often criticized 

"the Kermedys" (usually for sexual misbehavior) in an attempt to attack JFK indirectly by 

criticizing less popular members of the Kennedy family. Ted Kennedy, the Senate's leading 

liberal for decades, served as prime target for conservatives. But other Kennedys received 

jibes, too. In 1998, for example, conservative columnist John Leo commented on a story 

about a little-known Kermedy cousin, Kerry McCarthy, who was selling a line of JFK nautical 

clothing. Leo used the story as an opportunity to condemn the behavior of the Kennedy 

family. "The first thing to be said about this Kennedy news story is that, somewhat 

surprisingly, it has nothing to do with drug driving, drugs, cheating on exams, fishy-looking 
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annulments, rape allegations in Palm Beach, or possible affairs with 14-year-old baby sitters," 

quipped Leo. "And there is nothing in it about women as disposable commodities, which 

means it has genuine news value." He continued his denunciation: "[H]ere are some 

suggestions for additions to McCarthy's line: The Kennedy logo T-shirt, with the classic 

three-part motto 'She's wrong. I never touched her. Call my lawyer.'. . . Palm Beach 

actionwear-these breakaway pants for busy men remove themselves automatically in five 

seconds or less whenever the need arises."'"^ 

A year later, the dean of the Old Right, William F. Buckley, Jr., similarly used the 

White House correspondents diimer to bash the Kennedys. JFK's son, publisher John 

Kermedy Jr., had brought pomographer Larry Flynt to the dinner. "[T]he question asked by 

more than one guest the other night,' What does John Kennedy intend, by inviting Larry Flynt 

as his guest?'" wrote Buckley. "If there is another answer to that question than: To shock 

everybody and draw attention to himself-come up with it, and send a copy to Professor 

Arthur Schlesinger, to file for his next exonerative bulletin on the Kennedy family." In his 

short story, Buckley also took the time to mention other Kennedys: "Cousin Michael had been 

exposed as having seduced his baby-sitter, and of course Cousin William had stood trial, 

accused of raping a guest at the family compound on Good Friday."'"^ Undermining JFK's 

legacy by highlighting the misbehavior of other Kennedys sometimes worked for short 

periods. For example, polls showed that both JFK's and Ted Kennedy's public approval 

ratings temporarily dipped during William Kennedy Smith's trial on rape charges.'"^ 



270 

The Neoconservative Interpretation of John F. Kennedy and His Legacies 

During the 1980-2000 period, another group of commentators on the right espoused 

the fifth and final interpretation of John Kennedy and his legacies. This "neoconservative" 

interpretation, though promulgated by conservatives, basically ignored the Old Right's anti-

JFK narrative. Instead, neoconservatives drew upon elements of the Camelot, pop-culture, 

and revisionist interpretations and combined them in an interesting twist. Neoconservatives 

did joined the Old Right in their loathing of "the (late) sixties" and the political 

"radicalization" of the era. But the neoconservative view of Kennedy's relation to "the 

sixties" differed from that of the Old Right. As we have seen, the Old Right claimed that, 

though JFK was a person of the early 1960s, he served as a precursor for the "radicalized" 

cultural liberalism of the late sixties. Neoconservatives disagreed with this interpretation. They 

argued instead that JFK belonged to the more conservative era, which preceded "the (late) 

sixties." 

At the same time, neoconservatives attempted to disassociate John Kennedy from 

recent liberalism, which they believed had become radicalized in the late 1960s. In this way, 

neoconservatives drew on the revisionist interpretation of Kennedy, which posited him not 

as a liberal but, rather, as a moderate or conservative on most domestic issues and a staunch 

anticommunist hawk in foreign policy. Leftist revisionists' denial of JFK's liberalism was 

intended as a criticism. But neoconservatives considered it highly complimentary to him. 

Indeed, they saw themselves as the true bearers of JFK's legacy, rather than the recent 

politicians, including JFK's brother Senator Ted Kennedy, who called themselves "liberals" 
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but who were actually "radicals" in the neoconservative view. The portrayal of JFK and his 

times as moderate or conservative allowed neoconservatives to appropriate much of the 

publicly popular Kennedy legacy. Indeed, commentators on the right often argued that it was 

conservative Republicans, rather than liberal Democrats, who conformed to the genuine JFK 

legacy. 

Unlike the Old Right, moreover, neoconservatives were wary of, or entranced with, 

the popularity and influence of Kennedy's legacy in recent politics. In fact, they considered 

JFK one of a long line of (neoconservative) "great leaders," who now were allegedly in short 

supply during the 1980s and 1990s period. The embrace of Kennedy's legacy was especially 

strong among baby-boomer Catholic neoconservatives, who had been youths during JFK's 

presidency. Neoconservatives hoped to reinvigorate and reunite America behind a patriot 

crusade for national greatness under the leadership of great statesmen. They looked to the 

past for models of great leaders, including Abraham Lincoln, Theodore Roosevelt, Winston 

Churchill-and John Kennedy. By depicting Kermedy as a strong, patriot leader, 

neoconservatives ironically adopted much of the liberal Camelot school's image of JFK. 

During the 1980-2000 period, neoconservatives sought to separate what they viewed 

as the positive impact of President John Kennedy's legacy from the "destructive" legacies of 

the 1960s. Consequently, they placed Kennedy and his times into the early postwar era of 

1945-1963, thereby separating JFK from "the (late) sixties." For neoconservatives, then, the 

Kennedy years signaled not the beginning of a new era (whether for good or for ill)-as the 
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Camelot and Old Right interpretations insisted-but, rather, then the end of an older era, the 

golden age of conservative, postwar America. "Only Kennedy could have changed the nation 

so thoroughly, "asserted neoconservative journalists Michael Barone and Katia Hetter, "for 

the better while he lived and for the worse by the way he died."'"^ 

In the neoconservative narrative, the early 1960s stood as a shining beacon, an era far 

superior to both the late sixties and the recent 1980-2000 period. This sentiment resonated 

with the public, as surveys showed that few Americans associated the Kennedy years with 

negative issues. In a 1983 poll, for example, Americans were asked if they identify JFK's 

presidency with a list of ten issues. The most mentioned items were positive, while the three 

least cited ones were all of the negative issues: "sexual misconduct in the White House," 

"abuses of power by the CIA," and "race riots."'°^ For both neoconservatives and the general 

public, the Kermedy years retained a rosy glow in the minds of most Americans. "The early 

1960s are remembered not as the moment when blacks were seething over civil rights and 

when the world came closest to nuclear war but as the summer solstice of post-World War 

II prosperity and omnipotence," observed historian Michael Beschloss."° 

During the 1980s and 1990s, neoconservatives lamented that the Kennedy age had 

long since disappeared. "The country that elected him, watched him govern and mourned his 

death was a very different America," neoconservatives Michael Barone and Katia Hetter 

wrote in 1993. "Thirty years after his death, John F. Kennedy is fading from focus. Once, all 

Americans could remember where they were when they heard the awful news on Friday, Nov. 

22,1963. But today the majority of Americans have no memory of 1963 at all.... [T]oday, 
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Kennedy' s magic and the era he inhabited are difficult to recall." Referring to historian Daniel 

Boorstin's book, The Lost World of Thomas Jefferson. Barona and Hetter argued that 

"Kennedy's America is equally distant. And it is Tost' to us.""' 

Recent neoconservatives insisted that the early 1960s shared far more with the 

decades that came before than they did with the years following the late 1960s. In 1999, 

conservative editor William Kristol noted the vast "difference between our America and the 

one that mourned Jack Kennedy only 36 years ago." The public cultures of the early 1960s 

and late 1990s seemed to share very little. "The most memorable image from Jack Kennedy's 

funeral was John's salute," wrote Kristol. "Today it seems from another world. The salute 

suggest an era in which, at moments of great sorrow, the appropriate bearing was formal, 

dignified, almost military. Today, we are informal, expressive, sentimental." JFK's funeral was 

just one expression of how the early 1960s shared more with the previous decades than with 

the years after the late 1960s. "It was a different country," asserted Kristol. "Only a year 

before [JFK's death], Douglas MacArthur had given a much-noticed, and justly acclaimed, 

farewell speech at West Point. That speech ended with a phrase that he said 'echoes and re

echoes: duty, honor, country.' Does it echo still? MacArthur's rhetoric seems closer to the 

19"' century than to the late 20'*'. Yet MacArthur, bom in 1880, outlived President 

Kennedy.""^ 

The idea that the Kennedy years marked the end of dignified American public culture 

was even apparent in recent discussions of Jacqueline Kennedy's style. Commentators 

stressed the first lady's association with the fashion of the early 1960s and her rej ection of late 
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sixties' fashion values. "By the end of the '60s," wrote Cathleen McGuigan of Newsweek. 

"the hippie revolution would destroy . . . ladylike dressing up, but for the brief shining 

moment that Jackie Kennedy was First Lady, she made Sunday best look sleek."'" 

Neoconservatives also maintained that the Kermedy era was the final moment when 

Americans still respected their leaders, a respect that neoconservatives viewed as crucial. 

"Part of the difference between then and now involves the public's emotional connection to 

its leaders," contended Barone and Hetter. "In this embittered and cynical time, it is almost 

impossible to conjure the public infatuation with Kermedy's charm." JFK, wrote Barone and 

Hetter, "achieved success in a country that loved its illusions, that yearned to believe in its 

leaders and great institutions, that happily suspended disbelief in the great spectacles of 

politics and entertainment." These patriotic myths, argued neoconservatives, were beneficial 

for the country and its people. "Americans understood there nation was not perfect," wrote 

Barone and Hetter. "But they cherished a version of history that showed how the country was 

specially blessed, with a special mission to promote freedom and democracy in the world."' 

Before the late 1960s, contended neoconservatives, Americans trusted their 

institutions. "More than 70 percent in Kennedy's time thought the federal government would 

do what is right most of the time or always; just 29 percent felt the same way by 1992," wrote 

Barone and Hetter. "Americans in the early 1960s found it easy to regard the cool and cynical 

John Kennedy as warm and idealistic, to overlook his mistakes and appreciate his successes, 

to give him the highest job ratings of any president, despite a performance that even his 

admirers admit had important flaws. At the time, he seemed the latest in a line of great 
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leaders. Kennedy's presidency thus seemed to follow a familiar American pattern." But the 

late 1960s destroyed this popular trust in U.S. institutions. Keimedy's death "made no sense 

at all," wrote Barone and Hetter "It was the first of many shocking events of the 1960s-urban 

riots and campus rebellions, defeats in war, the assassinations of King and Robert 

Kennedy-that made it seem that all the old rules no longer applied and every source of order 

had vanished.""^ Neoconservatives blamed America's confessional, prying culture, which 

they believe had begun in the late 1960s with feminist' assertion that the "personal is political" 

and with the news media's investigations into government secrets and politicians' private 

lives, especially their sex lives. 

Consequently, William Kristol noted the differences between the culture of "Jack" 

Kennedy in the early 1960s and that of his son, John Jr., in the 1990s. Jack Kennedy, in his 

book Profiles in Courage and in his public persona, "sought rather to cast a heroic mist over 

politics," wrote Kristol. "There is not much grandeur in George." John Jr.'s magazine. 

Instead, George sought to demystify the political process. "Each tendency has its dangers," 

remarked Kristol. "But how different the inclinations are!" Similarly, neoconservative Sam 

Tanenhaus asserted that John Jr., "rather than trying to scale the heights of elective politics, 

... [was] thumbing his nose at it all." But this ironic stance was not unique to John Jr. "In 

this," remarked Kristol, "he was very much at one with the spirit of his age.""^ 

Neoconservatives argued that the continued popular fascination with John Kennedy 

demonstrated more than Americans' tendencies toward sentimentality and celebrity worship; 

it symbolized a deep yearning for the earnest idealism of the early 1960s. "Ironically, the 
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cultural icons whose images and belongings are in greatest demand today-JFK, Mickey 

Mantle, the Beatles, Martin Luther King Jr.-are figures from the early 1960s, a more 

innocent, idealistic time," neoconservative Michael J. Sandel commented in 1998."^ In a 

similar manner, William Kristol, noting the outpouring of grief in 1999 following the death 

of John Kennedy, Jr., asserted: "In mourning John Keimedy, we mourn the loss of our most 

direct link to Jack Kennedy and his America-the America of Profiles in Courage, or un-ironic 

idealism, of John-John's salute." Kristol contended that the America of the early postwar 

period had faded away since 1963. "It began to lose ground after President Kermedy's 

assassination," wrote Kristol, "and has lost it ever since." Kristol concluded that, compared 

to the early 1960s, the decade of the 1990s was "a lesser time. Our America is in many ways 

a lesser America." In sum, charged neoconservatives, the years after JFK's death saw the 

demise of a noble postwar American culture, which had roots in the nineteenth century. 

"When did it all change?" asked Kristol. "Obviously during the [late] 1960s.""^ 

Depicting John F. Kermedy as a glorious leader during a time of American national 

greatness required overlooking some of his unseemly behavior, especially his womanizing. 

Like the Camelot school, therefore, the neoconservatives downplayed his personal lifestyle, 

focusing instead on his actions in the public arena of politics. When the issue of JFK's 

personality was raised, neoconservatives joined the purveyors of Camelot in stressing 

Kennedy's more noble qualities, an implicit rebuke to both revisionist and Old Right 

interpretations. During the 1980-2000 era, conservatives often criticized the alleged 
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selfishness, softness, and complacency of the baby boomer generation, which came of age in 

the late 1960s. Commentators on the right often juxtaposed the "irresponsible" baby boom 

generation with that of their parents, which they called "Greatest Generation." This group of 

Americans had survived the Great Depression, defeated fascist aggression in World War II, 

and confronted communism in the early Cold War. The Old Right argued that Kennedy, the 

idol of so many baby boomers, served as a precursor to this attitude with his playboy lifestyle. 

In sharp contrast, neoconservatives emphasized that JFK was himself "a member of the World 

War II generation," as conservative editor William Kristol wrote. Thus, Kennedy should best 

be seen as coming of age with the values of the "Greatest Generation," values far removed 

from those of the baby boomers. 

The Camelot and neoconservative interpretations diverged in their depections of 

Kennedy's political ideology. For most Camelot disciples, JFK was a heroic liberal moving 

toward the left when he was struck down; for neoconservatives, he was a moderate in 

domestic policy, conservative in economic matters, and an anticommunist hawk in foreign 

relations. Neoconservatives stressed that Kennedy was relatively conservative prior to running 

for president. JFK's ideology before 1960 was inchoate, with the exception that he was a 

"fierce anti-Communist," as conservative historian Paul Johnson noted.' Neoconservatives 

pointed out that the Kennedy and his family were close to Senator Joseph McCarthy. Indeed, 

Robert Kennedy had worked for the notorious anticommunists. During the early 1950s, JFK 

publicly praised Richard Nixon for his part in exposing and convicting Alger Hiss, and he 

supported Nixon's red-baiting senatorial campaign against Helen Gahagan Douglas in 1950. 
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Neoconservatives also stressed Kennedy's dislike of liberals and his consequent refusal 

to identify as one. In his book, Kennedy and Nixon. Catholic neoconservative Chris Matthews 

wrote that JFK shared Nixon's contempt for "Hiss types." According to Matthews, Kennedy 

once told an advisor: "They're not queer at [the State Department], but.... they're sort of 

like Adlai [Stevenson]." The Weeklv Standard, in an editorial tellingly entitled "The Real 

JFK," argued that "Kennedy hated being grouped with such people in the public mind." The 

editorial quoted JFK as saying: "I'd be happy to tell [liberals] I'm not a liberal... T never 

joined the Americans for Democratic Action [and] I'm not comfortable with those people.'" 

The Weeklv Standard also noted that Kennedy "derided liberals as 'honkers.'"'^' 

To win the 1960 Democratic nomination, however, JFK needed to win over, or at 

least mollify, his party's liberal wing. He did so by courting liberal politicians and liberal 

intellectuals like Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr. In addition, most recent historians believed that 

Kennedy, like the nation as a whole, moved toward a more liberal position during his 

presidency. But neoconservatives, in contrast to the Camelot school, argued that this shift was 

slight. Indeed, even some prominent proponents of the Camelot image acknowledged this. 

In 1983, Kennedy speechwriter Theodore Sorensen remarked that JFK "never identified 

himself as a liberal; it was only after his death that they began to claim him as one of theirs."'^^ 

As president, contended neoconservatives, Ketmedy was moderate on domestic 

policy, conservative on tax policy, and a hawkish Cold Warrior in international relations. On 

the domestic issue of religious tolerance, President Kennedy helped unite Americans. Before 

Kermedy's election as president, argued neoconservative journalists Michael Barone and Katia 
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Hetter, Catholics "lived almost in a nation apart." JFK rarely emphasized his Roman 

Catholicism. But the fact that he was a Catholic furthered the cause of religious tolerance, and 

his election to the highest office in the land integrated Catholics into the American 

mainstream. "For many Catholics," wrote Barone and Hetter, "Kennedy's victory was a 

symbol of their full acceptance." Not surprisingly, Kennedy's religious identification was a 

main reason for his continued appeal in the 1980s and 1990s to neoconservatives Catholics 

like journalists Michael Barone, Chris Matthews, Tim Russert, and Bill O'Reilly, who each 

had been a teenager during the Kermedy years. 

On the issue of civil rights for African Americans, neoconservatives viewed President 

Kennedy as seeking a reasonable, moderate course between extremists on both sides. 

"Kennedy, like most Americans, disliked the system of legally enforced racial segregation in 

the South," wrote neoconservative journalists Michael Barone and Katia Hetter. "But he 

wanted to change it slowly and regarded civil rights efforts like the freedom rides of the early 

1960s as a political nuisance. He was acutely conscious that no Democrat had been elected 

without Southern electoral votes." Barone and Hetter related other aspects of JFK's 

moderation on the civil rights issue, noting that he "met Martin Luther King Jr. only secretly 

at the White House, and he never considered appearing at the March on Washington in 

August 1963. For years, he delayed signing a promised order desegregating public housing 

units." But when southern segregationists used extreme measures against peaceful 

demonstrators, the president acted. "Kennedy' s civil rights bill was on its way toward passage 

when he died," wrote Barone and Hetter. "The country was forever changed."'^^ 
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Neoconservatives insisted that Kennedy was even more conservative when it came to 

his views and actions on economic pohcy. The Old Right stressed the Kennedy 

administration's embrace of Keynesian concepts, the idea of government macromanagement 

of the economy. Consequenetly, the Old Right often viewed JFK as "anti-business. 

Neoconservatives demurred, arguing that the Kennedy years proved crucial in the economic 

triumph of capitalism over communism. According to neoconservatives, many experts before 

Kermedy's presidency worried that the Communist economic system might "bury" U.S. 

capitalism economically, as Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev had predicted. "Kennedy shared 

the view of Keynesian economists and CIA analysts that the Soviet Union was growing faster 

than the United States and would dwarf the U.S. gross national product by the year 2000," 

wrote Michael Barone and Katia Hetter. "But his own major economic policies proved just 

the opposite. The free-trade bill, the major domestic achievement of his first two years, and 

the Keynesian tax cut he promised in 1962 and proposed in '63 led to six years of robust 

economic growth." According to neoconservatives, the Kennedy years also saw middle-class 

values accepted by the majority of the America youth. "The upward trajectory of the young 

people of the Kennedy years was obvious," wrote Barone and Hetter. "As young people went 

upscale, class-warfare economic politics became obsolete."'^'* 

Neoconservatives also pointed out that, despite Kennedy's putative embrace of 

Keynesianism, his personal inclinations and presidential actions often were economically 

conservative. "People thought he was a Keynesian central planner, but he was really a fiscal 

conservative," argued historian Joan Hoff-Wilson. Indeed, the consensus among recent 
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commentators was that the Kennedy administration's foremost economic legacy was his 

regressive tax bill, which cut the highest income-tax rates on individuals and corporations. 

"[0]n fiscal matters he was more conservative than any president we've had since," Camelot 

partisan Theodore Sorensen acknowledged in 1983, during the heyday of Ronald Reagan's 

conservative presidency. 

During the 1980s and 1990s, conservatives frequently drew parallels between 

Kennedy's tax reductions on corporations and the wealthy, meant to stimulate the economy, 

and supply-side tax cuts proposed by conservative Republicans, including Presidents Ronald 

Reagan and George W. Bush. In a 1987 obituary of Walter W. Heller, for example. Business 

Week commented: "As chief economic advisor to President John F. Kennedy, Heller was the 

maj or architect of the 1962-63 personal and business tax cuts that helped generate the longest 

expansion of the postwar era. But in those halcyon days, the tax-cut route to growth was 

known as Keynesian, not supply-side, economics."'^® 

President Ronald Reagan himself used Kermedy's tax-reduction plan to support of his own 

tax cut of 1981, which lowered the top rates. Fiscally conservative monetarists, troubled by 

large federal budget deficits, also saw parallels between the Kennedy administration and 

Reagan's supply siders, although monetarists did not view these similarities as positive. "The 

overblown rhetoric of Republican supply siders in the early 1980s strongly resembled that of 

the Kennedy-Johnson economists," Newsweek's Robert J. Samuelson opined in 1992.'" 

Nevertheless, most conservatives during the 1980s and 1990s gleefully recalled 

President Kennedy's tax policies to promote their own proposed tax cuts for the wealthy. 
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"Call it a Keynesian-style tax cut of the kind that John Kennedy passed in the '60s or a 

Reaganesque supply-side cut of the '80s, but the time has come to start thinking about a 

significant tax cut for the '90s a tax cut that promotes economic growth," Business Week 

editorialized in 1988. "The trick, of course is to do what Kennedy and Reagan did-cut the 

basic rates in the tax tables so that more money stays in the pockets of all taxpayers, raising 

the incentive to work, spend, and invest."'^^ Like President Reagan in 1981, President George 

W. Bush in 2001 invoked Kennedy's legacy to promote his tax-cut plan, which slashed taxes 

on the wealthy. During the 2001 debate over Bush's tax plan, the conservative Issues 

Management Center ran television ads showing film clips of President Kennedy touting the 

economic benefits of tax reduction. "The Kennedy clan went into conniptions last week over 

the use of footage of the martyred president praising tax cuts in advertisements promoting the 

Bush tax plan," editorialized the conservative Weeklv Standard.But neoconservative 

columnist Charles Krauthammer argued that "the ads are perfectly reasonable." What the 

dispute showed, asserted Krauthammer, was the following lesson: "tamper with the memory 

of John F. Kennedy and the guardians of the flame will strike you down for sacrilege."'^" 

During the 1980-2000 era, neoconservatives also sought to expropriate Kennedy's 

legacy on foreign policy by approvingly noting his hawkishness on foreign policy. In so doing, 

they followed the leftist revisionist interpretation. In 1983, for example, revisionist Richard 

J. Walton characterized JFK as "the most dangerous cold warrior we have had since the end 

of World War 11."'^' Whereas revisionists considered Kennedy's bellicose foreign-policy 

attitude dangerous, neoconservatives viewed it as his best characteristic. In 1983, for 
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example, Republican speechwriter Ben Stein declared, "I think in retrospect very definitely 

[Kennedy vv^as a great president]... I think the blockade of Cuba was probably the high point 

of American civilization, and it has been in retreat ever since." Like other neoconservatives. 

Stein rejected the assertion by both Camelot's liberals and the Old Right that JFK was a 

liberal in foreign policy. "People have dyed his mantle a kind of vivid pink," remarked Stein, 

"but he was very, very much a Cold Warrior all his life."'^^ The American public agreed with 

this assessment. When asked in 1983 which policies they associated with President Kennedy, 

62 percent of respondents chose "taking a hard line with the Russians."'^^ 

Neoconservatives stressed that resident Kennedy was a strong leader who believed 

in an assertive foreign policy. "Kermedy' s America remembered that American had fought to 

save Korea from Communists and rued that it had lost China to them," wrote journalists 

Michael Barone and Katia Hetter. "Kermedy was himself fascinated by guerrilla warfare; he 

created the Green Berets and prepared for brush-fire wars to prevent Communist advance." 

Consequently, neoconservatives denied the Camelot-liberal assertion that viewed Kennedy 

as a precursor to the peace movment oif the late 1960s. "May Kennedy admirers have argued 

that he would have withdrawn U.S. forces after the 1964 election," wrote Barone and Hetter, 

"but little in his words or deeds supports that: Kennedy was the first hawk, not the first 

dove." 

Recent neoconservatives, particularly before the end of the Cold War in 1989, looked 

back longingly to the Kennedy years, when they believed that the United States was at the 

peak of its international power. "John F. Kennedy had it right at the time," Michael Ruby of 
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U.S. News wrote in 1987. "America could 'pay any price, bear any burden, meet any 

hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe'-and America could do it alone. It was, after all, 

before Vietnam and OPEC, before the nuclear-arms race and the Japanese juggernaut, before 

Iranian fanaticism and towering deficits." The United States' power had fallen precipitously 

since the Kennedy years. "In January, 1961, American was the world order," wrote Ruby. 

"No more. The message in the events and trends of 1987 is simple: The United States no 

longer controls its destiny, confidently dictating the rules of engagement to friends and foes 

alike."''' 

During conservative Ronald Reagan's presidency, commentators frequently noted the 

similarity between Kennedy' s hawkish foreign polices in the 1960s and Reagan's in the 1980s. 

"It's amusing how much Kermedy resembles Ronald Reagan, or vice versa," Richard J. 

Walton wrote in 1983. "I mean his interventionism, his meddling in the Caribbean and Latin 

America, his wanting to increase our missile strength, his almost holy-crusade view of the 

Soviet Union." President Reagan, Walton maintained, "seems to be following in the same 

pattern as Kennedy."''^ Journalist Michael Kramer also noted similarities between Kennedy's 

policies and Reagan's. During the 1960 campaign, recalled Kramer, Kennedy had argued that 

containment was inadequate and that the United States "must move forward to meet 

Communism, rather than waiting for it to come to us and them reacting to it." "Today," 

Kramer pointed out in 1988, "a similar policy is known as the Reagan Doctrine."'^® 

Commentators also Reagan's fondness for Kennedy-style counterinsurgency programs 

in developing nations. "The Reagan Administration is systematically laying the foundation 
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within the Pentagon for increasing mihtary involvement in Third World conflicts," the 

Washington Post wrote in 1984. "[T]he new emphasis in many ways recalls the early 1960s, 

when President John F. Kennedy commissioned the Green Berets to stop what he called the 

'Communist tide' in poor countries in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. Once again, the 

Defense Department is beefing up its Green Berets and other 'special forces,' troops trained 

to kill guerillas and to teach other armies to do the same."'^^ Conservative foreign-policy 

experts commended the Kennedy-Reagan anti-communist, special-operations approach. "The 

Reagan Administration is, in fact, placing great emphasis on enhancement of US special 

operations capabilities across the board," defense expert Ross S. Kelley wrote in 1984, "and 

many features of the build up do indeed recall Kennedy's enthusiasm for the Green Berets."'^^ 

For many commentators during the 1980s and 1990s, John Kennedy was "Mr. 

Democrat" just as Ronald Reagan was "Mr. Republican," yet many conservatives and 

Republicans embraced Kennedy and compared his legacy to Reagan's. A 1985 Gallup poll 

found that, when asked to name the three greatest U.S. presidents in history JFK finished 

second among Republican respondents at 44 percent, behind Republican icon Abraham 

Lincoln but ahead of Reagan. Similarly, a 1993 Gallup poll revealed that Republicans gave 

Kennedy an outstanding 68-22 approval-disapproval rating.''*" In addition, many recent 

conservatives drew parallels between Kennedy's image and Reagan's. "No one I ever met 

could touch people in the profound way Reagan did," conservative Craig Shirley wrote in 

1996. "A friend of mine who worked for John F. Kennedy saw the same quality in his old 

boss, and we are in agreement that this breed of political leader rarely is seen.""*' 
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Even conservatives who lamented the loss of the America of the Kennedy years saw 

glimmers of it in the Reagan era. The America of the early 1960s, wrote conservative editor 

William Kristol, "no longer exists. It began to lose ground after President Kermedy's 

assassination, and has lost it ever since. It did survive politically through the 1980s, long 

enough to win the Cold War."'''^ For many recent conservatives, moreover, Kennedy 

represented the benchmark for their hero, Reagan. "After drumming up support in Congress 

to rename Washington's National Airport for the ex-President," journalist Owen Ullmann 

wrote in 1998, "conservatives are on a national crusade to rename roads, schools, mountains, 

and other sites for Reagan. They want his name to be as ubiquitous as John F. Kermedy's."'"^ 

Similarly, many observers were struck by the parallels between Kermedy and George 

W. Bush. "He's part of a large, nationally famous political family, with a famous father whose 

political career ended in disappointment," neoconservative journalist Michael Barone wrote 

in 2001. "He beat an incumbent vice president in a time of peace and prosperity (though there 

were a few signs of recession) by the narrowest of margins and, some members of the other 

party still believe, by a crooked count. He set an ambitious legislative agenda even though his 

party's control of Congress was precarious. His charm impressed voters and politicians alike, 

and the way he faced his first foreign-policy imbroglio in April sent his job rating shooting 

skyward. Which president are we talking about? It sounds like George W. Bush. But those 

same words could have ben written 40 years ago about John F. Kennedy." 

Barone continued his litany of JFK-GWB analogs: "Both were elected by narrow 

margins when their parties lost seats in both houses of Congress. Both back free trade, tax 
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cuts, and a foreign policy based on expansive American military power (clips of Kennedy have 

been played recently by the conservative Issues Management Center, to the consternation of 

Sen. Edward Kennedy). Both quickly achieved personal popularity that went beyond party 

lines, although in both cases there was a hard core of opposition unreconciled to their 

election. Both were the subject of caustic criticism by moderates of the other party."*'^'^ 

In addition to Ronald Reagan and George W. Bush, many other conservative 

Republicans attempted to identify themselves with some aspect of Kermedy' s image. In fact, 

every GOP ticket of the 1980-2000 period contained at least one candidate who invoked the 

JFK legacy to support themselves or their policies, including Reagan (1980 and 1984), Dan 

Quayle (1988 and 1992), Jack Kemp (1996), and George W. Bush (2000).''*^ In addition, 

George H. W. Bush, who ran on four straight Republican tickets as vice presidential or 

presidential candidate (1980-92), also invoked Kennedy, though more selectively. During 

Bush'si988 presidential campaign, for example, journalist Michael Kramer observed that 

1960 "has become an interesting historical analogue to this year's presidential campaign 

because both Dukakis and George Bush want the nation to see them as JFK. Each is scared 

to death that someone might think him soft on defense and foreign policy. Each borrows 

freely from Kennedy's muscular rhetoric to prove his machismo."'''® 

In addition, other important Republicans, including Reagan's Deputy Treasury 

Secretary Richard Darmen, first become interested in politics because of Kennedy and 

remained loyal to their idol's legacy. Darmen, who drafted Reagan's 1987 State of the Union 

Address, argued that Republicans needed to "get this country moving again," as JFK had 
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termed it, to regain its edge on economic like Japan. "Kermedy was the personification of 

vigor, of youth, of new vitality," observed Darmen. "There's a way to cast what's going on 

with this competitiveness stuff so that it links to that."'"'^ 

During the late 1990s, the right's embrace of John F. Kennedy served as a precursor 

to recent neoconservatism drew strength from a group known as National Greatness 

conservatives. Led by William Kristol, editor and publisher of the Weeklv Standard, these 

conservatives and neoconservatives sought to reinvigorate American society, culture, and 

political system through a patriotic crusade for U.S. "greatness." Kristol and other National 

Greatness conservatives "yearned for a past of great statesmen in the mold of Winston 

Churchill," concluded Kristol's biographer Nina J. Easton, "a time when citizens believed in 

something more noble than themselves-family, country, community."'''^ 

National Greatness conservatives set up the Project for Conservative Reform (PCR), 

headed by conservative Marshall Wittmann, as their institutional apparatus. "Its program is 

clearest in foreign policy," John O'Sullivan of the National Review observed in 2001. The 

PCR "stands for an assertive foreign policy based on spreading American values across the 

globe on the grounds that these human rights are universal human rights, intervening militarily 

to assist their local advocates where practicable and necessary." National Greatness 

conservatives put great emphasis on the importance of leadership, extolling the virtues of 

leaders who adopted activist foreign and domestic policies. On the PCR website, noted 

O'Sullivan, "an apostolic succession of leaders in the National Greatness pantheon is 

announced with speeches by Abraham Lincoln, Teddy Roosevelt, John F. Kennedy, Ronald 
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Reagan, and McCain." The inclusion of Kennedy among these conservative Republicans 

confirmed that neoconservatives embraced him as one of their own."*' 

Conservatives also endeavored to appropriate the legacy of JFK's attorney general, 

his brother Robert F. "Bobby" Kermedy. Indeed, Bobby was more conservative than his 

brother in the 1950s, when his main public renown stemmed from his efforts to combat 

communist infiltration in America and organized crime's involvement in labor unions. As 

attorney general, moreover, he moved slowly on civil rights, saying that he was "not lying 

awake at night worrying about the Negro." For conservatives, however, Bobby's image was 

complicated by the fact that, unlike JFK, he became a genuine liberal at the end of his life. 

After JFK's death, Robert, especially during his 1968 campaign for the Democratic 

presidential nomination, passionately supported racial equality and social justice, while 

criticizing the Vietnam War. Liberal cartoonist Jules Feiffer had famously referred to RFK's 

dual conservative-liberal nature as "Bad Bobby" and "Good Bobby."'^° Recent conservatives, 

however, flipped Feiffer's joke; for them, the conservative, crime-fighting attorney general 

of the early 1960s was the "Good Bobby." During the 1980-2000 period, consequently, 

recent conservatives invoked Robert Kennedy's actions as attorney general in the early 1960s 

in support of their policies, while tended to downplay the "liberal Bobby" of the late sixties. 

In 2001, for example, neoconservative journalist Bill O'Reilly stated that RFK was his "all-

time favorite politician." That same year, George W, Bush's attorney general, right-winger 

John Ashcroft, claimed that he modeled his harsh prosecutorial strategies, including 

widespread wire-tapping, on those of the Kennedy Justice Department of the early 1960s.'^' 
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Liberal Democrats, including JFK's brother Ted and daughter Caroline, objected to 

these many conservative attempts to appropriate the legacies of John and Robert Kennedy. 

In May 1992, on what would have been JFK's seventy-fifth birthday, Caroline Kennedy broke 

a long silence about her father, writing in Newsweek: "His name is being exploited in a way 

that is an insult to him and his presidency, and a disservice to all the people today who are 

working to make this country better."'^^ In 2001, Caroline and Ted Kennedy again objected 

to Republican attempts to appropriate JFK's legacy, this time in support of President George 

W. Bush's economic policies. But conservatives refused to give up JFK's legacy. "Ted, 

Caroline, et al. probably shouldn't protest too loudly," the Weekly Standard editorialized, 

"since JFK was no liberal by today's standards and was probably closer to Bush than to 

them.'"'^ 
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CHAPTER 5 

"CODDLING CRIMINALS," THE "RIGHTS REVOLUTION," 

AND "JUDICIAL ACTIVISM"; 

THE WARREN COURT 

During the recent era, the conservative movement viewed itself as embodying a 

counterrevolution against the liberal and radical excesses of the 1960s. The legal field proved 

notable because it was there that the right most explicitly attempted to reverse the liberal 

"revolution" of the sixties by employing, for its own ends, the same tactics that the left had 

pioneered in the 1960s. In so doing, recent conservatives consistently denounced both the 

liberal legal changes of the sixties and, also, the era's legacies to the contemporary era. Many 

of them criticized liberal interest groups, led by the NAACP and the American Civil Liberties 

Union (ACLU), that had sought fundamental legal changes during the sixties in such areas as 

civil rights and civil liberties.' In general, however, the right's hostile views toward the legal 

legacies of the 1960s focused on the U.S. Supreme Court, known in the sixties as the 

"Warren Court" after Earl Warren, who served as chief justice from 1953 through 1969. 

Recent conservatives often exhibited a certain amount of ambivalence regarding sixties-era 

people, movements, and events-Martin Luther King, Jr., and the civil rights movement, for 

example. But the recent right showed no mixed feelings about the Warren Court: they hated 

it and sought to reverse its legacies. Conservatives perceived it as revolutionary, liberal, 

activist, and "imperialistic."^ 
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During the tiiree-decade span from the end of the Warren era in 1969 through 2000, 

conservatives' hostile interpretation of the Court and its legacies changed little; consequently, 

conservatives' tendency to remain "stuck in the sixties" was especially noticeable v^hen it 

came to the Warren Court.^ In the late 1990s, for example, recent conservatives like GOP 

presidential nominees Bob Dole and George W. Bush criticized the Warren Court in language 

identical to that of 1960s Republican candidates Barry Goldwater and Richard Nixon. 

Meanwhile, conservative legal commentators generated a mountain of works during the 

1980s and 1990s denouncing the Warren Court and its legacies to the recent era. The depth 

of this loathing was revealed by their book titles, such as: Who Killed the Constitution?. The 

Decline and Fall of the Supreme Court. Government bv Judiciarv. Out of Order: Arrogance. 

Corruption, and Incompetence on the Bench, and Guiltv: The Collapse of Criminal Justice." 

At first glance, it seems surprising that conservatives, especially traditionalists, 

proclaimed such open and virulent hostility toward the Warren Court and its legacies. 

Traditionalists' professed reverence for authority and tradition would seem to compel 

obeisance to the Supreme Court, a hallowed, two-hundred-year-old institution. In addition, 

the Court's place at the apex of the U.S. legal system and its status as the final arbitrator on 

interpreting the Constitution, the "bible" of American "civil religion," makes it an elite body. 

This characteristic, too, conforms to traditionalist notions of hierarchical society and 

authoritarian government. Similarly, the fact that Supreme Court justices, like all federal 

judges, are unelected officials with lifetime tenure makes the courts the least democratic 

aspect of U.S. government, which should please traditionalists who suspect the excesses of 



309 

democracy. Additionally, the undemocratic nature of the Supreme Court is magnified by the 

fact that it can (and often does) overturn legislation enacted by democratically elected 

officials. This ability and willingness to strike down laws makes the Court a counter-

majoritarian institution and, therefore, the last line of defense for traditionalists, who fear the 

"tyranny of the majority." 

But several factors converged to make the Warren Court an inviting target for 

conservatives, particularly traditionalists. There was a consensus among recent observers, 

both liberal and conservative that regarded the Warren Court as a turning point in U.S. 

history. Most everyone acknowledged that the Warren era had brought profound (liberal) 

changes in the interpretation and application of constitutional law. Many commentators also 

viewed the Warren Court as leading the modernist cultural revolution associated with the 

1960s. For liberals, this "revolution" was proper, welcome, and long overdue. "The Warren 

Court got the Constitution right once and for all," liberal scholar Bruce Ackerman declared 

in 1998 In sharp contrast, conservatives denounced the Court's legal revolution and its part 

in the cultural changes of the sixties era. However, conservatives (and liberals) overstated the 

Warren Court's vanguard role in the "revolution" of the sixties era. In truth, the Court swam 

within the stream of the Kennedy-Johnson liberalism of the 1960s, and the significant Warren-

era rulings that remained in force during the 1980-2000 did so because they conformed with 

majoritarian sentiment. 

Nevertheless, recent conservatives harshly criticized specific rulings of the Warren 

Court and liberal legacies these rulings left. In particular, both libertarians and traditionalists 
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disliked and feared Warren Court decisions that enhanced the power of the national 

government. Libertarians, both during the 1960s and in the 1980-2000 period, denounced the 

Warren Court for upholding the national government's centralization of power and its "anti-

business" federal regulation. Even many conservatives, however, conceded that economic 

liberalism was one Warren-era legacy that failed to endure past 1980, a consequence of the 

conservative counterrevolution that began in the 1970s. For their part, traditionalists censored 

the Court's broad exercise of national authority because it weakened state and local 

governments' ability to compel compliance with culturally conservative values. Indeed, the 

Warren Court struck down traditionalist laws that mandated, for example, racial segregation, 

religious instruction in public schools, censorship of erotic material, suppression of radical 

dissent, and maintenance of inegalitarian electoral-apportionment systems. 

Ordinary Americans cared about the Supreme Court's involvement in contentious 

cultural issues, but they primarily associated the legal process with criminal matters, especially 

the prosecution of violent crimes. Not surprisingly, then, most Americans primarily identified 

the Warren Court with its rulings on criminal issues, an identification heightened by the 

Court's transformation of the criminal-j ustice system in cases like Miranda v. Arizona (1966). 

These "permissive" criminal-procedure rulings outraged conservatives of al sorts, uniting "law 

and order" traditionalists with libertarians who, despite their modernist values, had no 

tolerance for criminals. During the tumultuous 1960s, conservatives attacked the Warren 

Court criminal decisions. Decades later, recent conservatives echoed the sixties right's assault 

on Warren Court rulings. In addition, they viewed the Warren Court's expanded protection 
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of the constitutional rights of criminal suspects and defendants as part of a broader 

enlargement of constitutional protection, which they labeled the "rights revolution." 

Conservatives charged that the rights revolution had deformed the legal system and the 

political process. 

During the 1980-2000 period, conservatives believed that the most destructive legacy 

left to the recent era by the Warren Court was liberal dominance of the courts, law-school 

faculty, and the legal profession as a whole. However, both liberals and conservatives 

exaggerated the Warren Court's popularity and liberal dominance of the legal profession and 

the judiciary. In reality, conservatism maintained an influential presence within the legal 

profession during the Warren era, and this influence escalated during the conservative 

counterrevolution, which began in the 1970s with the development of the "law and 

economics" school. The counterrevolution gained steam after the foimding of the Federalist 

Society in 1982. During the Reagan-Bush administrations. Federalist members dominated the 

Justice Department, and by 2000, the Society was the leading conservative legal organization, 

with 25,000 members, and it was working to supplant the American Bar Association as the 

most influential organization in the field of law. The conservative counterrevolution often 

relied on legal tactics pioneered by sixties-era liberal groups. Despite their criticism of the 

"rights revolution," conservative groups like the Institute for Justice and the Center for 

Individual Rights appealed to individual rights to bolster conservative causes. 

As recent conservatives realized, the legal issues brought before the Supreme Court 

often proved too complex for an untrained, distracted American public. Conservatives 
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therefore put forth a simplified depiction of the liberal Warren Court and its legacies, 

emphasizing the issue of "judicial activism" and calling for "judicial restraint." The rights's 

professed rej ection of judicial activism was a politically potent weapon. Recent conservatives, 

including every Republican presidential candidate from 1964 through 2000, criticized liberal 

Democrats for supporting judicial activism. However, the right's counterrevolution 

necessitated placing conservatives on the bench, especially the Supreme Court, who were 

willing to use their power to roll back liberal rulings. Consequently, while conservative 

justices censured judicial activism, they brazenly employed it in support of conservative 

causes. The Burger Court (1969-86), viewed as more conservative than the Warren Court, 

was equally as activist its predecessor, as even many conservatives conceded. The Rehnquist 

Court (1986-) was the most conservative Court since the 1930s, but it followed an activist 

course in its effort to roll back the liberal legacies of the Warren Court. The Rehnquist Court 

revealed its judicial activism in several ways: its "loose construction" of the Constitution, its 

discarding of judicial precedent, its lack of deference to acts of Congress, and its expansive 

interpretation of constitutional amendments. The culmination of the Rehnquist Court's 

activism was its ruling in Bush v. Gore (2000), which contradicted several tenets of 

conservative jurisprudence and put a conservative Republican in the White House. 

The Warren Court as "Revolutionary" and "Politicized" 

During the 1980-2000 period, most commentators considered the Warren Court a 

major turning point in the history of American law. "Then and now when supporters and 
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critics alike are asked for a neutral adjective to describe the Warren Court's work, 

revolutionary is the overwhelming choice," legal scholar Lucas A. Powe commented in 2000.^ 

Most liberals believed that an enlightened Court had initiated a beneficial revolution in U.S. 

law by striking down anachronistic vestiges of the legal Dark Ages of the 1950s and before. 

In so doing, argued many liberals, the Court also had led the liberal cultural revolution of the 

1960s, a role thrust upon it by the inaction of Congress and the executive branch to address 

lingered social injustices. Most conservatives agreed that the Warren Court had been a 

revolutionary force both in law and in culture. But they charged that the legacies of this 

revolution had been ruinous for U.S. law, society, and culture. They also claimed that the 

Warren Court had revolutionized the Supreme Court by transforming it, for the first time in 

history, into a political body. 

However, conservatives (and liberals) overstated the Warren Court's vanguard role 

in the "revolution" of the sixties era. In truth, the Court swam within the stream of the 

Keimedy-Johnson liberalism of the 1960s, and the significant Warren-era rulings that 

remained in force during the 1980-2000 did so because they conformed with majoritarian 

sentiment. In fact, it was the opinions of the Warren Court's successor-the allegedly 

"conservative" Burger Court of the 1969-86 era-that provoked the most conservative 

hostility during the 1980s and 1990s. Additionally, conservatives were wrong to accuse the 

Warren Court of politicizing the Supreme Court. In truth, as even many conservative scholars 

acknowledged, the High Court had been politicized-usually in favor of conservative political 

interests-throughout the 165 years that preceded the Warren era. 
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During the 1980s and 1990s, most liberals perceived the Warren Court's legal 

"revolution" as salutary and long overdue. In 1991, legal scholar Owen Fiss summarized the 

liberal viewpoint. "In the 1950s, America was not a pretty sight," wrote Fiss. "Jim Crow 

reigned supreme. Blacks were systematically disenfranchised and excluded from juries. State-

fostered religious practices, like school prayers, were pervasive. Legislatures were grossly 

gerrymandered and malapportioned. McCarthyism stifled radical dissent, and the jurisdiction 

of the censor over matters considered obscene or libelous had no constitutional limits. The 

heavy hand of the law threatened those who publicly provided information and advice 

concerning contraceptives, thereby imperiling those most intimate of human relationships. 

Trials often proceeded without counsel or jury. Convictions were allowed to stand even 

though they turned on illegally seized evidence or on statements extracted from the accused 

under coercive circumstances. There were no rules limiting the imposition of the death 

penalty. These practices victimized the poor and the disadvantaged, as did the welfare system, 

which was administered in an arbitrary and oppressive manner. The capacity of the poor to 

participate in civic activities was also limited by the imposition of poll taxes, court filing fees, 

and the like." 

By the end of the Warren era, each of these areas of law had been transformed along 

modernist lines, a fact applauded by liberals like Fiss. "The result [of the Warren Court's 

rulings]," he wrote, "was a program of constitutional reform almost revolutionary in its 

aspirations and, now and then, in its achievements."^ 

Some recent commentators, both liberal and conservative, claimed that the Warren 
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Court's revolutionary impact went beyond the law-the Court also had served as the vanguard 

of liberal cultural revolution of the 1960s. Many liberals argued that the Court had been 

forced into this "activist" role because the executive branch and Congress had been unwilling 

or unable to confront long-term legal and social injustices. "I suppose that realistically the 

reason this case is here was that action couldn't be obtained from Congress," Justice Robert 

Jackson observed during oral arguments in Brown v. Board of Education (1954), the 

desegregation ruling that established the Warren Court as a liberal bastion of reform.^ In the 

decades following Brown, a generation of liberals identified the Court as the protectors of 

American justice, dovraplaying the significance of both popular protests like the civil rights 

movement and federal legislation like the Great Society. "At critical junctures, the Court 

looked to the executive and legislative branches for support," wrote Owen Fiss. "Yet the truth 

if the matter is that it was the Warren Court that spurred the great changes to follow, and 

inspired and protected those who sought to implement them."' 

During the 1980-2000 period, most legal conservatives agreed that the Warren Court 

had been a "revolutionary" force both in American law and in American culture. In 2000, for 

example, conservative attorney Daniel J. Silver described the Warren Court as "the most 

revolutionary judicial regime in American history."'® In contrast to liberals, however, 

conservatives saw the Warren Court's revolution as catastrophic for America."Thanks in 

large part to the Warren Court, since the mid-1950's the left has used the law to transform 

society, primarily along egalitarian lines," conservative lawyer Daniel E. Troy wrote in 1998." 
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Conservatives charged that the Warren Court's revolutionary rulings had left 

disastrous legacies for American law and society. "We have traveled a long way from the 

1960s, when judicial social engineering... took hold. Huge new bodies of judge-made law 

constrain us on all sides," conservative scholar Richard E. Morgan asserted in 1996. "It is no 

accident that this period of imperial expansion by the judiciary coincides with a period of 

precipitous increase in American social problems and a decline in the quality of life, especially 

in our cities." Morgan traced specific, ruinous social legacies to the Warren Court: "we have 

seen our churches and other voluntary institutions ... increasingly isolated from the public 

square; we have our schools destabilized, or law enforcement enfeebled, the maintenance of 

order in our streets undermined, and major public sector institutions taken over and run by 

judges."'^ 

In retrospect, however, both conservatives and liberals overstated the Warren Court's 

revolutionary nature. In truth, the Court joined, rather than led, the era's legal and social 

revolutions. "[T]he Court was a functioning part of the Kermedy-Johnson liberalism of the 

mid and late 1960s," contended legal scholar Lucas A. Powe, Jr. "Indeed, a prime reason that 

liberals were and remain captivated by the Warren Court is that it represents the purest strain 

of Kennedy-Johnson liberalism. The Warren Court seemed to combine Ketmedy's rhetoric 

with Johnson's ability to do the deal."'^ 

Thus, many of the Warren Court's allegedly revolutionary legacies in fact fell within 

a incipient national consensus. One Warren-era principle that remained inviolable during the 
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1980-2000 period was the outlawing of segregation in public education beginning with Brown 

V. Board of Education. By the 1980s, a national consensus-which encompassed mainstream 

conservatism-had embraced desegregation, so Brown remained safe. Additionally, the idea 

that the Warren Court led the civil rights revolution was undercut by the fact that the actual 

implementation of desegregation owed less to Brown and other decisions and more to the 

civil rights movement of the late 1950s and early 1960s and to such federal legislation as the 

Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965."* 

Like Brown, other revolutionary Warren Court rulings that remained entrenched 

during the 1980-2000 era did so only because they expressed a consensus. For example, the 

Court's rulings mandating "one person, one vote" in apportioning legislative districts 

remained the law of the land throughout the 1980s and 1990s.'^ While revolutionary in the 

early 1960s, the "one person, one vote" rule remained secure decades later because it 

succinctly expressed the long-held American devotion to democracy. Likewise, the Warren 

Court's rulings that protected freedom of speech and freedom of the press remained the 

precedent in the 1980s and 1990s because they drew on traditional American principles 

protected in the First Amendment.'® Consequently, the Warren Court's rulings often 

announced and ratified, rather than initiated, public consensus. In 1962, for example, legal 

scholar Robert McClosky commented upon the positive public reaction to the 

reapportionment case, Baker v. Carr: "it has been as if Baker catalyzed a new political 

synthesis that was already straining ... to come into being."'^ 

By contrast, many of the "revolutionary" Warren Court decisions that lacked this 
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consensual underpinning proved less secure during the 1980-2000 period. For example, the 

Court's unpopular liberal criminal procedure decisions, capped by Miranda v. Arizona (1966), 

were not overruled, but they were gutted by the Burger and Rehnquist Courts. This curtailing 

of criminal defendant protections reflected the popular anti-crime consensus of recent era, as 

many Democrats, including President Bill Clinton, joined conservative Republicans in 

attempting to appear "tough on crime." Similarly, the Burger and, especially, Rehnquist 

Courts followed popular sentiment in weakening both the Warren Court's wall of separation 

between church and state and, also, its anti-federalism tendencies. In sum, both liberals and 

conservatives exaggerated the vanguard character of the High Court of the 1960s. "Set in its 

era, the Warren Court does look revolutionary," Lucas A. Powe, Jr., observed in 2000. 

"Decades later the results that have lasted have a decided majoritarian cast."'® 

Ironically, the "conservative" Burger Court (1969-86), not the "liberal" Warren Court, 

produced the rulings that provoked the most public controversy and conservative criticism 

during the 1980-2000 period. Certainly, the Warren Court's ban on school prayer and its 

protection of the rights of criminal defendants still riled the right during the 1980s and 1990s. 

But recent conservatives seemed much more upset by Burger Court rulings that protected 

abortion rights, compelled school busing for desegregation purposes (during the 1970s), 

declared existing death-penalty laws unconstitutional, sanctioned affirmative action, and 

extended constitutional protection to gender. Indeed, the Burger Court's abortion and busing 

decisions in the early 1970s provoked mass conservative movements in response, helping to 

spawn the New Right of the late 1970s and after. "Recalling the fuss in the 1960s over the 
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work of the Warren Court, it is bemusing to realize that most of the hue and cry today is not 

really over the precedents of that era," legal scholar A. E. Dick Howard pointed out in 1995. 

"In direct and practical terms, it is the decisions of the Burger Court that are furnishing 

contemporary constitutional battlegrounds."'^ Nevertheless, recent conservatives still viewed 

the Warren Court as "revolutionary," even as many of them acknowledged that the Burger 

Court had maintained or even expanded that revolution. 

During the 1980-2000 period, many conservatives contended that part of the Warren 

Court's "revolutionary" nature lay in its "politicization" of the American judiciary. In the 

right's interpretation-expressed more often by conservative laymen than by conservative legal 

scholars, who knew better-the Warren Court had subverted centuries of jurisprudence 

tradition by transforming the Supreme Court, a politically "neutral" institution, into a partisan 

(liberal) body.^" "The law should be-and once was-an inherently conservative institution," 

conservative legal scholar Daniel E. Troy wrote in 1998. "During the last half-century, 

however, American law has become politicized. Thanks in large part to the Warren Court, 

since the mid-195 Os the left has used the law to transform society, primarily along egalitarian 

lines. 

Yet recent liberals more convincingly argued the Supreme Court had been politicized 

throughout the century and a half that predated the Warren era. During the early nineteenth 

century, many scholars noted, the Court under Chief Justice John Marshall revealed its 

political bias by typically ruling in favor of commercial interests and the national 



320 

govemment.^^ Partiality toward conservative interests continued long after the Marshall era 

ended. In 1856, the Court under Chief Justice Roger Taney entered into the major political 

controversy of the era by siding with the pro-slavery side in the case Dred Scott v. Sandford. 

which contributed to the onset of the Civil War. In the late-nineteenth century, the Court 

engaged in political issues in its decisions by promoting the interest of capital and by allowing 

the restriction of African Americans' civil rights.^^ From the 1880s through the early 1930s, 

federal and state courts took employers' side against labor by issuing thousands of injunctions 

against strikes, and the Supreme Court struck down twenty-five state statutes prohibiting 

courts from enjoining work stoppages.^'' From 1905 to 1937, moreover, the Court during so-

called "Lochner Era" promoted the interests of business by striking down federal and state 

regulations in many areas of the economy.In sum, the courts, including the U.S. Supreme 

Court, "have been an integral component of policymaking for as long as the United States has 

existed," as liberal scholar Mark Kozlowski pointed out in an article aptly entitled, "It Didn't 

Start with Earl Warren."^® 

Warren Court Rulings on Business, Race, Dissent, Religion, and Obscenity 

During the 1980s and 1990s, conservatives of all kinds criticized specific rulings of 

the Warren Court and liberal legacies these rulings left. In particular, both libertarians and 

traditionalists disliked and feared Warren Court decisions that enhanced the power of the 

national government. Libertarians' anti-federal-govemment criticism derived from their 

opposition to all governmental intrusions on freedom, especially regulation of business's 
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"economic freedom." Libertarians, both during the 1960s and in the 1980-2000 period, 

denounced the Warren Court for upholding both the national government's centralization of 

power and its "anti-business" federal regulation. Even many conservatives, however, 

conceded that economic liberalism was one Warren-era legacy that failed to endure past 1980, 

a consequence of the conservative counterrevolution that was led, in part, by the libertarian 

"law and economics" school. 

Traditionalists based their denunciation of Warren Court rulings promoting federal 

power on a different basis than did libertarians. They primarily denounced the Court's broad 

exercise of national authority because it weakened state and local governments' ability to 

compel compliance with culturally conservative values. These values expressed themselves 

in laws mandating racial segregation, religious instruction in public schools, censorship of 

erotic material, suppression of radical dissent, and maintenance of inegalitarian electoral 

systems favoring entrenched elites. In sum, libertarians chiefly objected to Warren Court 

decisions advancing federal power because they infringed on the freedom of business 

interests, while traditionalists opposed the Court's intervention in local affairs because it 

extended constitutionally protected rights of freedom to behavior that traditionalists judged 

"immoral" and to groups and individuals that they deemed "unworthy" of possessing such 

freedom. 

During the 1980-2000 period, as during the 1960s, the right united in condemnation 

of the Warren Court, but different brands of conservatives emphasized differing criticisms. 
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The Hbertarian right, concerned with economic "liberty," primarily viewed the Warren Court 

as a continuation of the so-called "New Deal Court" of the 1937-53 period. Beginning with 

the ruling of West Coast Hotel v. Parrish (1937'). the economically liberal New Deal Court 

reversed earlier decisions prohibiting legislative regulation of the economy. Additionally, the 

New Deal Court, in such rulings as Wickard v. Filbum (1942), overturned earlier decisions 

and gave wide latitude to the national government to regulate the market even in situations 

tenuously related to interstate commerce.^^ To libertarian scholar Bernard H. Siegen, "the 

epochal event in modern times was not the Warren Court, or Roe v. Wade, but the judicial 

validation of the New Deal legislation of the 1930s and 1940s," remarked conservative Mark 

S. Pulliam.^^ Still, libertarians viewed the Warren Court as exacerbating the New Deal Court's 

trend of sanctioning both economic regulation and the centralization of power in the federal 

government, which conflicted with their values of laissez faire and a limited government 

chiefly dedicated to protecting property interests. 

During the Warren era, libertarians accused the Court of exhibiting an "anti-business" 

bias. In 1962, for example, the general counsel of a major corporation was asked after the 

what businessmen thought of the Warren Court. He replied: "Well, it pays to be a Negro or 

a Communist if you want justice from the Warren Court. Business just doesn't get it."^' 

Conservatives, including Justice John Marshall Harlan, also complained that the Warren Court 

was moving toward making income level, like race, a classification requiring strict scrutiny 

and protection by the Court.^" 

During the 1980-2000 period, conservatives echoed the sixties-era notion that the 
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Warren Court had slanted its rulings against business and in favor of the economically weak. 

"Antitrust defendants never won before the Warren Court, no matter what the facts, the law, 

or the rulings of the courts below," conservative Judge Robert Bork complained in 1996. 

"The government always prevailed over taxpayers, patents were routinely declared invalid, 

government regulations were upheld regardless of their rationality."^' 

The Warren Court's alleged "anti-business, pro-poor" bias, however, was one of its 

legacies that failed to survive into the 1980-2000 period. The full-scale assault on the Court's 

liberal economic legacies began in the 1970s with the rise of the "law-and-economics school. 

Economic conservatives produced a flood of literature criticizing the "inefficiency" of federal 

courts' support for governmental regulation of business in such areas as antitrust law.^^ By 

the 1980s, the conservative attack on the liberal economic legacies of the Warren Court had 

mostly prevailed. Even Bill Clinton, the era's lone Democratic president, appointed no 

economically liberal justices. "Ruth Bader Ginsburg is no Earl Warren," Catherine Yang of 

Business Week noted in 1993, when Clinton appointed Ginsburg to the High Court. "And for 

that, business can be grateful."^^ Even many conservatives conceded that the Warren Court's 

economically liberal legacies had been rolled back.. "Today," Robert Bork wrote in 1996, "the 

Supreme Court affords a fair hearing to the antitrust defendant, the taxpayer, and the patent 

holder. In such fields the Justices comport themselves as good lawyers, paying attention to 

the law and the facts. 

Like libertarians, traditionalists disliked the Warren Court's supposedly "anti-
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business" orientation. But traditionalists focused their criticism on the Court's culturally 

liberal rulings in such areas as race, religion, obscenity, radical dissent, crime, and individual 

rights. Their hatred of the Warren Court began soon after Earl Warren's ascension to chief 

justice in 1953, and it never abated. 

The Court first provoked traditionalist hostility by outlawing racist Jim Crow laws. 

Since the 1600s, southern traditionalism had been based on white supremacy and racial 

segregation, so the white South reacted in anger to the Warren Court's rulings, beginning 

with Brown v. Board of Education (1954), that segregationist laws violated the 

Constitutional. In Brown, the Court declared that racial segregation in public education 

transgressed the Fourteenth Amendment's mandate entitling everyone to "equal protection 

of the laws." Over the next few years, the Court followed Brown with other desegregation 

decisions: it expanded Brown's ruling desegregating public education,^^ protected the rights 

of the NAACP and other civil rights groups to protest segregation,^® and struck down laws 

banning interracial cohabitation^^ and marriage.^^ The Court also upheld the Twenty-Fourth 

Amendment (1964),^^ the Civil Rights Act of 1964,''° and the Voting Rights Act of 1965.'" 

In response to Brown, southern traditionalists declared "massive resistance" against 

any federal attempt to enforce desegregation.''^ Most traditionalists rested their objections to 

desegregation on their racist beliefs, although they often employed the rhetoric of 

constitutional principle, federalism and states' rights, and local control. Deep South 

traditionalists steeled themselves for resistance. For example. Senator James Eastland of 

Mississippi declared that the South "will not abide or obey this legislative decision by a 
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political court indoctrinated and brainwashed by Left-wing pressure groups.'"*^ Traditionalist 

resistance grew after the Warren Court mandated, in the case known as Brown 11^19551 that 

the South desegregate public education "with all deliberate speed." In 1956,101 southerners 

in the U.S. Congress the so-called "Southern Manifesto." It commended those state and local 

officials who were resisting the desegregation order and pledged to overturn the ruling. Polls 

showed that 80 percent of white southerners opposed ending school segregation.'*'' 

Meanwhile, legal traditionalists denounced the Warren Court for its rulings in Brown 

and other race-based cases. Unlike southern race-baiters, most legal conservatives professed 

to dislike segregation and couched their criticism in terms of fidelity to constitutional 

principle. In 1958, for example. Learned Hand, America's preeminent appellate judge, 

contended that the Brown opinion lacked a constitutional basis, and he criticized the Court 

for making policy decisions (on education) that should be left to state legislators.'*^ In 1959, 

legal scholar Herbert Wechsler insisted that the Brown decision did not appear to rest on any 

"neutral principle" of constitutional law."^ Traditionalists especially objected to Warren's use 

of the modem psychological and sociological theories.'*' "Relying more on the social scientists 

than on legal precedents," columnist James Reston wrote after the decision, "the Court's 

opinion read more like an expert paper on sociology than a Supreme Court decision.""^ Legal 

scholar Edmond Cahn expanded this line of argument in an influential law-review article.'*^ 

Decades later, conservatives retained their disdain for the use of social-science theories as a 

basis for judicial decisions.^" 

By the mid-1960s, however, a sea change had occurred in the battle against Jim Crow 
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laws. In several publicized incidents during the 1957-63 period, the Eisenhower and Kennedy 

administrations grudgingly employed armed troops to enforce compliance with federal-court 

orders to desegregate public education. By the mid-1960s, a national consensus-led by 

President Lyndon Johnson and mobilized by civil rights activists, liberals, and northerners-had 

formed that viewed legalized racial discrimination as distasteful or worse. Following the 

enactment of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, Jim Crow laws 

were on their deathbed. Traditionalists still opposed "race mixing," but most of them 

eventually acquiesced to the dismantling of discriminatory laws. The dominant public image 

of the Brown desegregation ruling eventually j oumeyed from revolutionary and controversial 

to consensual and iconic. 

By the late 1960s, therefore, many legal conservatives had recanted some their earlier 

opposition. William Rehnquist, a future chief justice of the U.S. Supreme Court, provided one 

notable example. In 1953, Rehnquist served as a law clerk for Justice Robert Jackson. Prior 

to the hearing on Brown. Rehnquist v^rote a memorandum to Jackson recommending that the 

Court should reject the claim that segregation of public education violated the Fourteen 

Amendment's equal-protection clause.^' Eighteen years later, during his confirmation hearing 

as associate justice, however, Rehnquist gave Brown his qualified support, citing it as "a 

decision that was handed down unanimously" and stood as "the established constitutional law 

of the land."^^ 

During the 1980s and 1990s, however, some conservatives attacked on Brown and 

its legacies to recent American law. They viewed Brown as the foundational text of the 
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"liberal orthodoxy"of "unelected elites" who had employed "judicial activism" to effect a 

"coup d'etat," thereafter "radically" transforming American law and society. Conservatives 

believed that effecting a conservative counterrevolution in the law meant undermining the 

Brown decision. "America is on the edge of... a collapse of [liberal] orthodoxy in our 

thinking about the proper role of judges and judge-made law in our governmental process," 

conservative Richard Morgan argued in 1996. "Central to this change," he insisted, "is the 

demythologizing of the Supreme Court's 1954 desegregation decision. Brown v. Board of 

Education; and the importance of this development can not be overstated." 

Morgan further maintained that "demythologizing" Brown was crucial to ending 

liberals' alleged control of the bench. "The collapse ofBrown as a model for judicial behavior 

will resonate through many of the most contentions areas of American public policy, from 

criminal justice and affirmative action to education and welfare reform: for Brown is the 

mother of contemporary judicial activism-policy making by judges acting essentially as 

legislators, without any real justification from such ordinary legal authorities as statutory and 

constitutional texts, history, and precedent." In sum, charged Morgan, "Brown has been 

talismanic."^^ 

Other recent conservatives agreed that Brown had launched a pernicious age of liberal 

judicial activism. In 1996, for example, Robert Bork argued that Brown's "decision was 

correct" but that "the Court's weak and disingenuous opinion, by the Chief Justice, indicates 

that the Justices believed they were departing from the Constitution to promote a desirable 

equality." The unfortunate result, wrote Bork, "was that the Justices were encouraged to 
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more adventures in egalitarianism that, unlike Brown, really did depart from the 

Constitution."^'* These "adventvires" the Warren Court's opinions in such desegregation cases 

Boiling V. Sharpe (1954), Harper v. Virginia State Board of Elections (1966), and Katzenbach 

V. Morgan (1966). Bork and other conservatives also challenged the constitutionality of the 

Civil Rights Act of 1964.^^ 

Bork saw a pernicious legacy of the Warren Court's Brown decision: it ended judicial 

respect for the original meaning of the Constitution, thereby enabling the politicization of 

rulings. Brown "was accepted by law professors as inconsistent with the original 

understanding of the equal protection clause [of the Fourteenth Amendment]. That fact was 

crucial," wrote Bork. "In fact, those who wish to be free of the restraints of original 

understanding in the hope that courts will further a particular policy agenda regularly seek to 

discredit [originalism] by claiming that it could not have produced the outcome in Brown. 

Since Brown is the test, the argument runs, and since original understanding cannot meet that 

test, then the philosophy is discredited, and courts may do as they wish, or as the intellectual 

class wishes, in all future policy decisions."^® 

Recent conservatives did not stop at criticizing the reasoning and legacy of Brown. 

Many on them claimed that Brown by itself had produced little positive change in race 

relations in the South, thereby attacking a liberal shibboleth. In 1991, political scientist Gerald 

N. Rosenberg argued that little desegregation occurred in the Deep South in the ten years 

after Brown. Rosenberg concluded that it was not the Warren Court but federal 

laws-including the Civil Rights Act, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (1964), 
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and the Voting Rights Act of 1965-that dismantled the Jim Crow system." Indeed, ten years 

after Brown (and before the Civil Rights Act), only 1.2 percent of black children in the South 

attended public school with whites; by 1972, 46 percent of southern blacks were going to 

white-majority schools.^^ Therefore, maintained conservatives, "Brown's status as an 

American Ninety-five Theses is undeserved and misleading," as Andrew Peyton Thomas 

concluded in 1997.^' 

Other legal scholars went fiirther, claiming that Brown had been counterproductive 

and that governmental attacks on employment discrimination had been unnecessary. In 1994, 

legal scholar Michael J. Klarman argued that Brown had actually retarded racial progress, at 

least temporarily, by riling up the white South. Klarman contended that, by the 1950s, race 

relations were improving as a result of a number of factors.®" He therefore concluded that "a 

transformation in American race relations was, by mid-century, a virtual inevitability." 

However, continued Klarman, the Brown decision inflamed the white South, thereby 

retarding progress toward black equality that was finally overcome beginning with the Civil 

Rights Act of 1964.®' In 1992, moreover, libertarian legal scholar Richard A. Epstein claimed 

that government involvement in desegregating employment relations had been unnecessary 

because the hidden hand of the market eventually would have eroded segregation by raising 

its costs.®^ 

The Warren Court also provoked traditionalist hostility by undermining another 

culturally conservative principle: suppressing, for the greater good of the community radical 
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dissent, libelous publication, and civil disobedience. Prior to the Warren era, the Supreme 

Court usually upheld laws targeting communists and other political radicals. In Dennis v. 

United States (1951), for example, the Court upheld convictions of eleven top leaders of the 

Communist party who had violated the Smith Act of 1940.®^ 

The Warren Court, however, outraged conservatives by expanding protection for free 

speech, radical dissent, and civil liberties in several cases. In 1956, the Court overturned a 

sedition conviction of a Communist®'^ and protected a "Fifth Amendment Communist" from 

being fired.®^ Senator Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin and other red-baiters condemned the 

rulings, and southern traditionalists realized that they could use the issue to attack the Court 

without having to support racial segregation. In a 1956 speech, for example, Congressman 

George Andrews of Alabama asked his colleagues in the House: "How much longer will 

Congress continue to permit the Supreme Court to usurp the power of Congress, write the 

laws of the land, destroy States' rights and protect the Communist Party?"^® 

An encounter between Senator Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin, the infamous red-

hunter, and Senator James Eastland of Mississippi, the notorious race-baiter, underscored the 

connection between anticommunist and segregationist hatred of the Warren Court. In 1956, 

McCarthy testified before Eastland's Senate subcommittee. Eastland asked McCarthy if there 

were any explanation for the Court's expanded protection of civil liberties "except that a 

majority of the court is being influenced by some secret, but very powerful Communist or 

pro-Communist influence?" Interestingly, McCarthy-though notorious for his public smears 

of adversaries-showed more prudence than Eastland by replying: "Either incompetence 
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beyond words... or the type of influence which you mentioned." To Eastland's question of 

whether Chief Justice Warren "followed the Communist line," McCarthy answered: 

"Unfortunately, yes, Mr. Chairman, although I do not accuse Earl Warren of being a 

Communist."®^ 

A year later, conservatives' outrage at the Warren Court for "coddling Commimists" 

escalated. The Court decided four significant domestic security/civil liberties rulings on June 

17,1957, a date that conservatives dubbed "Red Monday." The decisions restricted the Smith 

Act;®^ questioned the constitutionality of red-hunting investigations, such as those conducted 

by the House Un-American Activities Committee, that required witnesses to name others;®' 

and invalidated the State Department's dismissal for "disloyalty" of John Stewart Service.^" 

Anticommunist conservatives, especially southerners who disliked the Court for Brown. 

reacted in predictable fashion. Congressman James David of Georgia characterized the 

Court's decisions as a "wild orgy of usurpation of power," several conservative congressmen 

introduced bills designed to curb the Supreme Court's power, and Senator Strom Thurmond 

of South Carolina joined other conservatives in Congress in calling for impeachment of the 

justices.^' 

In theory, libertarian conservatives should have parted with traditionalists on the issue 

of radical dissent-but they did not. Unlike traditionalists, libertarians professed a deep 

devotion to the principle of free expression in the "marketplace of ideas" and claimed to 

oppose government intrusion on civil liberties. In practice, however, many libertarians joined 

traditionalists in condemning Warren Court rulings protecting the constitutional rights of (left-
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wing) radical dissenters. Like traditionalists, libertarians hated communists and their "fellow 

travelers," so both groups of conservatives (along with many anticommunist liberals) claimed 

that these "un-American" radicals should not be protected by the civil liberties, including free 

speech, that they wished to abolish under their totalitarian system. More to the point, 

anticommunists of all sorts claimed that the Cold War with the Soviet Union made 

suppression of radical dissent an urgent matter of "domestic security" that trumped the 

niceties of civil liberties. Indeed, fear and loathing of communism provided the material that 

"fused" traditionahsm and libertarianism into modem conservatism during the Cold War era.'^ 

Faced with the conservative attack after Red Monday, the Warren Court backed off 

for several years before reemerging as a protector of civil liberties. From 1957 through 1962, 

the Court regularly upheld repressive. Cold War legislation.'^ Beginning in 1962, however, 

conservative Justice Felix Frankfurter's retirement and his replacement by liberal Arthur 

Goldberg gave the Court a pro-civil liberties majority. In a series of cases, the Court 

weakened domestic-security rationales,'" capped by Brandenburg v. Ohio (1969), which ftilly 

embraced for the first time the doctrine that speech could not be restricted unless it posed a 

"clear and present danger" to domestic security. 

The Warren Court also upset traditionalists by expanding First Amendment 

protections in other areas. In New York Times Co. v. Sullivan (1964), the Court greatly 

expanded guarantees of freedom of the press. The Sullivan case marked the first time that the 

Supreme Court had subjected state libel laws to First Amendment scrutiny. In his majority 

opinion, Justice William Brennan proclaimed a strict test for libel: the plaintiff must prove the 
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defendant's "actual malice" or "reckless disregard" for the truth. Many traditionalists obj ected 

to this expansion of media freedom, especially because they believed that it allowed disrespect 

for authority. But conservatives journalists and intellectuals realized that these protections 

secured their rights, too, so they tended to not vocally oppose these decisions out of a sense 

of pragmatism. In addition, libertarian conservatives professed to cherish freedom of press 

and the marketplace of ideas, so they tended to support these rulings. 

The Warren Court also gave, for the first time, limited First Amendment protection 

to "symbolic speech." But the members of the Court were bitterly divided over the issue, 

which resulted in an inconsistent pattern of rulings, often by 5-4 margins. The sit-ins against 

segregated public facilities in the early 1960s first raised the question of whether it was 

possible to distinguish between speech and action, that is, whether a symbolic act of 

expression was protected by the free-speech clause of the First Amendment. In several cases 

during from 1963 to 1966, the Court overturned trespass and breach-of-the-peace convictions 

of civil-rights demonstrators.'^ Traditionalists believed that these rulings sanctioned 

lawlessness. In late 1966, the Court changed course, a product of the escalation of rioting, 

civil disturbances, and protesting over both civil rights and the Vietnam War. Consequently, 

the Court upheld convictions in civil rights cases. 

During the late 1960s, the symbolic protests against American involvement in the 

Vietnam War also challenged the foundations of the speech-action distinction. As in civil 

rights cases, the Court never followed a consistent course on the issue of symbolic speech, 

but it did rule in favor of some demonstrators. In United States v. O'Brien (1968), for 
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example, the Court upheld the conviction of antiwar protestors for burning their draft cards. 

In Tinker v. Des Moines (1969), it protected symbolic speech, overturning the Des Moines 

School District's decision to suspend students who wore black armbands protesting the war. 

Justice Hugo Black, a "free-speech absolutist," dissented on the grounds that the students 

were engaged in action, not speech. 

In his dissent to Tinker, moreover. Black expressed the conservative and 

establishment-liberal view of the student antiwar movement of the late 1960s "[SJtudents all 

over the land are running loose, conducting break-ins, sit-ins, lie-ins, and smash-ins," wrote 

Black. "Many of these student groups, as is all too familiar to all who read newspapers and 

watch television news programs, have already engaged in rioting, property seizures, and 

destruction."^' Traditionalists saw the antiwar movement as "unpatriotic," "anti-American," 

and a threat to order, and they echoed Black's dissents in condemning the Warren Court's 

decisions protecting symbolic speech and civil disobedience.'^ 

Even more upsetting to traditionalists was what they perceived as the Warren Court's 

encouragement of "immorality," which included the Court's ban on public-school prayer and 

its expanded protections for pornographic, but not "obscene," material. Just as the Warren 

Court undermined the traditionalist pillars of racial segregation and unquestioning "patriotic 

loyalty," it weakened another pillar of traditionalism by affirming a "wall of separation" 

between church and state.'^ In the first eight years of the Warren era, the Court produced no 

significant church-state rulings. In 1961, however, it decided several such cases.^" A year 
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later, the Court ruled in Engle v. Vitale that New York Regents' mandatory public-school 

prayer violated the First Amendment's ban on the "establishment of religion." After the 

announcement of Engle. most Jewish and mainstream Protestant organizations praised the 

decision. 

In sharp contrast, traditionalist Protestants and Catholics denounced Engle. The Court 

received more mail complaining about Engle than any other case, and a scholarly study 

concluded that it was the ruling most opposed by the American public.^' The Catholic 

hierarchy condemned the decision. The Jesuit weekly America criticized it as "asinine," 

stupid," "doctrinaire," and "unrealistic." Cardinal Spellman of New Y ork asserted that Engle 

"strikes at the heart of the Godly tradition in which America;'s children have for so long been 

raised."'^ 

Traditionalist Protestants, especially in the South, also criticized Engle. Rev. Billy 

Graham announced that the decision had "shocked and disappointed" him,^^ and Congressman 

Mendel Rivers of South Carolina claimed nothing in his lifetime had given "more aid and 

comfort to Moscow than this bold, malicious, atheistic, and sacrilegious twist by an 

unpredictable group of uncontrollable despots."^'' In the South, two-thirds of public schools 

ignored the Warren Court ruling and continued to conduct prayers, which many southern 

officials encouraged.*^ Still bitter over the Brown decision, southern traditionalists believed 

that the ban on school prayer had added insult to injury. George Andrews of Alabama spoke 

for southern traditionalists when he declared that the Warren Court "put Negroes in the 

school and now they've driven God out."*^ 
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A historic judgment, Engle provoked almost as much controversy and conservative 

opposition as Brown had. But, whereas Brown eventually became enshrined in American 

consensus, Engle remained the Warren Court's decision most hated by recent religious 

conservatives, trailing in that respect only the Burger Court's Roe v. Wade (1973), which 

declared unconstitutional most anti-abortion statutes. During the 1980-2000 period, 

traditionalists continued to condemn the Warren Court for its decisions separating church and 

state.^^ In 1984, for example, Terry Eastland, a special assistant to Reagan's attorney general 

Edwin Meese, argued that, in its school-prayer decisions, "the Warren Court relied on the 

principle that the First Amendment commands neutrality between church and state." But 

Eastland argued that "the view of the establishment clause on which they rest is open to 

serious question. The Congress that Framed the First Amendment did not speak in the 

modem language of neutrality but intended the amendment to preclude the establishment of 

a national church and the preferential treatment of particular religious sects."^^ 

Views on religion's place in public schools closely paralleled sentiments toward 

government censorship of "obscene" material. Not surprisingly, traditionalists who denounced 

the Warren Court's "wall of separation" between church and state also condemned the 

Court's overruling of many anti-pornography laws. In the case of Roth v. United States 

(1957), the Court in Justice William Brennan's majority opinion ruled that "obscenity" was 

not protected by the free-speech clause of the First Amendment.^® Nevertheless, Brennan's 

ruling "offered the most permissive definition of obscenity ever proposed by any court to that 
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point," observed legal scholar Morton Horwitz.®" 

In Roth. Brennan defined "obscenity" as material that was "utterly without redeeming 

social importance" and "deals with sex in a maimer appealing to prurient interest." The test 

for judging obscenity, Brerman wrote, was whether, "to the average person, applying 

contemporary community standards, the dominant theme of the material taken as a whole 

appeals to the prurient interest."^' The doctrine fit well with the Warren Court's modernist 

cultural philosophy. Apparently, Brennan was trying to protect "highbrow" modem artistic 

expression-such as James Joyce's Ulvsses and D. H. Lawrence's Lady Chatterlv's 

Lover-while allowing the censorship of "lowbrow" pornography. This standard, however, 

proved notoriously indefinite. In the 1964 case, Jacobellis v. Ohio, for example, the Court's 

nine justices produced seven different opinions, including Justice Potter Stewart's memorable 

definition of hardcore obscenity: "I know it when I see it," he said.'^ Later Warren Court 

decisions on pornography did little to clarify the definition of obscenity.'^ The Roth v. U.S. 

obscenity decision of 1957 had not originally provoked a great outcry among traditionalists. 

But with the expansion of the availability of erotic material during the "sexual 

revolution" of the 1960s, traditionalists added "permissiveness on pornography" to the list 

of the Warren Court's rulings that they saw as promoting cultviral liberalism-rulings that, they 

believed, were turning America into an "immoral" society. Traditionalists reminded their 

fellow Americans of what the Bible said about God's punishment against the "permissive 

culture" of Sodom and Gomorrah. During their 1968 presidential campaigns, both Richard 

Nixon and George Wallace criticized the Warren Court for permitting "smut."^'' 
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In the years following the end of the Warren Court, anti-pomography became a 

significant mobilizing issue for the traditionalist New Right, which arose to political 

prominence beginning in the late 1970s. Pornography provided an easy target because few 

of its millions of consumers openly admitted to favoring it because they feared public 

embarrassment. Conservatives politicians rode the anti-pomography bandwagon, with both 

Nixon and Reagan creating their own Presidential Commission on Obscenity.'^ To oppose 

obscenity, religious and cultural traditionalists relied heavily on emotional appeals to 

"morality" and "family values," blaming an "out of touch" Supreme Court for allowing the 

America to slide into sinfulness. They focused on the most egregious examples of 

pornography to make their case for censorship. In 1988, for example, legal scholar William 

Eaton declared: "Thanks to Court action-or inaction-[pornographic] material is easily 

obtainable in most cities which depicts scene of obscene and violent abuse of women, of 

sexual torture, of bestiality, of mutilation, and of mayhem."®^ Similarly, conservative author 

George Gilder described the vast assortment of pornography available in America as 

"propaganda for degradation and viciousness that must be seen to be believed."'^ 

Although emotionalism (if not hysteria) usually characterized the anti-obscenity 

movement, some traditionalists also employed reasoned argumentation to contend that 

pornography was not entitled to constitutional free-speech protection. In 1978, legal scholar 

John Hart Ely concluded that the free-speech clause of the First Amendment was "centrally 

intended to make our governmental processes work, to insure the open and informed 

discussion of questions of which values should be vindicated at the expense of which others. 



339 

and to check our government when it gets out of bounds."'^ Ten years later, conservative 

William Eaton commented on Ely's conclusion by asserting that "these are the great purposes 

which freedom of speech and press were designed to serve." Eaton argued that pornography 

perverted and undermined these purposes, insisting that "the Supreme Court has come 

perilously close to making those freedoms something akin to a Roman circus, in which sordid 

entertainment and false idols divert the populace from any concern with the difficult decisions 

of state; [and where] guarantees of freedom become a shabby cover for obscene titillation."®^ 

Recent conservatives also argued that the Warren Court had erred by denying that 

communities should be allowed to promote social morality by suppressing sexually explicit 

material. In 1978, conservative William Simon, Nixon's Treasury secretary, insisted that, 

because of the Warren Court's protection of obscenity, "Americans are constitutionally free 

today to do almost everything that our cultural traditions has previously held to be immoral 

and obscene... activities that could, for the most part, be carried on just as readily in prisons, 

insane asylums, and zoos."'"" Similarly, legal scholar and former Watergate prosecutor 

Archibald Cox argued in 1976 that the Warren Court's free-speech rulings prohibited 

legislation "designed to protect the moral, esthetic, or patriotic sensibility of the community, 

or to preserve the tone of public discourse.""" 

Traditionalists believed that the Warren Court's obscenity rulings revealed its 

acceptance of moral relativism, threatening the foundation of American society, thereby 

echoing the wider conservative critique of liberalism. In 1991, Robert Bork charged that the 

Court's "[m]oral relativism became explicit in the cases dealing with obscenity and 
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pornography."'®^ Bork insisted that the Court's "moral relativism" was succinctly revealed 

in Justice John Marshall Harlan's maj ority opinion in the obscenity case Cohen v. California: 

Harlan claimed that "one man's vulgarity is another's lyric."'°^ 

By contrast, Bork and other traditionalists believed that making moral distinctions lay 

at the heart of the judge's duties. "If the statement that one man's moral judgement is as good 

as another's were taken seriously, it would be impossible to see how law on any subject could 

be permitted to exist," charged Bork. "After all, one man's larceny is another's just 

distribution of goods." In addressing the obscenity issue, he attacked the foundations of the 

Warren Court's liberal attitude toward cultural issues. "Almost unlimited personal autonomy 

in these areas is defended with the shopworn slogan that the individual should be free to do 

as he sees fit so long as he does no harm to others," wrote Bork. "The formula is empty. The 

question is what the community is entitled to define as harm to others A change in moral 

environment-in social attitudes toward sex, marriage, duties toward children, and the like may 

surely be felt as harmful as the possibility of physical violence."'"'^ 

The Warren Court also upset traditionalists by promoting egalitarian democracy in a 

series of rulings outlawing malapportionment in districting of state offices. During the 

twentieth century, population gravity had shifted from rural to urban areas. At the same time, 

racial and ethnic minorities increasingly comprised a disproportionate share of the urban 

population. But many state legislatures, especially in the South, were controlled by white rural 

representatives who refused to redraw elections districts to reflect these population changes. 
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The Supreme Court had avoided ruUng on apportionment, viewing it a "poUtical question" 

to be decided in the political realm. In Baker v. Carr (1962), however, the Warren Court held 

that a challenge to legislative apportioimient was not a "political question." 

Besides southern traditionalists, reaction to the Baker v. Carr decision was mostly 

favorable because it tapped into traditional American devotion to democracy. In the South, 

traditionalists again reacted in outrage to the Warren Court's "meddling" in "traditional" 

(anti-egalitarian) local practices. Baker v. Carr represented "another major assault on our 

constitutional system," declared Senator Richard Russell of Georgia, a segregationist still 

upset by the Brown v. Board of Education. "If the people really value their freedom, they will 

demand that the Congress curtail and limit the jurisdiction being exercised" by the Warren 

Court.Reaction was more favorable outside the South. Even Senator Barry Goldwater of 

Arizona, the nation's foremost (non-southern) conservative, characterized the outcome of 

Baker as a "proper decision."'"® Two years after Baker, in Reynolds v. Sims (1964\ the Court 

first applied the famed "one person, one vote" rule to apportionment of state legislatures. 

Although the Warren Court's reapportionment decisions required wholesale redistricting in 

many states, the goal of "one person, one vote" quickly became entrenched within a national 

American consensus. 

During the recent era, however, many conservatives bemoaned the fact that so many 

Americans accepted the idea that equal apportionment was beneficial, proper, and consonant 

with U.S. tradition. In 1979, legal scholar Michael M. Uhlman complained that the unthinking 

belief in the goodness of equal representation had shut off scholarly and political debate on 
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the subject. The notion of "one person, one vote," asserted Uhlman, had exercised a 

"debilitating charm over the minds of those who are supposed to think about such matters as 

the nature and meaning of representation."'"^ In 1988, legal scholar William Eaton similarly 

complained that the "idea of pure quantitative equality has woven a spell over Court and 

country alike.""*^ 

Recent conservatives' criticism of the legacy of the Warren Court's popular 

reapportionment decisions paralleled their criticism of the similarly popular Brown v. Board 

of Education ruling. Conservatives claimed to favor the broad principle embedded in a 

national consensus-racial equality in Brown; voting equality in Baker v. Carr and other 

cases-while denouncing the ruling's constitutional basis, reasoning, and negative 

consequences. In 1979, Robert Bork argued that the Warren Court never produced a clear 

constitutional rationale for the "one person, one vote" rule. "[T]he Reapportionment cases 

are wrong," wrote Bork. "They are not merely wrong, but simplistically wrong in the absolute 

sense that there is nothing in the Constitution, in its history, or in American political theory 

that can conceivably support these decisions.""*® Recent conservatives also objected to the 

scope of the Court's intrusion in local affairs. "Baker v. Carr opened the door to a long series 

of case, still continuing, which has led to the reapportionment of nearly everv district in the 

country used as a basis for electing any representative to anv legislative body, with the 

exception of the United States Senate," conservative legal scholar William Eaton observed 

in 1988. "School districts, county boards of supervisors, city councils, and state legislatures 

have all been affected.""" 
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Conservatives also denied that the Warren Court's reapportionment ruling had 

produced the Court's intended goals. "[T]here is very little evidence to show that, as a result 

of the Court's arithmetic, minorities participate more effectively, or that the legislative 

process has improved-much less that the Gerrymander, that endemic symptom of alleged 

representational problems, has become extinct."'" Other conservatives agreed. After 

examining the effects of reapportionment in six states, legal scholar Timothy G. O'Rourke 

concluded: "In no state examined did redistricting yield political changes of the sort that 

would justify the characterization of'reapportionment revolution.'" In fact, O'Rourke found 

that "the overall influence of reapportionment on policy has been rather limited and 

immeasurable.""^ 

Neoconservative sociologist Nathan Glazer concluded that reapportionment's main 

consequence was an "imperial judiciary." Glazer insisted that reapportionment had not shifted 

political power to minority-dominated cites, as liberals had hoped. The main power shift, he 

discovered, was toward the growing suburbs, which were overwhelmingly white and often 

conservative, especially on economic matters. As a result, he argued, reapportionment simply 

constituted an "ideological exercise... carried out by those who thought they knew better." 

The rulings "stripp[ed] away the last shred of pretense that states had some degree of 

sovereignty," he wrote. In so doing, the Warren Court caused the loss of "great stores of 

respect for the neutrality and objectivity of the courts.""^ 
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The Warren Court's "Coddling Criminals" and the "Rights Revolution" 

Ordinary Americans cared about the Supreme Covirt's involvement in such "hot 

button" issues as race relations, radical dissent, freedom of the press, school prayer, and 

electoral apportionment. But they primarily associated the legal process with criminal matters, 

especially the prosecution of violent crimes. This tendency was magnified by the media's 

obsession with homicide and other violent offenses. Not surprisingly, then, most Americans 

primarily identified the Warren Court with its rulings on criminal issues. This identification 

was reinforced by several historical factors: the number of reported crimes skyrocketed during 

the 1960s and 1970s; fighting lawlessness became more politicized and partisan, polarizing 

Republicans from Democrats; and the Warren Court made a number of highly publicized and 

controversial rulings that transformed the U.S. criminal-justice system. The Court's viewed 

this transformation as modernizing and codifying American police and prosecutorial 

techniques. After the controversial Miranda v. Arizona (1966), however, the Court became 

more conservative in its criminal-case rulings. 

Nevertheless, the Warren Court's expanded protection of criminal suspects' rights 

during the 1960s generated momentous consequences. For one thing, it helped to unify and 

bolster the conservative movement. Before its criminal decisions, the Warren Court had not 

particularly upset libertarians. But the Court's "permissiveness" toward criminal defendants 

unified "law and order" traditionalists with libertarians who, despite their modernist values, 

had no tolerance for criminals. During the tumultuous 1960s, conservative 

politicians-including presidential candidates Barry Goldwater, George Wallace, and Richard 
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Nixon-exploited the Warren Court as a campaign issue, focusing their attacks on the Court's 

criminal rulings. Conservatives sought to connect the Court's decisions and liberal 

Democrats' belief in the societal causes of lawlessness with rising crime rates, ghetto rioting, 

and civil disobedience. 

During the 1980-2000 period, conservatives echoed the sixties right's assault on 

Miranda and other Warren Court's rulings that expanded constitutional protection for 

criminal suspects and defendants. In an era of rising crime rates, conservatives exploited 

public aversion to the "lenient" treatment of convicted criminals by "permissive" liberal 

judges. Recent conservatives argued that the Warren Court's rulings had left ruinous legacies 

by hampering police work and allowing criminals to go free on "technicalities." The result, 

they contended, was more lawlessness. 

During the 1980s and 1990s, conservatives viewed the Warren Court's expanded 

protection of the constitutional rights of criminal suspects and defendants as part of a broader 

enlargement of constitutional protection, which they termed the "rights revolution." The 

Warren Court ruled that the Court, through the equal-protection clause of the Fourteenth 

Amendment, should ensure protection of individuals in "suspect" groups that were small, 

unpopular, and/or politically weak. Recent conservatives, who distrusted equality, complained 

that Warren Court decisions had left a pernicious legacy. Criticism of the Warren Court's 

increasing protection of individual rights grew after it moved into areas that seemed to 

connect less directly to the prerogatives enumerated in the Constitution. For example, the 

Court's judgment in Griswold v. Connecticut (1965) recognized for the first time a 
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constitutional "right to privacy." They charged that the rights revolution had deformed the 

legal system and the political process. 

Beginning in the 1960s, most Americans primarily identified the Warren Court with 

its rulings on criminal issues. This association was reinforced by three factors. First, the two 

decades after 1960 witnessed an explosion of crime, as the number of reported offenses 

quadrupled-with violent crimes rising even faster-during the 1960-1980 period.'Rates 

remained at these high levels throughout the 1980s and early 1990s. By 1994, consequently, 

polls showed that 42 percent of Americans considered crime to be the most serious problem 

facing the nation."^ Not surprisingly, law-breaking became salient issue for the public, 

especially for urban dwellers, beginning in the 1960s. Thus, the public's displeasure with 

criminal and judicial procedures likely would have occurred regardless of the decisions made 

by the Warren Court. 

Second, as crime became a more salient issue for voters, it became more politicized 

and partisan. During the 1960s, conservatives, especially Republicans, realized that they could 

capitalize on the citizenry's fear of lawlessness by criticizing the policies of current public 

officials (who tended to be Democrats) and by promising to be "tough on crime" if elected. 

This partisan polarization was exacerbated because liberal Democrats often expressed support 

for the constitutional rights of criminal suspects, defendants, and prisoners, including violent 

offenders. Further polarizing the issue was the public's increasing identification, beginning in 

the 1960s, of African Americans with criminality; it was during this same period (following 
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the Civil Rights Act of 1964) that blacks also became associated with the Democratic party.' 

Finally, the public associated the Warren Court with criminal matters because the 

Court made a number of highly publicized and controversial rulings that reconfigvired policing 

and prosecutorial procedures. In just half a decade, from 1961 to 1966, the Court transformed 

the U.S. criminal-justice system. In Mapt) v. Ohio (1961), the Court ruled that states had to 

adopt the federal rule of excluding evidence if police obtained it in violation of the Fourth 

Amendment's prohibition of unreasonable searches and seizures. In Gideon v. Wainwripht 

(1963), the Court held that the Fourteenth Amendment's guarantee of due process 

incorporated the right of indigent criminal defendants to have counsel to comply with the 

Sixth Amendment. In Escobedo v. Illinois (1964), the Court ruled that, under the Fifth 

Amendment, confessions must be excluded from evidence if the confession occurred after a 

defendant had asked for legal representation but before counsel was present. Additionally, the 

Court ruled in several cases that states had to abide by other various amendments in the Bill 

of Rights."^ The most famous (or infamous) Warren Court criminal-procedure ruling was 

Miranda V. Arizona (1966), which excluded from evidence all confessions obtained by police 

from defendants who had not warned of their Fifth Amendment rights to remain silent and to 

have legal representation present during questioning. 

The Warren Court's liberal majority apparently perceived these rulings as part of the 

Court's modernist project, intended to eliminate from American law pre-modem vestiges to 

establish a rational, unified national system of criminal procedure. The Court's decisions in 

cases like Mapp. Escobedo. and Miranda excluded evidence and confessions, thereby 
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enabling some guilty persons to go free. But the Warren Court believed that state and local 

police behavior "could be changed to match the professionalism of the FBI, and setting the 

occasional criminal free was not too high a price to pay for compliance with the Constitution, 

because once the states complied, the dichotomy would veinish," concluded legal scholar 

Lucas A. Powe, Jr. "Once states changed their behavior to match federal practice, they 

would, like the FBI, get their man and respect the Constitution as well."''® 

After the controversial Miranda v. Arizona (1966), however, the Warren Court 

became more conservative in its criminal-case rulings. The vehement, widespread public 

denunciation of protections for criminal defendants in cases like Miranda probably surprised 

the Court. This negative public reaction combined the tumult of the late sixties-ghetto rioting, 

civil disobedience, escalating street crime-may have compelled the Court to retreat on the 

issue of protection for criminal defendants. Whatever the reason, the Court appeared more 

conservative with its decisions in such post-Miranda criminal cases.The Court's 

conservative turn culminated in Terrv v. Ohio (1968), in which a majority upheld a police 

"stop-and-frisk" technique. "[W]hen we speak of the Warren Court's 'revolution' in 

American criminal procedure, we mean the Warren Court that lasted from 1961 (when the 

landmark case of Mapp v. Ohio was decided) to 1966 or 1967," argued legal scholar Yale 

Kamisar. "In its final years, the Warren Court was not the same court that handed down 

Mapp or Miranda."'^" Nevertheless, the short era of expansion of criminal suspects rights 

produced momentous and lasting political consequences. 

One result was that it helped unify and elevate the nascent conservative movement. 
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Prior to the Comt's rulings on crime, conservatives had not been completely unified in 

opposition against it. Certainly, traditionalists hated the Warren Court for attacking what it 

considered vestiges of pre-modem America: racism in segregation rulings; political repression 

in radical-dissent judgments; Protestant fundamentalism and Catholic traditionalism in school-

prayer and obscenity-censorship decisions; and political inequality in the reapportionment 

cases. The Court and other cultural modernists saw these rulings as eliminating irrational 

remnants from American law and society. But traditionalists regarded these so-called 

"remnants" as embodying the foundation of "moral" American society and culture. 

By contrast, the Court's cultural-reform decisions did not particularly upset 

libertarians, who often held modernist, secular values. Libertarian theory stated that the 

government should remain neutral on cultural and moral issues, so most libertarian either 

applauded or remained silent on Warren Court decisions that struck dovra laws regulating 

such cultural issues as race relations, school prayer, obscenity, and free speech. As a result, 

the most vocal opponents of the Court before the mid-1960s were right wingers outside the 

mainstream of modern U.S. culture. "The Court has been fortunate in the enemies that it has 

made," legal scholar Philip Kurland noted in 1964, "for it is difficult not to help resist attacks 

from racists, from the John Birch Society and its ilk, and from religious zealots who insist that 

the Court adhere to the truth as they know it."'^' 

Beginning in the mid-1960s, however, the Warren Court's "permissiveness" toward 

criminal defendants unified conservatives across ideological and regional lines-uniting 

traditionalists and modernist libertarians, southerners and northerners. In its purest form. 
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libertarian theory held that the state should be involved in only one aspect of society: making 

sure that individuals were secure in their persons and in their property. So even the most 

"permissive" libertarian conservative on cultural issues showed little or no tolerance for the 

perpetrators of property or violent crime. 

Traditionalists, who viewed the state's main function as keeping order in society, 

welcomed libertarians in condemning the Warren Court's "leniency" on suspected criminals 

and in calling for "law and order." Indeed, the Court's unpopular controversial criminal-

procedure decisions were a "godsend" for southern traditionalists, legal scholar Lucas A. 

Powe., Jr. wrote later. "Attacking the Court for being soft on communism had lost its 

salience, so still hating the Court because of Brown, now they could publicly hate it because 

of coddling criminals... The obscenity and prayer cases were the added glue: efficient causes 

capable of fully explaining moral depravity and a society going to hell."'^^ 

Beginning in the mid-1960s, Republican presidential candidates broke new ground by 

s y s t e m a t i c a l l y  a t t a c k i n g  t h e  S u p r e m e  C o u r t ,  e s p e c i a l l y  i t s  d e c i s i o n s  o n  c r i m i n a l  i s s u e s . I n  

1964, Barry Goldwater made the Court a prime campaign issue, describing its rulings as 

exercises of "raw and naked power."'^'* He also condemned the Court for its "obsessive 

concern for the rights of the criminal defendant,and he claimed that "law enforcement 

agencies-like the police, the sheriffs, the FBI-are attacked for doing their job. Law breakers 

are defended. Our wives, all women, feel unsafe in the streets."'^^ Goldwater also implicitly 

blamed the Warren Court for rising crime rates. He alleged that the ruling in Escobedo v. 

Illinois (1964) implied "that a criminal defendant must be given a sporting chance to go free. 
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even though nobody doubts in the slightest he is guilty." He also declared it was "no wonder 

our law enforcement officers have been demoralized and rendered ineffective in their jobs."'^^ 

Two years later, during the 1966 congressional campaigns, Republicans renewed the 

attack on the Warren Court's supposed "coddling of criminals." GOP conservatives sought 

to connect the Court's decisions and liberal Democrats' belief in the societal causes of crime 

with rising crime rates and widespread ghetto rioting. "How long are we going to abdicate 

law and order-the backbone of civilization-in the form of soft social theory that the man who 

throws a brick through your window or tosses a firebomb into your car is simply the 

misunderstood and underprivileged product of a broken home?" asked Gerald R. Ford of 

Michigan, the House Republican leader. 

The 1968 presidential campaign marked the pinnacle of the right's attack on the 

Warren Court's criminal-procedures rulings. The call for "law and order" gained more 

traction in 1968 because of rising crime rates (the murder rate doubled between 1960 and 

1968) and larger and more aggressive street protests against the Vietnam War. Most 

important was the widespread ghetto rioting of the period. In 1968, Independent George 

Wallace and Republican Richard Nixon built upon earlier conservative criticism of the Court. 

Wallace's standard stump speech accused the Court of "destroying constitutional government 

in the country."'^® It also contained an assertion that sximmarized conservatives' caricatured 

depiction of the Court's criminal-procedure rulings. He told his audiences that, "[i]f you walk 

out of this hotel tonight and someone knocks you on the head, he'll be out of jail before 

you're out of the hospital, and on Monday morning they'll try the policeman instead of the 
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criminal.'"'" 

Richard Nixon, competing with Wallace for the "backlash" vote, pursued a "southern 

strategy" designed to win over traditionalist southerners. Like Wallace, Nixon denounced the 

Warren Court's criminal rights decisions, claiming that the effect of cases like Miranda v. 

Arizona had "been to very nearly rule out the 'confession' as an effective tool in prosecution 

and law enforcement."'^' Additionally, the Nixon campaign issued a policy paper, "Toward 

Freedom from Fear," which attacked the Court's criminal-procedure decisions. "From the 

point of view of the criminal forces," wrote Nixon, "the cumulative impact of these decisions 

has been to set free patently guilty individuals on the basis of legal technicalities. The tragic 

lesson of guilty men walking free from hundreds of courtrooms across the country has not 

been lost on the criminal community."''^ Embracing the "us versus them" rhetoric dear to 

traditionalists, Nixon put the Warren Court in the "them" category, declaring that "some of 

the courts have gone too far in weakening the peace forces against the criminal forces."'^' 

Finally, Nixon promised that, if elected he would appoint conservative judges who would 

return America to a traditionalist society characterized by "law and order," a mantra he 

repeated throughout the campaign. 

During the 1980-2000 period, conservatives maintained their assault on Miranda and 

other Warren Court's rulings that expanded constitutional protection for criminal suspects 

and defendants. In an era of rising crime rates, conservatives exploited public aversion to the 

"lenient" treatment of convicted criminals by "permissive" liberal judges, as supposedly 

epitomized by the Warren Court. In 1982, for example, conservative columnist George F. 
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Will summarized traditionalists' attitude toward penology, contrasting it to that of Warren 

Court liberals. Will repeated Justice Hugo Black's earlier admonition that "[rjetribution is no 

longer the dominant objective of criminal law. Reformation and rehabilitation of offenders 

have become important goals of criminal jurisprudence." He rejected Black's contention, 

argued instead that, after decades of "rising crime and recidivism, we at least know what we 

do not know-how to reform and rehabilitate." He also dismissed Justice Thurgood Marshall's 

opinion that "punishment for the sake of retribution is not permissible under the Eight 

Amendment." Will replied: "That is absurd. The element of retribution-vengeance if you 

will-does not make punishment cruel and unusual, it makes punishment intelligible. It 

distinguishes punishment from therapy."'^'' 

Recent conservatives argued that the Warren Court's rulings in cases like Miranda had 

left ruinous legacies by hampering police work and allowing criminals to go free on 

"technicalities" that excluded confessions and other evidence. In 2000, conservative attorney 

Daniel J. Silver claimed that the Warren Court "boldly trashed the established police methods 

of all states in Escobedo and Miranda, and then expanded wildly the rights of habeas 

corpus-ensuring federal review of any criminal charge that could be looked at under a 

constitutional provision, even if state courts had already reviewed these claims."'^^ The result 

was ruinous for society, legal scholar Andrew Peyton Thomas insisted. "Americans," wrote 

Thomas, "feel less today because of Warren-court rulings."'^® 

Judge Harold J. Rothwax argued that the Warren Court's decisions had led to the 

"collapse of the criminal justice." "[OJnly thirty-five years ago," Rothwax wrote in 1995, "our 
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criminal justice system was relatively simple: A person was arrested, indicted, and tried. But 

life in the courts is no longer that simple." He insisted that the "major culprit in the malaise-

ridden judicial system" is the way courts interpret the Fourth Amendment. The Warren Court, 

he asserted, had converted the Fourth Amendment's prohibition against unreasonable 

searches and seizures into the exclusionary rule, which frees "people who are clearly 

criminals." Rothwax further charged that the Warren Court "manipulated" the Miranda case 

to change the Fifth Amendment's right against self-incrimination into a separate requirement 

that the police must inform suspects of their rights before questioning them. Rothwax claimed 

that the Miranda decision was "folly-a terrible decision atop many other terrible decisions."'^^ 

In a 2001 National Review cover story, William Tucker argued that Warren Court 

decisions had undermined the kind of police work associated with a fictional television 

character. Detective Columbo. "The original Mapp and Miranda decisions hoped to end 

'arbitrary' procedures by the police," wrote Tucker. "Stretched beyond all logical limits, 

however, they have produced a justice system that is even more arbitrary and capricious-a 

clear and present danger to the public good." The Court, charged Tucker, had undercut the 

police, leaving a damaging legacy. "We are living in the post-Columbo era," he wrote. "Many 

traditional aspects of detective work have been abandoned; in fact, much of what detectives 

once did is now illegal. The only thing that keeps the wheels of justice turning is that most 

people don't know this." In fact, claimed Tucker, "[i]f all Americans knew their rights, very 

few people would ever be arrested for anything. This situation is the outcome of the 1960s 

Supreme Court reforms, particularlv Mapp v. Ohio (1961) and v. Arizona (19661" He further 
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argued that, "[s]ince that moment, the main strategy of every defense attorney has become 

to 'put the state on trial' by challenging investigative procedures. As a result, absurdities have 

prevailed. Warrants were voided because of misspellings and typographical errors." The result 

was more lawlessness. "Now that the police are abiding by the letter of the Supreme Court 

directives," wrote Tucker, "there are more and more unsolved crimes."^^^ 

During the 1980-2000 period, conservatives repeatedly tried, without success, to 

convince the Supreme Court overturn Miranda. In 1986, Attorney General Edwin Meese 

commissioned an internal Justice Department report to recommended overturning the 

Miranda decision. The Economist contended that "it hard in the end not to regard Mr. 

Meese's decision [to challenge Miranda] as chiefly an attempt to be rid of an after-taste of the 

Warren years, when, as the report has it, the court 'entered an activist phase in which history 

and precedent counted for little.' Right-wingers want to see some measures from the 

administration to strengthen law and order, and an assault on Miranda gives it to them."'^^ 

Meese's efforts failed, but conservatives maintained their assault on Miranda, convincing the 

Rehnquist Court to hear the case Dickerson v. United States (2000). But the Court reaffirmed 

Miranda.''^" Conservative efforts failed partly because many law-enforcement organizations 

had come to accept Miranda. In 1993, for example, four national law-enforcement 

organizations and fifty-one former prosecutors filed amicus curiae ("friend of the court") 

briefs requesting that the Rehnquist Court reaffirm Miranda. "In short," argued journalist 

Edwin Dobb, "those [police groups] who once complained that the decision would handcuff 

them, resulting in far fewer convictions, had come to embrace it."''" 
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Many commentators observed that a tie binding most of the Warren Court's 

significant decisions was an expansive interpretation of the rights protected by the 

Constitution. Especially to conservatives, these decisions had launched a "rights revolution," 

which had transformed the U.S. legal system and, some conservatives argued, Americans 

interactions with each other. The "doctrine of rights has soured every human relationship," 

wrote conservative publisher R. Emmett Tyrrell, Jr. Many legal scholars traced the Warren 

Court's strict scrutiny of rights for various groups to the 193 8 case United States v. Carolene 

Products. In footnote four of the opinion. Justice Harlan Stone argued that the Supreme 

Court should expand protection of individual rights, especially those embodied in the Bill of 

Rights. Additionally, the Court should carefully scrutinize laws regulating the electoral 

process as well as those that affect a "suspect class" of "discrete and insular minorities," who 

may be subject to discrimination even in a functioning electoral system.''*^ 

According to this theory of rights, the Court should ensure protection of individuals 

in "suspect" groups that were numerically small, unpopular, and/or politically weak. Such 

individuals included African Americans, political radicals, religious minorities and atheists, 

producers of erotic (but not "obscene") material, under-represented voters, and criminal 

defendants. During the Warren era of 1953 to 1969, the Court extended or expanded 

constitutional protection for each of these. In the decades after 1969, moreover, later courts 

often extended the rights revolution to such groups as women, prisoners, and the physically 

and mental disabled. Traditionalists believed that rights were earned, not given. Therefore, 

they argued that society should focused more on individual responsibility than on rights. Not 
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surprisingly, traditionalists opposed the Court's expansion of rights for unpopular minority 

groups, which began with the protection of African Americans' civil rights in the Brown v. 

Board (1954) decision. 

Criticism of the Warren Court's increasing protection of individual rights grew during 

the 1960s as it moved into areas that seemed to connect less directly to the rights enumerated 

in the Constitution. The Warren Court paralleled other liberals in arguing that, with the rise 

of the welfare state beginning in the New Deal era, individuals were "entitled" to such benefits 

as welfare, unemployment insurance, old-age pensions, and social security. In addition, 

conservatives characterized welfare as a "privilege" freely given by the state, which could be 

revoked welfare at will. "But the emergence in the twentieth century of the welfare state and 

its associated 'entitlements' blurred the boundary between rights and privileges," noted legal 

scholar Morton J. Horwitz. "New Deal entitlements did not fit easily into either category."''''' 

In a series of decisions, beginning with Speiser v. Randall Q 958") and culminating in Shapiro 

V. Thompson (1969), the Warren Court moved toward a position viewing access to social-

welfare programs as a right rather than a privilege.'''^ By 1973, however, the Burger Court 

had rejected the notion that anyone possessed a fiindamentai right to welfare,'''® "decent 

housing" and "possession of one's home,"'''^ and education.'''® 

Perhaps the Warren Court's most far-reaching contribution to the rights revolution 

was its ruling in Griswold v. Connecticut (1965), which, for the first time, recognized a 

constitutional "right to privacy." The ruling struck down an 1879 Connecticut law forbidding 

use of contraceptive devices by married couples. Accordingly, the Court probably viewed the 
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case as part of its modernist project, sweeping away anachronistic vestiges in the law. But the 

Court's interpretation was a stretch, which was revealed in the Court's difficulty in reaching 

a consensus on precisely where the Constitution protected privacy. In the majority opinion. 

Justice William O. Douglas appealed to a "zone of privacy created by several constitutional 

guarantees" that included the First, Third, Fourth, Fifth, and Ninth Amendments. Combined, 

the "specific guarantees in the Bill of Rights have penumbras formed by emanations from 

those guarantees that help give them life and substance."'^'' 

For decades, Douglas's reasoning in Griswold was "Exhibit A" for conservatives who 

wished to mock liberal judicial activism and its fuzzy reasoning. In 1984, for example, Terry 

Eastland, a lawyer in Reagan's Justice Department, commented on Douglas's reasoning: "A 

cynic-perhaps even a noncynic-might wonder what all that means."'^° Justice Hugo Black's 

dissent in the case foreshadowed conservative criticism of the lack of constitutional basis in 

Griswold and later right-to-privacy rulings. Black complained that Douglas's opinion cited 

"no less than six Amendments to the Constitution, but it does not say which of these 

Amendments, if any, is infringed by the Connecticut law." Black also rejected the "zone of 

privacy" argument. "I can find no such general right of privacy in the Bill of Rights, in any 

other part of the Constitution, or in any case ever decided before this Court," he wrote. "I like 

my privacy as well as the next one, but I am nevertheless compelled to admit that government 

has a right to invade it unless prohibited by some specific constitutional provision."'^' 

The main significance of Griswold was its use as a controlling precedent for the 

Burger Court's ruling the Constitution protected abortion rights n Roe v. Wade (1973), the 
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most controversial decision of the twentieth century. "Until Roe, the Griswold decision was 

quite popular, even if its methodology was widely criticized within the legal profession," 

noted legal scholar Morton J. Horwitz.'" During the cultural war over abortion, however, 

conservatives castigated both the Griswold and Roe rulings. In 1988, legal scholar William 

Eaton contended that Justice Douglas in Griswold's maj ority opinion "conceded that the right 

of privacy is nowhere mentioned in the Constitution or its Amendments. So what the Court 

did was to quote itself in previous case (but not the Constitution) in order to invent its right 

of privacy."'^^ 

More generally, conservatives disliked that the Warren Court had expanded protection 

of constitutional rights in Griswold and many other cases, leading to what they complained 

was a "rights revolution." Robert Bork argued that "what a court adds to one person's 

constitutional rights, it subtracts from the rights of others."'^'* Conservatives, who mistrusted 

equality, complained that the Warren Court had left a legacy of misconstruing and 

misapplying the equal-protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. In 1997, for example, 

legal scholar Andrew Peyton Thomas complained about "the modem tendency to conscript 

this reconstruction amendment into combat against a broad range of social ills. Today, the 

amendment is commonly enlisted-successfully-by feminists, sexual deviants, and just about 

anyone else who has a beef with some government official or policy." Thomas called for an 

"originalist" interpretation of the equal-protection clause. "[T]he Fourteenth Amendment was 

designed with the narrow, clear, and admirable goal of ensuring simply that ex-slaves would 

be treated as equals before the law," he wrote. "It is time for conservative jurists to restore 
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this amendment to its original mission, thereby reducing much judicial mischief."'^' 

The result of the "rights revolution," insisted conservatives, was a deformation of the 

political process. "Since the sixties, liberal activists increasingly have articulated their agenda 

in terms of constitutional rights rather than mere political goals," asserted conservative David 

Wagner. "They thus have offered the Supreme Court a temptation that it has been unable to 

resist: to become the nation's policymaker on hot-button issues." 

The Conservative Counterrevolution against the Warren Court's Legacies 

Conservatives believed that the most destructive legacy left to the recent era by the 

Warren Court was liberal dominance of the courts, law-school faculty, and the legal 

profession as a whole. Legal commentators, both conservative and liberal, claimed that the 

Warren Court had molded a generation of liberal lawyers, judges, and legal scholars. Because 

of the Warren Court and its legacies, many of the baby boom generation and younger 

associated the Supreme Court and the law more generally with the realization of social justice. 

During the 1980-2000 period, the Warren Court's activist, liberal heritage remained appealing 

for most progressives. By contrast, recent conservatives blamed the 1960s-era Court for 

ruining the traditional practice of law. However, both liberals and conservatives exaggerated 

the Warren Court's popularity and liberal dominance of the legal profession and the judiciary. 

In reality, conservatism maintained an influential presence within the legal profession during 

the Warren era, and this influence escalated during the conservative counterrevolution that 

began in the 1970s. 
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During the 1980s and 1990s, the conservative movement viewed itself as leading a 

counterrevolution against the liberal excesses of the 1960s. The legal field proved notable as 

a sight of the conservative counterrevolution. It was the law where the right most explicitly 

attempted to roll back the liberal "revolution" of the sixties by employing the same tactics that 

the left had pioneered in the 1960s. The conservative counterrevolution in law began in the 

1970s with the birth of the "law and economics" school, a libertarian methodology that 

attacked the Warren Court's economically liberal legacies. Despite liberal criticism, the law-

and-economics school helped to shift legal scholarship rightward during the 1980s. The 

conservative legal counterrevolution gained steam in the early 1980s with the founding of the 

Federalist Society, which began as law-student organization in 1982 and expanded to become 

the focus of the conservative counterattack. During the Reagan-Bush administrations. 

Federalist members dominated the Justice Department, and the Society transformed into a 

clearing house for locating and vetting federal appointments and clerkships for the expanding 

ranks of conservative judges. By 2000, the Federalist Society was the leading conservative 

legal organization, with 25,000 members, and was working to supplant the American Bar 

Association as the most influential organization in the field of law. Beginning in 2001, 

moreover. Federalist members commanded President George W. Bush's Justice Department. 

The conservative counterrevolution relied on legal tactics pioneered by sixties-era 

liberal groups. Despite their criticism of the Warren Court's launching of the "rights 

revolution," recent conservatives realized that they could appeal to individual rights to bolster 

conservative causes. Conservatives-who criticized liberal interest groups like the ACLU and 
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the NAACP for using Htigation, rather than the poUtical process, to enact their views-founded 

and built up their own activist organizations, right-wing organizations vigorously "lobbied" 

the courts through litigation despite conservative criticism of liberals groups for "politicizing" 

the legal process. As a result, the conservative interest-group movement grew in size and 

influence during the late 1980s and 1990s. An intertwined group of conservative lawyers and 

legal groups united to use the legal process for the political goal of impeaching President 

Clinton, the right's chief political opponent. During the 1990s, therefore, conservatives' 

manipulation of the legal system for political ends outdid that of sixties liberals. 

During the 1980s and 1990s, both liberals and conservatives maintained that the 

Warren Court had shaped a generation of liberal lawyers, judges, and legal scholars, especially 

those who came of age in the 1960s. In 1991, liberal Owen Fiss recalled that, during the 

Warren era, he and his fellow Harvard law school classmates "looked to the Court as an 

inspiration, the very reason to enter the profession."'^® This romantic aura fascinated and 

attracted idealistic young students during the moralistic 1960s. "[0]ne of the greatest legacies 

of the Warren Court has been its revolutionary influence on the thinking of law students," 

Judge J. Skelly Wright observed in 1971. "[F]or them, the Supreme Court was the Warren 

Court. For them, there was no theoretical gulf between the law and morality; and, for them, 

the Court was the one institution in the society that seemed to be speaking most consistently 

the language of idealism which we all recited in grade school."'" 

Because of the Warren Court, many baby boomers associated the law and judges with 
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the actuahzation of positive social change. The young "may have been what the Warren Court 

was all about," legal scholar Vincent Blasi wrote in 1970. "With the promise of judicial 

activism, legal skills became important tools of social reform and idealists were increasingly 

attracted to the law."'^^ Indeed, a generation of activist-inclined scholars turned to the law 

beginning in the 1960s.''' "The Warren Court made the 1960s a good time for the law 

schools," wrote legal historian Laura Kalman.'®" Law schools capitalized on the Warren 

Court's prestige. "Glossy admissions brochures entice some students into law school with 

promises that lawyers of the future, riding white chargers, will crusade against social 

problems," the president of the Stanford Law Review wrote in 1970.'®' 

During the 1980-2000 period, the legacy of the Warren Court remained powerful and 

enticing for most liberals. Most liberals retained their hope that the Court could return to the 

halcyon days of Earl Warren. In 1995, Cass Sunstein remarked that most of his fellow law 

professors still remained "under the spell of the Warren Court."'®^ Legal scholar John 

Brigham characterized this liberal faith that the Supreme Court could improve society as "the 

cult of the Court."'®^ 

Conversely, conservatives argued that the shift toward liberal activism had left baneful 

legacies for the practice of law. "Growing numbers of lawyers-probably a majority-are 

miserable in their work," legal scholar Gideon Kanner wrote in 1994. "The problem is rooted 

in a sea change of how law is viewed, the resulting change in personalities attracted to its 

practice, and the collapse in the quality of public discourse produced by 'the great American 

temper tantrum' of the 1960s." One unfortunate legacy of the Warren era, insisted Kanner, 
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was "a change in lawyer's behavior. Here we are reaping the wind sown in the 1960s, when 

it became fashionable to supplant discourse with invective, and to suppose that society could 

be fundamentally changed through law-not by a democratic, legislative process, but by 

judicial decrees." This approach, wrote Kannar "attracted to the law a host of would-be 

reformers determined to bend the world to their vision. Their rhetoric and limited success 

created the perception among the young that the ordinary practice of law shapes public 

policy.'"'" 

In reality, the notion that liberalism dominated the legal profession and the judiciary 

from the 1960s on and that, consequently, the Warren Court was sacrosanct and a model for 

judicial behavior was greatly overstated. By embracing this exaggeration, the legal profession 

shared the wider notion, held by liberals and conservatives alike, that liberalism decisively 

shaped American society and government beginning in the 1960s. Both the left and the right 

had their own reasons for alleging liberal hegemony. Liberals exaggerated their influence to 

lend credence to their cause. Meanwhile, conservatives inflated the amount of liberal power 

to appropriate underdog status for themselves, use their supposed status as a victimized 

minority to demand "fairness" and "equal time" to express their right-wing opinions, and 

mobilize latent conservative strength against the bogeyman of a biased "liberal elite." 

In truth, conservatism remained strong within the profession-and in the rest of 

American society-well into the 1970s, and its influence grew thereafter. This was revealed 

by a 1977 U.S. News survey of 508 attorneys, including 211 U.S. district-court judges and 
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187 lawyers "who rank high in their profession." Nearly 99 percent of those polled considered 

the Burger Court "more conservative" than the Warren Court. More significantly, 78 percent 

of respondents approved of the philosophy of the more-conservative Burger Court, and 78 

percent also preferred the Burger Court's conservative judicial philosophy to that of the 

Warren Court. "The philosophy of the [Burger] Court more accurately reflects the philosophy 

of the American people," wrote a state supreme court justice. Finally, a huge majority of 

lawyers considered the Warren Court more activist than the Burger Court. Forty-one percent 

of lawyers believed that the Burger Court had "a tendency to take jurisdiction of questions 

involving public policy that might better be left to the legislative or executive branch of 

Government." But 84 percent felt that the Warren Court was even more activist than the 

Burger Court, compared to just two percent who saw the Burger Court as more activist. "The 

Warren Court was a dark era in American jurisprudence-poor decisions in fields they never 

should have entered," wrote a state judge. "The [Burger] Court is like a light at the end of 

the tunnel."'®' 

Liberal dominance at elite law schools and in elite legal scholarship combined with this 

latent conservatism within the legal profession made for fertile ground for a conservative 

counterrevolution. The legal counterattack by the right paralleled the greater conservative 

resurgence throughout American society and politics. Beginning in the 1970s and accelerating 

in the 1980s and 1990s, conservative legal scholars systematically attacked the Warren 

Court's legacy of liberal activism. 
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The conservative counterrevolution in legal scholarship began in the early 1970s with 

the development of the so-called "law and economics" school, which attempted to undermine 

the theoretical foundation of the Warren Court's liberal economic legacies.'®^ Associated with 

University of Chicago Law School, law-and-economics proponents built on the earlier work 

of such scholars as economist Gary Becker and legal scholars Ronald Coase and Guido 

Calabresi.'^^ More generally, they drew upon the work of libertarian economists, many of 

whom were identified with the University of Chicago's economics department, including 

Milton Friedman and Fredrich A. Hayek. Leading law-and-economics scholars like Judge 

Richard A. Posner and Judge Frank Easterbrook believed that law should follow the 

disciplineiry norms of economic theory. The school's seminal text was Posner's Economic 

Analysis of T.aw (1972). That same year, Posner became the founding editor of Journal of 

Legal Studies. In the first issue, Posner declared that the journal's purpose was "to encourage 

the application of scientific methods to the study of the legal system." Hence, the goal of the 

law-and-economics school, he continued, was "to make precise, objective, and systematic 

observations of how the legal system operates in fact and to discover and explain the 

recurrent patterns in the observation-the laws' of the system."'®^ 

Posner and other law-and-economics scholars argued that constitutional governance 

should be grounded on extra-constitutional utilitarian principles such as the maximization of 

the wealth of individual citizens. "The basis of an economic approach to law is the assumption 

that the people involved with the legal system act as rational maximizers of their 

satisfactions," Posner wrote.'®' Beginning with Robert Bork's seminal book. The Antitrust 
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Paradox (1978), the law-and-economics school received theoretical reinforcement from legal 

conservatives who criticized the "inefficiency" of federal covirts' application of antitrust 

law.'™ 

Law-and-economics proponents echoed the more general conservative critique of 

sixties liberalism, arguing that they used rational methods to fashion efficient solutions to 

America's problems whereas liberals confronted these problems in an emotional, knee-jerk 

fashion. Posner, for example, denigrated liberals' attempts to base the law on such concepts 

as "fairness" or "justice," "terms which have no content."'^' Law-and-economics proponents 

also paralleled the wider conservative movement by asserting that liberals' attempts at reform 

often resulted in "unanticipated consequences" that worsened the problems that they were 

trying to solve. In 1988, John Donohue III summarized the law-and-economics indictment 

against liberal reform measures: "by showing excessive concern for say, the poor sap who 

finds himself in a tight spot, one may increase the number of individuals in tight spots."'^^ 

Not surprisingly, liberals responded by accusing law-and-economics proponents of 

lacking an ethical basis for their theories. "They would genuinely welcome a politics that 

permits no distinction between humane workplaces and sweatshops, that shrugs before the 

great gaps between rich and poor, and that puts health care on exactly the same moral value 

as vacation homes," charged columnist Jedediah S. Purdy.'^^ 

Despite liberal criticism, the law-and-economics school helped to shift legal 

scholarship rightward during the 1980s. Many law-school students found its message enticing. 

In this maimer, the youthfiil conservative optimism of the Reagan years echoed the youthfixl 
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liberal activism of the Kemiedy years. "Theirs was a view of the world infused with clean, 

cool, controlled rationalism. In a different era, minds like that... might have been drawn to 

Robert McNamara and his whiz kids, dubbed the "best and brightest," observed journalist 

Nina J. Easton. "But this was the early 1980s, not the early 1960s: Bureaucrats were seen as 

inefficient meddlers. . . The great and logical minds at Chicago were determined to un-

manage, de-plan, free the free market form the bureaucrats so it could operate in its inherently 

rational fashion." Conservatives thus viewed themselves as rational legal scholars and viewed 

their opponents as hysterical, knee-jerk liberals. In the early 1980s, "all the narrow thinking, 

all the ad-hominems, all the anti-intellectualism and partisanship came from the Left," David 

Mcintosh, a law student in the early 1980s, later asserted.'^'* In 1993, a quantitative study 

found that the law-and-economics school's theories had cultivated conservatism in law 

schools and in legal scholarship during the preceding two decades."^ 

During the 1980s and 1990s, the law-and-economics movement's assault on the 

Warren Court's economically liberal legacies was increasingly bolstered by the Federalist 

Society for Law and Public Policy Studies, founded in 1982. Law-and-economics adherents 

tended to hold libertarian-conservative views. The Federalist Society, by contrast, included 

both traditionalist and libertarian conservatives, paralleling the "big-tent" conservatism that 

united behind President Ronald Reagan. As such. Federalist Society members attacked the 

Warren Court's liberal legacy in cultural and social legal issues, too. "The Federalist Society 

professes a kind of limited government that, through the work of its members, has translated 
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into significant shifts in the law," legal scholar Terry Carter commented in 2001. "Members 

have promoted, for example, compensation for regulatory 'takings' of property, states' rights 

as opposed to federal power, fewer or no government regulations in many areas, an end to 

affirmative action, and tort reform."'^® 

In the early 1980s, the Federalist Society was founded by three conservative law 

students-David Mcintosh and Lee Liberman at the University of Chicago and Steven G. 

Calibresi at Yale-who had met as undergraduates at Yale. In 1981, Mcintosh, Lieberman, and 

Calbresi organized campus-based student groups at Chicago and Yale as conservative 

alternatives to the leftist National Lawyers Guild. A year later, the Federalists incorporated 

student groups at Harvard and Stanford, bringing in Harvard's Journal of Law and Public 

Policy, a student-run law journal edited by E. Spencer Abraham.Like many conservatives 

of their generation, young Federalist Society members forged their combative activism in 

reaction to the liberal hegemony among the professoriate during the 1970s and 1980s. Like 

leftist activists in the 1960s, right-wing law students in the 1980s viewed themselves as rebels 

attacking the Establishment. But the Federalist Society found a congenial atmosphere at the 

University of Chicago, home at one time or another to such conservative legal luminaries as 

Posner, Frank Easterbrook, Robert Bork, Antonin Scalia, Richard Epstein, Bernard H. 

Siegan, Danny J. Boggs, and Ralph K. Winter. Most of them ascended to the federal bench 

during the Reagan-Bush era, with Scalia gaining a seat on the Supreme Court in 1986. 

Aided by these mentors and right-wing financing, the Federalist Society quickly 

became the preeminent organization for conservative law students. In 1979, legal scholar 
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Michael Horowitz had urged right-wing foundations to concentrate their funding on winning 

over students at elite law schools. The Federalist Society appeared to be the perfect vehicle 

for that strategy, and financial support poured in from much of the conservative "counter-

establishment," including Richard Mellon Scaife and the Olin, Bradley and Smith Richardson 

Foundations. Nor did the Society think it was hypocritical to ask for and accept a $ 150,000 

grant from the National Endowment for the Humanities.'^" The conservative media also 

helped the Federalist Society expand. A 1982 article in the National Review provoked an 

outpouring of responses from students who wanted to start Federalist chapters at their 

schools, and, thereafter, the conservative media continued to publicize the Society. By 2000, 

the Federalist Society boasted 25,000 members. 

During the Reagan-Bush administrations. Federalist members dominated the Justice 

Department, and the Society transformed into a clearing house for locating and vetting 

federal appointments and clerkships for the expanding ranks of conservative judges. Under 

Reagan, for example, Federalist William Bradford Reynolds was the assistant attorney general 

for civil rights and Federalist Clarence Thomas was the head of the Equal Opportunity 

Employment Commission. Attorneys with Federalist Society connections also dominated 

George H. W. Bush's Justice Department.'®' 

By 2000, the Federalist Society was the leading conservative legal organization, and 

was working to supplant the American Bar Association as the most influential legal group. 

Federalist members dominated President George W. Bush's legal team, with John Ashcroft 

as attorney general and Theodore Olson as solicitor general. Olson had also led Bush's legal 
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assault in Florida over the disputed election results that resulted in Bush's victory in the 

Supreme Court case Bush v. Gore. In 2001, Vice President Dick Cheney was the keynote 

speaker at the Federalist Society's annual meeting. "Looking around the room," he said, "I'd 

guess that a year ago, about half of you were down in Florida." Cheney also noted that 

"[t]here are many members of the Federalist Society in our Administration. . . . We're 

especially proud to have two of your foimders at the Energy Department-the general counsel, 

Lee Liberman Otis, and Secretary Spence Abraham."'^^ The Federalist Society had 

consistently attacked the American Bar Association,'^^ even publishing a newsletter entitled 

ABA Watch. In 2001, President George W. Bush announced that he would not solicit 

recommendations from the ABA for his judicial selections, ending a tradition dating back to 

the Eisenhower era, and the Federalist Society became the de facto replacement.'^'* 

Ironically, the conservative counterrevolution of the 1980s and 1990s relied on legal 

tactics pioneered by sixties-era liberal groups. Despite their criticism of the Warren Court's 

launching of the "rights revolution," recent conservatives realized that they could appeal to 

individual rights to bolster conservative causes. Conservatives organizations had long tried 

to influence the legal process,but the Warren Court's encouragement of liberal interest-

group litigants like the NAACP and ACLU provoked a conservative reaction after 1970.'^^ 

Conservatives-who criticized liberal interest groups like the ACLU and the NAACP for using 

litigation, rather than the political process, to enact their views-founded and built up their 

own activist organizations. Despite conservative criticism of liberals groups for "politicizing" 
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the legal process, right-wing organizations vigorously "lobbied" the courts through litigation: 

they sponsored class-action law suits and test cases, filed amicus curiae ("friend of the court") 

briefs, and gave legal advice and service, expert testimony, and financial assistance.'*^ The 

Federalist Society, which denounced the American Bar Association for taking (liberal) 

positions on political issues and legal cases, refrained from direct involvement in these 

interest-group activities. But many Federalist members founded or supported right-wing 

organizations. 

As a result, the conservative interest-group movement grew in size and influence 

during the late 1980s and 1990s. For example, the Center for Individual Rights, foimded in 

1989, conducted a legal campaign to convince the Supreme Court to strike down all race-

conscious affirmative-action policies. Using the rhetoric of the "individual rights" of white 

people, the Center for Individual Right's successftilly sued the University of Texas in 

Hopwood V. Texas (1996), decided in the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals. Similarly, the 

conservative Institute for Justice, founded in 1991 by Clint Bolick, also sought to protect the 

individual rights of white plaintiffs in anti-affirmative-action cases. The Institute for Justice' s 

emulation of sixties-style liberal interest groups was revealed on its website: "Once people 

turned first to the ACLU whenever government violated whenever government violated their 

rights. No longer. . . . [P]eople have increasingly sought a principled alternative that will 

protect individual rights rather than expand government. That alternative is the Institute for 

Justice."''' 

During the recent era, conservatives not only complained that liberals had politicized 
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the legal process; they also complained that liberals had criminalized the political process, 

starting with Watergate. Despite the complaint, conservatives once again emulated liberals 

by using the legal process for political ends. During the 1990s, conservative organizations 

used the law to harass their liberal and Democratic opponents, most notably, President Bill 

Clinton and his administration. For example, the conservative group, Judicial Watch, led by 

Larry Klayman, exploited legal procedures like subpoenas and depositions to harass the 

Clinton administration over a number of alleged "scandals." 

An intertwined group of conservative lawyers and legal groups united to use the legal 

process for the political goal of impeaching President Clinton, the right's chief political 

opponent.'^' The conservative Rutherford Institute, founded in 1982 by John Whitehead, 

modeled itself on Thurgood Marshall's NAACP Legal Defense Fund. The Rutherford 

Institute represented Paula Jones in the sexual-harassment lawsuit that eventually led to 

Clinton's impeachment.Begitming in 1994, Kenneth W. Starr, a leading member of the 

Federalist Society, targeted Clinton from the Office of Independent Counsel. Starr 

cormections to the right-wing legal machine included work for the Bradley Foundation and 

the Washington Legal Foundation. Before his appointment as independent counsel to 

investigate Clinton's Whitewater scandal, moreover, he had filed a brief in the Paula Jones 

case on behalf of the conservative Independent Women's Forum.'®' Starr's top assistants at 

the Office of Independent Counsel, Jackie Bennett and W. Hickman Ewing, Jr., also had ties 

to right-wing groups.''^ Starr, who had come up empty in his Whitewater investigation, was 

alerted to the existence of Monica Lewinsky, a former White House intern and secretary who 
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had conducted an intermittent affair with Clinton, by a groups of right-wing lawyers who 

called themselves "the elves" for their behind-the-scenes assistance to Clinton's legal 

adversaries.'^^ 

During the 1990s, therefore, conservatives' manipulation of the legal system for 

political ends outdid that of sixties liberals. "The political right discovered that it, too could 

use the courts to advance its agenda," wrote journalist-lawyer Jeffery Toobin. "Groups like 

the Federalist Society, the Landmark Legal Foundation, and the Rutherford Institute modeled 

their efforts on the work of their ideological adversaries at places like the NAACP and the 

American Civil Liberties Union. Conservatives used many of the same legal concepts that 

their adversaries had pioneered-freedom of speech, equal protection of the laws, and even, 

eventually, sexual harassment-to achieve their aims. They copied the liberal rhetoric, too; the 

Republican prosecutors in Clinton's impeachment trial in the Senate took pains always to 

refer to the Paula Jones case as a 'federal civil rights action.'"'^'* 

To complete a conservative counterrevolution to the Warren Court, however, 

required filling the Supreme Court with conservative jurists willing to use judicial activism to 

effect conservative goals. "To the American right, winning control of the courts is every bit 

as important as capturing the White House or Congress," observed journalist Julian Borger. 

"And unlike their liberal opponents, rightwingers have prepared for what may be the most 

important battle for the country's heart and soul."''^ 
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"Judicial Activism" and the Conservative Counterrevolution 

As recent conservatives realized, the legal issues brought before the Supreme Court 

often proved too complex for an untrained, distracted American public. Conservatives 

therefore put forth a simplified, even caricatured, depiction of the liberal Warren Court and 

its legacies, focusing criticism on the issue of "judicial activism" and calling for "judicial 

restraint." Conservatives' professed rejection of judicial activism was a politically potent 

weapon because it allowed them to avoid arguing the merits of Warren Court decisions, 

which enabled them to evade defending often-unpopular conservative values, such as racial 

segregation. Instead, the right's attack on judicial activism allowed conservatives to appear 

"objective," "non-politicized," and "neutral"; they could claim to be bothered by the Warren 

Court's usurpation of the democratic process, not the liberal bent of the Court's decisions. 

Similarly, conservative putatuive rejection of judicial activism fit nicely with their claimed to 

fealty to the Constitution. They insisted that conservative jurists would interpret the 

Constitution by "strictly constructing" it in its original meaning-a sharp contrast to liberals. 

This, too was politically adroit because most Americans viewed the Constitution as the Bible 

of U.S. "civil religion." 

Recent conservatives, including every Republican presidential candidate from 

1964through 2000, criticized liberal Democrats for supporting judicial activism. They claimed 

to oppose activism by appointed judges with lifetime tenure because it was inherently 

undemocratic. Yet conservative ideology mistrusted democracy because it was susceptible 

to demagoguery and populist infringement on property rights. In truth, conservatives disliked 
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the Warren Court not for its activism or its use of undemocratic instruments but, rather, for 

its liberal bias. Many recent conservatives, especially politicians and judges, asserted that 

applying an "originalist" method of jurisprudence to the Constitution would cure the Court 

of judicial activism. But this assertion failed to pass muster because implementing an 

"original" interpretation required overturning two hundred years of judicial precedent-an 

extremely activist undertaking. Indeed, a few originalists frankly acknowledged this fact and 

openly embraced judicial activism. In addition, many non-originalist conservatives, both 

libertarian and conservative, also implicitly sanctioned judicial activism to achieve their 

interpretation of what the law should be. 

The right's counterrevolution necessitated placing conservatives on the bench, 

especially the Supreme Court, who were willing to use their power to roll back liberal rulings. 

Consequently, while conservative justices censured judicial activism, they brazenly employed 

it in support of conservative causes. The Burger Court (1969-86), viewed as more 

conservative than the Warren Court, was equally as activist, as even many conservatives 

conceded. But the Burger Court proved inconsistent in its activism-sometimes it was activist 

in favor of conservatism, sometimes in favor of liberalism. During the late 1980s and early 

1990s, consequently, conservatives lobbied the Reagan-Bush administrations to nominate 

staunch conservatives to the federal bench. 

As a result, the Rehnquist Court (1986-) was the most conservative Court since the 

1930s, but it followed an activist course in its effort to roll back the liberal legacies of the 

Warren Court. The Rehnquist Court revealed its judicial activism in several ways: its "loose 
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construction" of the Constitution, its discarding of judicial precedent, its lack of deference to 

acts of Congress, and its expansive interpretation of constitutional amendments. The 

Rehnquist Court also emulated the Warren Court by becoming involved in so-called "political 

cases," which conservatives claimed were the province of legislatures rather than the courts. 

The culmination of the Rehnquist Court's judicial activism was its ruling in Bush v. Gore 

(2000), a quintessential "political case." The conservative majority's ruling in Bush v. Gore 

contradicted several other tenets of conservative jurisprudence, tenets that had served as the 

chief basis of right-wing criticism of the Warren Court: federalism (states' rights), judicial 

restraint, deference to judicial precedent, and narrow interpretation of the Fourteenth 

Amendment's equal-protection clause. 

Legal commentators generally agreed on the definition of "judicial activism" 

(sometimes called "judicial liberalism") and its opposite, "judicial restraint." The latter 

philosophy, observed legal scholar Robert Glermon, maintained that the "texts of the 

Constitution or statutes ought to limit judicial discretion. Judges should avoid unnecessary 

constitutional rulings. Decisions ought to be narrowly focused rather than general essays on 

political philosophy. Deference to other branches of government is a hallmark of [judicial 

restraint]." Glennon further noted that proponents of judicial restraint "believe it is crucial to 

avoid tests or doctrines that substitute the Court's judgment for the legislature's [They] 

prefer a test that would uphold the constitutionality of legislation so long as it is rational-that 

there is some reasonable connection between a legitimate end the legislature had in mind and 
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the statutory means the legislature chose to meet that end." By contrast, commented Gleimon, 

judicial liberals "are far more apt to scrutinize the activities of the other branches of 

government. Activist in orientation, they believe the tests for judiciability ought to be low. In 

many cases, they place on the legislature the burden of justifying what it has done. Judicial 

liberals were pioneers in moving the Court to engage in so-called' strict scrutiny' of a variety 

of laws that the Court deemed suspicious."'^^ 

During the 1980-2000 period, conservatives, including every Republican presidential 

candidate, criticized their opponents for supporting judicial activism. In so doing, they echoed 

the Warren Court-bashing of sixties-era presidential candidates Barry Goldwater, George 

Wallace, and Richard Nixon. In the 1968 campaign, for example, Nixon had promised, if 

elected, to appoint judges "who are strict constructionalists, men that try to interpret the law 

and don't try to make law."'^^ Twelve years later, "Ronald Reagan ran for office onNixonian 

terms, attacking judicial activism and vowing to name 'strict constitutionalists,"' recalled 

conservative legal scholar Terry Eastland. "[In 1988,] his successor George Bush-pitted 

against Michael Dukakis and a Democratic Party in happy agreement with the results (and 

methods) of modem judicial activism-ran on those terms as well."'^^ After his election, 

President Bush maintained his rhetorical fealty to judicial restraint. In 1990, Bush nominated 

David Souter to the Supreme Court, praising him as a jurist who would "interpret the 

Constitution and not legislate from the bench."'^^ 

Bush again ran against the Warren Court's legacy of judicial activism in his 1992 

presidential campaign. "[T]he most important difference between George Bush and Bill 
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Clinton, and between the national Republican and Democratic Parties, is in their views of the 

proper role of the judiciary," Daniel E. Troy, a former official in Bush's Justice Department, 

asserted during the campaign. "Democrats harken back to the halcyon days when the Warren 

Court ensiired that the political process produced 'liberal' results. To them, judges are 

primarily political decision-makers in robes, and they want liberal judges who will produce 

liberal results." Troy further claimed that, "[b]y contrast. Republicans contend that judges 

should be non-political, and should apply the law as neutrally as possible."^"" 

In the 1996 presidential campaign, conservative Republicans once again decried liberal 

Democrats' alleged support for judicial activism. GOP candidate Bob Dole denounced the 

threat to freedom posed by this legal philosophy. "What the American people may not realize 

is the number of startling ways in which activist judges reach out to change our daily lives," 

wrote Dole. "Through their rulings, federal judges not only help determine whether criminals 

walk the street or stay behind bars, but also whether racial quotas or merit govern hiring 

decisions; whether businesses can function, prosper and create jobs without being subject to 

baseless litigation; and whether parents can control the content of their children's education." 

Dole argued that his Democratic opponent wanted to return the Supreme Court to the days 

of liberal judicial activism. "If we give President Clinton the opportunity to make just one 

more appointment to the Supreme Court," he contended, "we could end up with the most 

liberal court since the Warren Court of the sixties." By contrast, Dole promised, if elected, 

to appoint federal judges "faithful to the text of the Constitution and committed to applying 

the law as written, not rewriting it by substituting their own policy judgments."^"' 
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During the 1980-2000 period, conservatives often claimed that they opposed activism 

by appointed judges with lifetime tenure because it was inherently undemocratic. "We are 

constrained by many rules and taxed for many costs which we as self-governing people did 

not choose for ourselves but were chosen for us by judges who thought they knew better," 

conservative legal scholar Richard Morgan argued in 1996. "If the [conservative] political 

mobiUzation of the past few years directed at arresting and reversing American social decline 

is to succeed, we must curtail judicial activism."^"^ Judge Robert Bork also worried that the 

Supreme Court's judicial activism undermined democracy. Bork contended that "the 

Constitution is the trump card in American politics, and judges decide what the Constitution 

means. When the Supreme Court invokes the Constitution, whether legitimately or not, as to 

that issue the democratic process is at an end."^"^ It was certainly true that the federal 

judiciary was the least democratic branch of government. 

Yet conservatives' rejection of judicial activism as anti-democratic was a historical 

anomaly caused by the liberal Warren Court. In truth, conservative ideology had always 

distrusted democracy. Conservatism was ultimately based on the denial of equality among all 

humans, so it has always suspected political equality, that is, democracy. Conservatives 

argued that the law should reflect what is "right" not what is popular among the masses. 

Indeed, conservatives emphasized that the Framers intentionally designed the Constitution and 

the federal judiciary to limit democracy. "Our founders wisely structured a government that 

was not a pure democracy," argued civil libertarian Nadine Strossen. "To prevent what James 
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Madison termed 'tyrarmy of the majority,' the Constitution provided for federal courts whose 

members were insulated from majoritarian pressures through lifetime tenure." Moreover, 

insisted Strossen, the anti-democratic nature of the Constitution and federal judiciary was a 

positive good. "The fact that federal judges overturn initiatives supported by the majority of 

citizens or politicians does not cast any doubt on the legitimacy of the federal courts," wrote 

Strossen. "T o the contrary, it vindicates the special, essential function of these courts as check 

against abuses of power by elected officials and intolerant majorities. The independence of 

the federal courts must be preserved not despite their power to overturn majoritarian 

decisions but rather precisely because of that power. 

As a result, the recent right's contention that it opposed judicial activism on 

principled, pro-democracy grounds appeared disingenuous. In reality, conservatives' 

rhetorical embrace of democracy constituted a pragmatic strategy that was embraced only 

when convenient. As the right knew, seizing the mantle of democracy was usually an effective 

political strategy in the United States. Relatedly, conservatives' professed opposition to 

judicial activism allowed the right to portray itself as a populist force against an entrenched 

"elite" of liberal lawyers and judges-again, a typically productive strategy in American 

politics. Additionally, many traditionalists embraced democracy because they believed that 

a "moral majority" of Americans also held their cultural conservatism and that, conversely, 

the cultural liberalism espoused by the Warren Court was a minority sentiment. Finally, 

conservatives' claims to oppose judicial activism on principled, pro-democracy grounds 

proved disingenuous because they had few qualms of jettisoning it and adopting judicial 
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activism on issues w^here a majority of Americans opposed their conservative ideals. This 

tendency was most obvious among libertarians, who argued that the law (and judges) should 

serve as a bulwark of the propertied against the envious grasping of the populist mass. Still, 

conservative found it politically useful to oppose publicly judicial activism. 

During the 1980s and 1990s, many conservatives argued that the Warren Court's 

legacy of judicial activism could be ended if justices based their rulings on an "originialist" 

understanding of the Constitution. The "originalist" or "interpretivist" method of 

jurisprudence relied on a historical approach to constitutional interpretation based on the 

belief that governance rested on a literal reading of the original intention of the Framers of the 

Constitution and its amendments. "Those who hold to the interpretivist or originalist 

viewpoint maintain that in exercising judicial review, judges must refer to the text of the 

Constitution and to the intent of the framers and ratifiers of the provision or provisions at 

issue in a given case," explained legal scholar Rodney K. Smith. "Interpretativsts or 

originalists rely on the authors' original intent to give a constitutional provision its legal 

meaning or force."^°^ During the 1980s, Attorney General Edwin Meese III provoked a fierce 

debate among legal scholars and the public by proposing originalism as the obj ecti ve standard 

to evaluate judicial conduct, a standard that Meese believed would discredit the Warren Court 

and its legacies. Many conservatives applauded Meese's support for originalism,^"® and Judge 

Robert Bork was the philosophy's foremost scholarly proponent.^"' 

Meese's critics, including most liberals, argued that deferring to the original intentions 
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of the Framers of the Constitution was unworkable for several reasons. First of all, the 

Constitution, the Bill of Rights, and later amendments were not created by one person. 

Instead, these laws took shape through a process of debate, politicking, and compromise, and 

the various participants in that process often espoused different intentions about what the 

amendment meant. Critics of originalism also argued that, even if the Constitution had one 

author with one coherent intention, that intention could never be completely accessible two 

centuries later. Finally, even with clear intention, it would be difficult to apply it to a very 

different situation after two centuries of socio-economic change. Many liberals therefore 

argued that Meese's call for originalism was, in reality, a political tool to effect conservative 

rulings. For example. Justice William Brennan described originalism as "arrogance cloaked 

in humility." Brennan argued that "[i]t is arrogant to pretend from our vantage point we can 

gauge accurately the intent of the Framers on application of principle to specific, 

contemporary sources."^"^ Even Justice Antonin Scalia, a right winger whose jurisprudence 

was close to originalism, was less confident than Meese that the Founders' original meaning 

was knowable and could be applied by busy judges. Scalia also argued that originalism should 

be modified by the doctrine of stare decisis, that is, respect for judicial precedent.^"' 

More to the point, strictly applied originalism proved problematic as a foundation for 

judicial restraint. To return to an "original" interpretation of the Constitution would require 

a high degree of judicial activism. Originalist jurists would have to overturn two centuries of 

judicial decisions, going back to the Marshall Court's activist ruling in Marburv v. Madison 
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(1803). Additionally, many federal, state, and local acts-especially those since the New Deal 

era of the 1930s-would have to be struck down as well. 

As a result, some conservative originalists embraced judicial activism. Most notable 

was libertarian legal scholar Richard A. Epstein. In a series of influential works published 

during the 1980s, Epstein argued that the Supreme Court should declare unconstitutional the 

entire welfare-regulatory state begun in the New Deal era. Relying on originalist claims, he 

asserted that modem welfare-regulatory state was unconstitutional for two reasons: it 

exceeded federalism-based limits on national power; and it infringed on protections of 

property rights in the Fifth Amendment and elsewhere in the Constitution. Unlike most 

conservatives, Epstein frankly admitted that his "position invalidates much of the twentieth-

centviry legislation" and that he was "advocat[ing] a level of judicial intervention far greater 

than we now have, and indeed far greater than we ever have had."^'" Epstein's forthrightness 

made him a lightning rod for liberal criticism and an embarrassment to conservatives devoted 

to judicial restraint. 

Many non-originalists conservatives, both libertarian and traditionalist, also adopted 

judicial activism by arguing that judges should make the "man-made law" of the Constitution 

conform to some version of the "higher law." Libertarians believed that the market 

represented this "higher law," while traditionalists pointed to the Bible or "natural law." 

Richard Posner and other members of the libertarian law-and-economics school adopted 

judicial activism. They argued that constitutional governance should be grounded on extra-

constitutional utilitarian principles such as the maximization of the wealth of individual 
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citizens. Consequently, the "efficient," "hidden hand" of the market should be the ultimate 

arbitrator, not the Constitution. 

Many traditionalists also embraced judicial activism by defending extra-constitutional 

foundations for the law. For example, many traditionalists argued that morality and law 

should be synonymous, so they espoused moralistic theories of the Constitution.^" Others 

argued, in a neo-Aristotelian manner, that constitutional governance should reflect natural 

rights theories.^'^ The religious right and some other traditionalists insisted that constitutional 

governance should rest on moral principles discemable by a literal reading of the Bible.^'^ 

Finally, some cultural conservatives put forth communitarian theories of constitutional 

interpretation that rejected the primacy of legal texts in the construction of political order.^'"* 

To make constitutional law conform to any of these conservative theories would require 

judicial activism on an monumental scale, dwarfing that of the Warren Court. 

Just as conservative constitutional theory often required judicial activism, so did 

conservative Court practice, as revealed by the rulings of the Burger and Rehnquist Courts. 

The Burger Court (1969-86), though viewed as more conservative than the Warren Court, 

certainly practiced judicial activism, as even many conservatives conceded. "In Warren 

Burger's first 10 years as Chief Justice, the Supreme Court struck down 230 pieces of 

legislation: 34 federal laws, 182 state statutes, and 13 local ordinances-a Court record for a 

decade," noted Terry Eastland, a lawyer in Reagan's Justice Department.^'^ Indeed, "the 

Burger Court must take the blame for the most activist decision of all time. Roe v. Wade." 
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observed conservative scholar Patrick B. McGuigan.^'® Legal scholar A. E. Dick Hov\^ard 

remarked that examining the Burger's Court record "reveals that it was anything but a 

tribunal bent on returning to some golden age of 'judicial restraint.'" Howard asserted that 

the Burger Court's expanding reach also revealed its activist tendencies. "Consider the new 

areas into which the Burger Court ventured-abortion, the death penalty, prison conditions, 

commercial speech and sex discrimination, among them," he wrote. 

Legal scholars also maintained that the Burger Court deserved the "activist" label as 

much as its predecessor-if not more: "The Warren Court struck down, on average, barely 

more than one federal statue each term; the Burger Court invalidated federal laws at twice 

that rate," Howard noted.^'^ Nor was the Burger Court much less activist than its predecessor 

when it came to overturning judicial precedents. Legal scholar Robert Glennon noted that "a 

comparison of Warren's 16-year tenure with the 17-year legacy of his successor. Warren 

Burger, reveals that the Warren Court overruled only two more cases than did the supposedly 

more conservative Burger Court."^'^ 

The Burger Court's conservative activism was notable in its rollback of the Warren 

Court's protections for criminal suspects and defendants. In 1986, upon Warren Burger's 

retirement, legal scholar Geoffrey R. Stone catalogued this transformation: "In its 

interpretation of the Fourth Amendment, for example, the [Burger] Court has diluted the 

meaning of 'probable cause,' compromised the 'specificity' requirement, expanded the 

permissible scope of search intent to arrest, eliminated the requirement of arrest warrants, 

expanded the power to' stop-and-frisk,' expanded the' automobile exception' to the warrant 
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requirement, held that citizens can 'consent' to otherwise unconstitutional searches even 

though they did not know that they have a right not to consent, held that citizens have no 

reasonable expectation of privacy in their bank records, held that prisoners have no reasonable 

expectation of privacy in their cells, held that students have only a diminished expectation of 

privacy while in school, engrafted a 'good faith' exception onto the exclusionary rule, held 

that the exclusionary rule is inapplicable in grand jury and habeas corpus proceedings, and the 

list goes on."^'® 

The right of the 1980s and 1990s knew that completing a conservative 

counterrevolution to the Warren Court required filling the Supreme Court with conservatives 

willing to use judicial activism to effect right-wing goals. Conservatives were peeved that the 

Burger Court was inconsistent in its activism, advancing liberal results in areas like abortion 

rights while promoting conservatism in areas like criminal suspects' rights. During the Burger 

era, therefore, conservatives prepared themselves to take over the federal bench. Indeed, 

Federalist Society members privately referred to their group as "the Court in exile-the 

Constitution in exile.Conservatives also were upset that Republican presidents 

Eisenhower, Nixon, and Ford had often appointed moderate or even liberal judges to the 

federal bench, including the Supreme Court. 

During the 1980s and early 1990s, conservatives led by the Federalist Society 

successfiilly lobbied the Reagan-Bush administrations to appoint conservatives to the federal 

bench. Like previous GOP presidents, "Reagan started dovm the same path in 1982 when, 

haunted by the 'gender gap,' he bypassed Bork and chose O'Connor," conservative David 
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Wagner recalled in 1996. "By the time the next vacancy occurred-Burger's resignation in 

1986-the youthful legal conservatives of the Federalist Society were better organized within 

the Reagan administration, and their national conferences showcased numerous conservative 

academics, among them University of Chicago Law School professor Antonin Scalia."^^' The 

Reagan administration also created the Office of Legal Policy to facilitate judicial 

nominations?^^ Federalist members led the (unsuccessful) confirmation fights for Robert Bork 

and Douglas Ginsburg in 1987. They also proved crucial in getting Anthony Kennedy 

confirmed in 1987. And in 1991, Federalist Society co-founder Lee Liberman became the key 

architect behind Clarence Thomas's narrow confirmation to the Supreme Court. 

Thus, the Rehnquist Court (1986-) was a more conservative body than the Burger 

Court, but it also showed itself to be activist. By 1991, the Court had a conservative majority, 

which included two moderate conservatives, Sandra Day O'Connor and Anthony Kennedy, 

and three right wingers, William Rehnquist, Antonin Scalia, and Clarence Thomas. Rehnquist, 

Scalia, and Thomas each professed to be guided by judicial restraint, but their rulings revealed 

their judicial activism. "Ironically, it is the Court's moderate-to-liberal spectrum . . . that 

wears the mantle of judicial restraint,' if by that label one means efforts to slow the pace of 

revisiting and overturning past doctrine" observed legal scholar A. E. Dick Howard.^^^ 

The Rehnquist Court's nonobservance of judicial precedent was accompanied by an 

activist orientation toward laws of Congress. Like the Warren Court, the Rehnquist Court 

applied "strict scrutiny" to legislative acts. "Scalia would leave many decisions to the political 

process (abortion, for instance), but no justice is more assertive in wanting to make judges 
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more protective of property rights against local regulations that might be argued to result in 

a 'taking' of property," noted legal scholar A. E. Dick Howard.^^'* But the Warren Court had 

tended to overrule state laws, showing deference to the acts of Congress. The Rehnquist 

Court was far less deferential to Congress. In United States v. Lopez (1995), the Court, for 

the first time since the New Deal era, struck down a federal law, the Gun Free School Zones 

Act, on the grounds that Congress had exceeded its commerce power. After discarding sixty 

years of judicial precedent in Lopez, the Rehnquist Court then used it as a precedent for 

striking a portion of the federal gun-control act known as the Brady Bill in Printz v. U.S. 

(1997). In U.S. v Morrison (2000), the Court extended these holdings by overturning the 

civil-damages provision of the Violence Against Women Act. "For most of the twentieth 

century, conservative critics of judicial activism argued convincingly that Congress deserves 

deference from the courts regardless of whether the political branches make good decisions," 

wrote liberal legal scholar Jeffrey Rosen. "The most startling quality of today's conservative 

judicial activists is not only the unselfconscious hypocrisy with which they are abandoning the 

judicial philosophies on which they have staked their careers. It is also their overconfidence 

and lack of humility-as they blithely substitute their own policy judgment for those of 

Congress, the president,. .. and the states."^^^ 

The conservative Rehnquist Court exhibited its judicial activism in other ways. Despite 

conservative criticism of the Warren Court for "loose construction," the Rehnquist Court 

made rulings based on expansive interpretations of the Constitution, especially the T enth and 

Eleventh Amendments as limits on congressional power. In Seminole Tribe v. Florida (1996), 



390 

the Rehnquist Court ruled that Congress's powers under Article I of the Constitution, 

including its commerce power, do not include the authority to subject states to federal suit 

by brought by private plaintiffs. The Court extended this ruling in Alden v. Maine (1999), 

ruling that Congress cannot subject states to suits in their own courts. These rulings were 

based upon a loose interpretation of the Eleventh Amendment. "[T]his Court has long 

'understood the Eleventh Amendment to stand not so much for what it says, but for the 

presupposition . . . which it confirms," Justice Sandra Day O'Connor wrote in Kimel v. 

Florida Board of Regents (2000). 

The conservative Rehnquist Court also emulated the Warren Court by becoming 

involved in so-called "political cases," which conservatives claimed were the province of 

legislatures rather than the courts. In Shaw v. Reno (1993), the Rehnquist Court struck dovra 

as unconstitutional redistricting schemes despite the fact that they conformed to the precedent 

of Revnolds v. Sims (1964). The political case of Bush v. Gore (2000) proved to be the 

Rehnquist Court's most activist and most controversial ruling; indeed, it became one of the 

most controversial and most criticized decisions in the long history of the Supreme Court. 

The conservative majority's ruling in Bush v. Gore contradicted several tenets of 

conservative jurisprudence, tenets that had served as the chief basis of right-wing criticism of 

the "activist" Warren Court.^^^ As noted, the 2000 presidential election represented the 

quintessential "political case," and conservatives routinely argued that courts should avoid 

such cases. In Planned Parenthood v. Casev (1992), for example. Justice Scalia had declared 

that judicial rulings preempted the democratic legislative process "by foreclosing all 
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democratic outlet for the deep passions this issue arouses, [and] by banishing the issue from 

the political forum that gives all participants, even the loser, the satisfaction of a fair hearing 

and an honest fight.... We should get out of this area, where we have no right to be." Yet 

Scaiia and the other conservatives had eagerly jumped into the political fray in the 2000 

presidential election-first by placing a "stay" order stopping vote counts by hand and then by 

deciding the election in Bush v. Gore. 

Bush V. Gore violated two other long-standing precepts that the conservatives on the 

Rehnquist Court had invariably proclaimed: federalism (states' rights) and judicial restraint. 

Conservatives maintained that the Supreme Court should exhibit judicial restraint by 

respecting federalism principles, which included deferring to state courts in the interpretation 

of that state's laws. In Bush v. Gore, however, the conservative majority of the Rehnquist the 

Court overruled the Florida Supreme Court and struck down the state's legal standard for 

hand-counting votes. The Court took this action even though the Florida law conformed 

precisely to the conservative criterion of a statute that judges should restrain from striking 

down, a criterion that Justice Scaiia had annunciated in a 1989 article: the law was "not 

expressly prohibited by the text of the Constitution, it "bears endorsement of many states over 

a long period of time," and it had never previously been challenged.^^^ 

The Rehnquist Coiut's Bush v. Gore decision also exhibited rejection of conservative 

principle by resting on an extremely broad interpretation of the Fourteenth Amendment's 

equal-protection clause. Conservatives had uniformly criticized the Warren Court and later 

judicial liberals for applying broadly the equal-protection clause. Indeed, conservatives 
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complained that the Warren Court's extensive use of the clause had resulted in the pernicious 

"rights revolution" of the recent era. They called instead for a narrow interpretation based on 

the "original intent" of the amendment's framers. In his dissent in Sugarman v. Doiipall 

(1973), for example, Justice Rehnquist had argued that the "principal purpose of those who 

drafted and adopted the 14*'' Amendment was to prohibit the States from invidiously 

discriminating by reason of race." Thus, Rehnquist and other conservatives rejected liberal 

attempts to expand the equal-protection clause for any category beyond race. But race 

obviously did not effect the white plaintiff, George W. Bush, in Bush v. Gore. "Rehnquist's 

long-standing approach to equal protection would seem entirely consistent with upholding 

the Florida law," noted liberal scholar Alan M. Dershowitz. "Yet Rehnquist joined the opinion 

striking down the Florida law and stopping the recount."^^^ 

Finally, the Rehnquist Court's ruling in Bush v. Gore undermined the conservative 

principles of deference to judicial precedent and acceptance of Supreme Court responsibility. 

In his dissent to U.S. v Virginia (1996), for example. Justice Scalia had asserted: "The 

Supreme Court of the United States does not sit to announce 'unique' dispositions. Its 

principal function is to establish precedent." Yet the Bush v. Gore ruling stated: "Our 

consideration is limited to the present circumstance." In sum, the Rehnquist Court of the 

1990s, in its eagerness to advance the conservative legal coimterrevolution, surpassed the 

judicial activism of the Warren Court of the 1960s. 
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CHAPTER 6 

"BIG GOVERNMENT," "WELFARE QUEENS," 

AND "UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES": 

THE GREAT SOCIETY 

During 1980-2000 period, conservatives often denounced the governmental legacies 

left to the recent era by the 1960s, with their criticism mainly focused on President Lyndon 

B. Johnson's "Great Society" programs. The Great Society legislated policies to help all kinds 

of Americans, but most of the public identified it with protection for minorities' rights and 

with the "War on Poverty." As a result, conservatives blamed the Great Society for the 

alleged "big government" of the recent era. In actuality, however, many of the specific 

programs that the recent right denounced were created by the New Deal in the 1930s or by 

Richard Nixon's administration in the 1970s. Nevertheless, the attack on the Great Society 

formed the core of the conservative political counterrevolution. For example, the right's two 

recent political breakthroughs, the "Reagan Revolution" of the early 1980s and Newt 

Gingrich's "Republican Revolution" of the mid-1990s, each targeted the Great Society. In 

addition, GOP conservatives believed that identifying recent Democrats with the political 

legacies of the 1960s was good strategy. Interestingly, however, the person most associated 

in the public mind with the political legacies of sixties liberalism was Senator George 

McGovem rather than the actual architect of the Great Society, Lyndon Johnson. 

Both major strains of the recent right-economically conservative libertarianism and 
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culturally conservative traditionalism-had reasons for loathing the Great Society. Libertarians 

argued that it symbolized "big government," which libertarian ideology claimed was inherently 

inclined toward totalitarianism and the destruction of freedom. Monetarists, supply-side 

theorists, and other libertarian economists also disliked the Great Society because it embraced 

Keynesian-inspired government intervention in the market, which libertarians believed 

damaged the economy, causing the "stagflation" of the 1970s. Meanwhile, traditionalists 

viewed the Great Society as embodying and encouraging "immoral, countercultural" values. 

In fact, they maintained that the Great Society and its legacies was primarily responsible for 

America's alleged moral decline since the mid-1960s. In sum, conservatives argued that 

"[b]oth the economic crisis and the moral crisis have their roots in the explosion of 

government [since the Great Society]," GOP Senator Phil Gramm of Texas concluded in 

1995.' 

During the 1980-2000 period, the right attacked the Great Society and its perceived 

legacies on four main grounds; ideological, moralistic, economic, and pragmatic. The 

ideological argument claimed that the Great Society epitomized "big government," an evil 

threat to freedom. Most anti-government ideologues were libertarians, but many 

traditionalists also expressed anti-big-govemment views. Conservatives' ideological argument 

contended that enlarging the national goverimient, as the Great Society had done, would 

inevitably result in a totalitarian system that destroyed the liberty. Ironically, the anti-big-

government ideology and tactics of the 1990s right mirrored those of the 1960s left. For 

example, the New Left had called for the "devolution" of government power from the 
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national to the local level, just as the right did in the 1990s. Yet the recent right often 

exploited the rhetoric of devolution to implement their own partisan agenda. Conservatives' 

ideological attack upon "big government" proved popular with voters, but their attempts to 

roll back specific popular programs, especially those created during the New Deal, proved far 

less popular. Consequently, pragmatic conservatives declared their loyalty to the New Deal 

while assailing the Great Society. 

While libertarians led the ideological assault on the Great Society, traditionalists 

directed the moralistic charge against it. Traditionalists insisted that its programs encouraged 

"immoral, countercultural" values, which they blamed for the alleged decline in American 

morality since the mid-1960s. For example, they criticized the Great Society system welfare 

for supposedly pampering "lazy, immoral" people. During the economic downturns of the 

1970s and early 1980s, Ronald Reagan cleverly capitalized on rising anti-welfare sentiment, 

using colorful anecdotes to condemn "welfare cheats." In addition, traditionalists denounced 

Great Society's cultural programs-such as the National Endowment of the Arts, National 

Endowment of the Humanities, and the Corporation for Public Broadcasting-because they 

believed that liberals controlled these agencies and used them to promulgate their 

countercultural values. The traditionalist argument that the Great Society had caused moral 

decline gained a respectful hearing during the recent era because of the soaring rates of 

divorce, births to unwed mothers, welfare recipients, and crime from the 1960s to the 1990s. 

But cultural indicators improved substantially during the 1993-2000 period, weakening the 

moralistic case against the Great Society. 
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In general, both the right's ideological and moralistic arguments were "preaching to 

the choir": libertarians unquestioningly accepted the anti-government ideological contention 

while traditionalists embraced the moralistic one. Most non-conservatives remained 

unconvinced, however. Recent conservatives therefore expanded their attack on the Great 

Society by employing "factual" social-science data and arguments, which would make the 

right's case appealing to non-conservatives, especially among influential intellectuals and 

policymakers. The recent right's dependence on technical data revealed its debt to sixties 

liberalism. Conservatism, especially the populist right, had often thrived by making simplistic 

appeals to "common sense," but the recent conservative movement bolstered these appeals 

with intellectual firepower, which they needed to debate liberal scholars. 

Beginning in the 1970s, corporate America and other wealthy interests greatly 

expanded their funding of nonprofit right-wing think tans and foundations, creating a 

conservative "counter-establishment" to take on, and hopefully supplant, the "liberal 

establishmenf that allegedly had dominated American intellectual life since at least the 1960s. 

While Ronald Reagan and most other conservative politicians were not intellectuals, they used 

vulgarized versions of conservative academic arguments to bolster their agenda. By the late 

1980s, moreover, many top conservative politicians were intellectually inclined. For example, 

three leaders of the Republican Revolution of the 1990s-Congressmen Newt Gingrich and 

Dick Armey and Senator Phil Gramm-were former professors of social science. In fact, 

Gingrich often cited works by conservative academics to support his controversial assertions.^ 

By appealing to academic social science, the recent right again had appropriated the tactics 



415 

of the sixties left. "From the New Deal of Franklin Roosevelt to the New Frontier of John 

Kennedy to the Great Society of Lyndon Johnson, academe has worked hand in hand with 

the American left," conservative historian George H. Nash wrote in 1986. "But since the early 

1960s, the steady 'intellectualization' of our politics has helped to transform the American 

right as well."^ During the recent era, intellectuals funded by the conservative counter-

estabUshment proved invaluable in attacking the Great Society and its legacies. 

Monetarist and supply-side economists, fiinded by a counter-establishment of 

conservative think tanks financed with corporate money, led the right's intellectual attack on 

the Great Society and liberal Keynesian theory. Recent conservatives' ideological 

argvmient-that government was inherently evil and that the Great Society epitomized big 

government-was intertwined with and reinforced by their economic argument, i.e., that state 

intervention in the market hurt the U.S. economy in a many different ways. The right's 

economic attack centered on the claim that Great Society programs had caused the recessions 

of the 1970s and early 1980s. Conservative argued that Keynesian-inspired spending on the 

Great Society hurt the economy by causing a chain reaction of deficits, higher interest rates, 

inflation, lower consumer demand, lower corporate profits, and higher unemployment. With 

Keynesianism seemingly discredited, conservatives theories of monetarism and supply side 

filled the void. Monetarists called for an all-out attack on inflation, despite the fact that it 

would raise imemployment. Meanwhile, supply siders claimed that their policies would raise 

productivity and growth, lower inflation, cut taxes, maintain ftanding for popular social 

programs, and decrease the federal-budget deficit. In 1981, President Ronald Reagan enacted 
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supply-side policies. However, the data of economic performance during the 1980s showed 

that supply-side theory failed to work as its proponents had promised, leaving the nation with 

huge and growing budget deficits and reviving the reputation of Keynesianism. 

The third prong of the recent right's attack on the Great Society was pragmatic. 

Conservatives argued that, whatever the merits of government intervention. Great Society 

programs had failed to accomplish their goals. Liberals had unintentionally laid the 

groundwork for the right's pragmatic argument because thay had oversold the promised 

benefits of Great Society legislation. For example, when President Johnson signed the 

Economic Opportunity Act in 1964 he declared: "for the first time in the history of the human 

race, a great nation is able to make and is willing to make a commitment to eradicate 

poverty.'"* 

The pragmatic argument had three levels of argumentation. First, conservatives 

contended that certain Great Society programs may have somewhat ameliorated the social 

problems that they had been designed to improve, but their exorbitant costs outweighed any 

good that they had produced. The second level insisted that Great Society programs made no 

impact on the social dilemmas that they were intended to solve, so all funds spent on them 

were wasted. The third and most extreme level of conservatives' pragmatic argument made 

the claim that Great Society policies were counterproductive-the policies worsened the social 

predicaments that they were meant to solve. The notion of "unintended consequences" 

reinforced each of the three levels of the right's pragmatic argument. This theory asserted 

that, because modem society was so complex, policies designed to cure one social aliment 
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often resulted in new, often-worse consequences that had been unintended and unforseen by 

policymakers. In sum, conservative argued that Great Society projects exacerbated the 

problems that they were designed to solve and created new, more intractable ones, too. 

Unfortunately for the recent conservative movement, its internal debates over which 

parts of the Great Society to attack first again exposed the customary divisions separating 

traditionalist and libertarian philosophy. When it came to the Great Society, libertarians 

wanted to slash its spending, so they targeted the most costly programs, like Medicare. 

Meanwhile, traditionalists wished to eliminate programs encouraging "immorality," but they 

wanted to retain those that, like Medicare, promoted traditionalist values. Another flaw in 

recent conservatives' anti-Great Society, anti-government attack was that their actions often 

belied by their rhetoric. Spending on Great Society programs declined little during the recent 

period, even though conservatives controlled the presidency throughout the 1980s and 

Congress in the late 1990s. Additionally, some conservatives openly acknowledged the 

benefits of certain Great Society programs. 

It should be noted that liberals, including leading analysts of public policy, dismissed 

virtually all of the general and specific conservative criticisms of the Great Society contained 

in this chapter. Liberal scholars concluded that Great Society programs had been far from 

complete failures. For example, political scientist John E. Schwarz termed the social policy 

of the 1960s and 1970s as "America's hidden success." The nature of this work, however, 

allows me to only touch upon lightly the fallacies in the conservative argument. As Schwarz' s 
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term acknowledged, moreover, the recent right's success in establishing in public discourse 

its partisan view of the Great Society, a point that comprises a main argument of this chapter. 

Whatever the truth about the success or failure of the Great Society, the heated conservative-

liberal debate of the recent era showed that the 1960s remained a strong issue long after the 

decade had ended. By the late 1990s, commentators expressed amazement that attacks on the 

Great Society and on the sixties more generally still remained such an important component 

of contemporary conservative discourse. "At this point one is tempted to ask: How long are 

we going to argue about LBJ, McGovem, the Summer of Love, [and] pot-smoking?" 

journalist Howard Kurtz wondered in 1996.^ 

The Great Society and the Governmental Legacies of the 1960s 

In the 1980s and 1990s, conservatives frequently criticized the "big government" 

legacies of the 1960s bequeathed to the recent era, especially domestic social programs 

conceived and enacted by liberal Democrats. Some conservatives criticized President John 

F. Kennedy's "New Frontier" proposals, but they primarily condemned President Lyndon B. 

Johnson's "Great Society," which had enacted and expanded upon JFK's proposals.® 

LBJ's Great Society legislated policies to help all Americans, but most of the public 

identified it with protection for minorities' rights and with the "War on Poverty." Yet the 

Great Society also expanded federal funding for non-minority, non-poor Americans, and these 

universal policies comprised the large majority of domestic spending. During the 1980s and 

1990s, conservatives usually blamed the Great Society and its legacies for the alleged "big 
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government" of the recent era. In actuality, however, many of the specific programs that the 

recent right denounced were created by Franklin Roosevelt's New Deal or, more ironically, 

by Richard Nixon's Republican administration in the 1970s. Nixon also greatly increased 

federal spending on social programs and aggressively employed liberal Keynesian economic 

policies. Despite this historical reality, Newt Gingrich and other conservatives still blamed the 

Great Society for almost every perceived government deficiency of the recent era. 

In fact, the attack on the Great Society and its legacies stood at the center of the 

conservative political counterrevolution of the 1980s and 1990s. The right's two recent 

breakthroughs, the "Reagan Revolution" of 1980 and Gingrich's "Republican Revolution" 

of 1994, were each primarily aimed at dismantling the Great Society. In addition, 

conservatives believed that associating recent Democrats with the political legacies of the 

1960s was good strategy. Consequently, every presidential campaign of the 1984-2000 period 

saw the Republican candidate characterizing his Democratic opponent as a "Great Society 

liberal." In sum, the Great Society-like many other matters identified with the 

1960s-remained a prominent and polarizing issue separating conservative Republicans and 

liberal Democrats throughout the 1980s and 1990s. 

Interestingly, however, the person recent commentators most associated with sixties 

liberalism was Senator George McGovern rather than the actual architect of the Great 

Society, President Lyndon Johnson. Apparently, McGovern's personal, cultural, and foreign-

policy philosophy conformed better to the popular image of a "sixties liberal" than did LBJ. 

Conservatives also believed that McGovern's movement symbolized the counterculture and 
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the rest of the sixties left, which had hijacked the modern Democratic party. Indeed, they 

viewed even President Bill Clinton and his wife Hillary as "counterculture McGovemites," 

in the words of Newt Gingrich. 

Launched in the mid-1960s. President Lyndon's Johnson's Great Society 

encompassed a wide variety of government programs designed to help a diverse assortment 

of individuals and groups in American society, but most people associated it with federal 

assistance for minorities and the poor. This association had some basis in fact. Several pieces 

of Great Society legislation expanded civil-rights protection for minority groups, including 

the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Voting Rights Act of 1965, and the Immigration Act of 

1965. Meanwhile, the Great Society fought the so-called "War on Poverty." The Economic 

Opportunity Act of 1964 created the umbrella anti-poverty agency, the Office of Economic 

Opportunity, which established nearly one thousand local Community Action Programs 

(CAP) and other local agencies. The federal government also granted direct relief assistance, 

greatly expanding both Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), a program 

established by the New Deal in 1935, and the food-stamp program, which had been a small, 

pilot program prior to 1964's Food Stamp Act. In 1966, the Great Society enacted both 

Medicaid, which provided free health care for (impoverished) people who qualified for 

AFDC, and CAP's Legal Services Corporation, which enabled the poor to receive free legal 

assistance through state and local agencies.^ 

The Great Society's War on Poverty also went beyond this direct assistance to the 
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underprivileged by expanding federal funding for their education and job training. Title I of 

the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 authorized funding to help local school 

districts set up programs for disadvantaged youngsters; CAP's Project Head Start offered 

preschool education for poor children; Upward Bound assisted poor high school students 

entering college; and the Higher Education Act of 1965 provided financial aid to needy 

college and university students. Job-training programs associated with the Great Society 

included Job Corps, which sent high-school dropouts to vocational-training centers, and the 

Neighborhood Youth Corps, a similar program for teens still in school.® 

The poor were typically concentrated in either irmer-city or rural areas, so the Great 

Society's War on Poverty overlapped with its urban-renewal and rural-development projects. 

To help large municipalities, the Johnson administration created the Department of Housing 

and Urban Development, the Department of Transportation, and the Model Cities program, 

which gave cities funds to attack the problems of irmer-city slums. The National Housing Act 

of 1968 expanded government subsidies to build low-cost housing. Other programs aimed to 

help the poor in rural areas, including the Area Redevelopment Act of 1965. In addition. 

Volunteers in Service to America (VISTA), a domestic version of the Peace Corps, sent 

yoving people to work in health, education, and social-welfare projects in needy areas, both 

urban and rural.' 

Contrary to popular perception, the Great Society also considerably expanded federal 

programs and funding for non-minority, non-poor Americans; indeed, these universal 

programs represented the large majority of federal social spending. Universal programs 
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created during the Great Society included the National Endowment for the Arts, the National 

Endowment of the Humanities, the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, envirormiental 

protection laws, and funding for higher education. The Great Society also established 

Medicare, a free healthcare program for those people who qualified for Social Security. And 

it built on the New Deal by expanding coverage and benefits of Social Security, a program 

started in 1935 to give cash assistance to seniors, widows, orphans, and the disabled.'" 

During the 1980-2000 era, conservatives aimed their generalized criticism of "big 

government" primarily at the Great Society, but, ironically, the specific programs that they 

denounced often were not created during the 1960s. For example, no government program 

took more bashing from the recent right than did "welfare," which usually meant AFDC. As 

noted above, however, AFDC was a New Deal program that had began decades prior to the 

advent of the Great Society. In addition, recent business interests usually directed their 

fiercest condemnation at the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), the Occupational 

Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), and affirmative-action programs. Ironically, 

however, it was President Richard M. Nixon's Republican administration that, during the 

1970s, created EPA, OSHA, and affirmative action." 

It also was the nominally "conservative" Nixon whose administration vastly increased 

federal spending on social programs and employed liberal Keynesian economic policies. 

Beginning in the early 1970s, federal spending on social welfare skyrocketed largely because 

Nixon indexed Social Security benefits to inflation, created the Supplemental Security Income 
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program, and greatly expended the Medicare, Medicaid, and food-stamp programs. The 

Nixon administration also supported a comprehensive national health-insurance plan, and it 

proposed a guaranteed minimum income for every American family, the Family Assistance 

Plan (FAP). (Both proposals failed to pass Congress, however.)'^ In sum, soaring federal 

expenditures on domestic policies was as much Nixon's legacy as it was LBJ's-if not more 

so. "Spending on social programs-which had accounted for 28 percent of the budget at the 

end of Johnson's term-consumed some 40 percent when Nixon left office," conservative 

Michael Knox Beran pointed out in 2001.'^ Additionally, many of Nixon's fiscal policies, 

including taking the United States off the gold standard and introducing price-and-wage 

controls, were more "liberal" than any of the Johnson's administration's economic policies. 

In fact, Nixon announced in 1971: "I am now a Keynesian in economics.""* 

In sum, the recent right attacked the "sixties' liberalism" of Lyndon Johnson's Great 

Society, even though it was the specific policies of Richard Nixon's "conservative" 

administration in the 1970s often proved more upsetting to conservatives. This was 

reminiscent of recent conservatives' assault on the liberal Warren Court of the 1960s when, 

in reality, it was the specific rulings of the "conservative" Burger Court of the 1970s that 

most enraged the recent right. Like the Warren Court, however, the Great Society was closely 

identified with 1960s, making it a compelling target for the conservative counterrevolution 

of the 1980s and 1990s. 

Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich, who dedicated his professional career to trying 

to overturn the legacies of the 1960s, exemplified the tendency of recent conservatives to 



424 

blame the Great Society and its legacies for every perceived government deficiency. In 1995, 

for example, Gingrich, who had a Ph.D. in history, criticized the Great Society for the 

"failure" of public schooling and public housing. However, commentators pointed out that 

public education in America dated from the 1600s and that the nation's seminal public-

housing bill had passed Congress with bipartisan support in 1949. "For a guy who has a 

degree in history, he doesn't seem to know much about American history," complained 

Arthur Levine, president of Teachers College at Columbia University.Despite the historical 

evidence to the contrary, Gingrich refused to admit that the Great Society era should not be 

blamed for all of America's recent government-related problems. Instead, he claimed that 

" [m] any liberal Democrats over the years supported a series of well-meaning programs, often 

building on the programs of the '20s '30s and '40s ... so that in the '60s and beyond they 

changed the nature of those, with the result that you have today an absolute tragedy for the 

poor."'^ For Gingrich and other recent conservatives, the Great Society and the 1960s marked 

the begiiming of America's decline, so all problems had to stem from this period. "Newt 

would blame the Great Society for Cain knocking off Abel," quipped columnist Sandy 

Grady. 

Attacking the governmental legacies of the 1960s constituted more than just a pleasant 

diversion for the recent right; the attempt to rollback the Great Society served as the 

foundation of the conservative political counterrevolution of the 1980-2000 period. The 

right's two major breakthroughs during the recent era, the "Reagan Revolution" of 1980 and 
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Gingrich's "Repubhcan Revolution" of 1994, were each explicitly founded upon overthrowing 

the Great Society and its legacies. In addition to Reagan and Gingrich, many other important 

conservative politicians-including Republican presidential candidates George H. W. Bush, 

Bob Dole, and George W. Bush-also described the desire to overturn the Great Society as 

their foremost political goal. 

During the 1980-2000 period, the continual attempts by conservative Republicans to 

portray their Democratic opponents as "Great Society liberals" demonstrated the 1960s' 

enduring status as a partisan issue. In 1984, many observers depicted Democratic nominee 

Walter Mondale as a loyal son of the Great Society. For example, Newsweek wrote that 

Mondale's "[campaign] promises of federal benevolence have echoed Lyndon Johnson's 

Great Society."'® After President Ronald Reagan won a landslide victory over Mondale, many 

conservatives maintained that he owed his reelection to his opposition to the Great Society. 

"People voted more against Mondale than for Reagan," insisted conservative W. E. Brauer. 

"They voted against more Great Society programs, [and] cradle-to-grave big brotherism."'' 

During the 1988 presidential campaign, conservatives again described candidates for 

the Democratic presidential nomination as throwbacks to Great Society liberalism. The 

conservative magazine Business Week asserted that Rev. Jesse Jackson had put forth a 

"domestic policy that harks back to the Great Society. Jackson would restore tens of billions 

of dollars in federal spending programs-for education, health care, housing, and community 

development."^" Governor Michael Dukakis ofMassachusetts, who eventually won the 1988 

Democratic nomination, sought to distance himself from the supposedly extravagant 
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government programs of the 1960s. Like other "New Democrats," Dukakis portrayed himself 

as a disciplined fiscal conservative who wanted to fund only efficient and effective federal 

programs. However, his opponent. Republican presidential nominee George H. W. Bush, 

claimed that he was hiding his true ideology as an unreconstructed "sixties liberal." For 

example. Bush claimed that Dukakis hoped "to recreate and expand every Great Society 

dream, every program and scheme."^' 

Conservatives also viewed Bill Clinton as a "Great Society liberal," even though 

Clinton, like Dukakis, disavowed the label by identifying himself as a "New Democrat." In 

1992, President George H. W. Bush's campaign emphasized Clinton's cormection to the 

legacy of the 1960s. For example, Bush's secretary of the Treasury, Andrew H. Card, Jr., 

criticized Clinton's economic plan because it allegedly was "reminiscent of the big-spending 

'Great Society' programs of the 1960s."^^ After Clinton won the presidency, conservatives 

predicted that the new administration would try to renew a Great Society-like agenda. Two 

months into Clinton's presidency, journalist and Republican advisor David Gergen entitled 

an article on the new administration's economic policy, "Welcome to Great Society II." In 

it, Gergen opined that conservative Republicans would use the "failure" of the Lyndon B. 

Johnson's Great Society as their rationale to oppose Clinton's proposals. "Reaganites, 

pointing to LB J's legacy, think shelling out more money won't solve most social problems," 

Gergen wrote.^^ The Clinton administration's most ambitious proposal was national health 

insurance, and, not surprisingly, conservatives depicted it as a Great Society-type program. 

GOP Congressman George Radanovich of California criticized "this bankrupt old Great 
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Society that Bill Clinton's preaching."^'' Conservative David Wagner later recalled that 

Clinton, during his first two years as president, "was seen as a 'Great Society' liberal with a 

strong countercultural twist. 

In the 1994 midterm elections, Republicans won control of both houses of Congress 

for the first time in forty years on a platform, Newt Gingrich's "Contract with America," that 

described the Clinton administration as proponents of a Great Society-type "tax-and-spend 

assault on American families."^® After the Republican Revolution's first 100 days, Governor 

John Engler of Michigan insisted: "Gingrich and the Republican giant-slayers over the last 

three months have defeated the entrenched liberals and begun deconstructing the Great 

Society."^' Gingrich also declared victory, proclaiming that "the Great Society is dead."^® 

Nevertheless, conservatives charged that Clinton would try to resurrect the Great Society if 

reelected in 1996. His opponent, Republican candidate Bob Dole, claimed that "Bill Clinton 

is the rear guard of big government and the welfare state, the champion of the Great Society 

and the status quo."^' 

During the 1984-1996 era, huge and growing federal-budget deficits ruled out costly 

Great Society-style federal programs. However, the budget surpluses of the late 1990s and 

the predicted huge surpluses of the following decade allowed 2000 Democratic presidential 

candidate, Vice President A1 Gore, to propose new social programs. Once again, 

conservatives reached back to the 1960s, comparing Gore's proposals to the Great Society. 

"Lately I've been referring to A1 Gore as ' A1 BJ' to focus attention on his ties to President 

Lyndon B. Johnson. LBJ orchestrated an expansion of the welfare state known as the Great 
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Society that resulted in a large government, massive budget deficits and high taxes," 

conservative Joseph K. Waltenbaugh wrote in October 2000. "Now Gore is proposing new, 

massive welfare spending and another explosion that dwarf even LBJ's Great Society.... 

LB J gave us big government, and it took 30 years to scale it back. Gore is proposing an even 

bigger government."^" 

The 2000 Republican presidential candidate. Governor George W. Bush of Texas, 

also likened Gore's proposals to the Great Society. On the campaign trail. Bush frequently 

cited a report by a conservative group, the Committee for a Responsible Federal Budget, 

which had concluded that Gore's program "contains the largest spending increases since 

LB J's Great Society." Bush also noted that the report portrayed Gore's program as "the most 

ringing endorsement of government activism since President Johnson's Great Society."^' 

An intriguing aspect of the recent era's fierce political debates over the Great Society 

and its enduring impact was the relatively insignificant part played by the memory of its 

architect. President Lyndon B. Johnson, who faded from public discourse despite his 

substantial influence on government, prodigious political skills, and colorful personality.^^ 

During the 1980s and 1990s, liberal Democrats seldom mentioned LBJ, even as they 

frequently invoked the memory of John Kennedy, Martin Luther King, Robert Kennedy, and 

other sixties figures to bolster their contemporary agenda. During the 2000 Democratic 

convention, Joseph A. Califano, Jr., who had served as Johnson's special assistant for 

domestic affairs, complained that presidential nominee A1 Gore and other Democratic 
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candidates ignored LBJ yet ran on liis legacy. "A1 Gore metronomically announces his 

determination to continue and expand Great Society programs enacted during the 

administration of Lyndon Johnson," wrote Califano. "Yet Gore never includes LBJ in his 

litany of Democratic presidents. At this Democratic convention, as at all others since 1968, 

mention of the Texas president is a political no-no, even though the programs of his 

presidency frame much of the case on which the national ticket is running."^^ Even Bill 

Clinton seldom brought up Johnson, despite the fact that Clinton's background, personality, 

and political skills resembled LBJ's far more than those of any other president, including 

Clinton's hero, John Kennedy. Like liberal Democrats, moreover, recent conservative 

Republicans rarely focused on the image of Lyndon Johnson, although they regularly 

denounced his Great Society programs. 

1 would suggest that LBJ disappeared from both liberals' and conservatives' recent 

rhetoric for two main reasons-one based on foreign policy and one on personality and culture. 

First, Johnson authored the liberal Great Society, but he also greatly expanded the Vietnam 

War, which most liberals came to view as a foreign-policy fiasco and a divisive issue that split 

the left. Many on them viewed Johnson as indelibly tainted by the blood of the war, so they 

were loathe to praise his liberal domestic policies. Conversely, conservatives who embraced 

assertive nationalism usually defended U.S. intervention in Vietnam, so they were reluctant 

to join their leftist opponents in denouncing LBJ.^'^ And second, Lyndon Johnson was a big, 

tough Texan with an earthy manner. Consequently, his personal and cultural style differed 

considerably from that of most liberals, who usually modeled themselves on John F. Kermedy, 
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an urbane, Northeastern sophisticate. Alternately, conservatives could not easily attack LBJ 

as an effete liberal who indulged in the hippie counterculture, which was the usual caricature 

of sixties-era liberals and their successors in the recent era. In sum, Johnson did not fit the 

image of a 1960s liberal for either the left or right. 

As LBJ faded from view, George McGovern became the political personification of 

"sixties liberalism" for most recent conservatives. In sharp contrast to Johnson, McGovern 

was a culturally liberal northerner who strongly opposed the Vietnam War. During the 1960s, 

McGovern served as a senator from South Dakota, and he won the 1972 Democratic 

presidential nomination on an openly liberal platform. Conservatives sneered that McGovern's 

campaign slogan should be "Acid, Abortion, and Amnesty," which emphasized his culturally 

liberal calls for decriminalizing recreational drugs, abortion, and Vietnam draft resistance. 

President Richard Nixon's landslide victory further maligned McGovern's image by branding 

him as a "loser."^' 

For many on the right, McGovern's followers epitomized the counterculture and the 

rest of the sixties left.^^ "McGovem-or, better yet, his followers-has become a rallying 

symbol of all the elites out there today that conservatives such as Gingrich blame for 

subverting their pre-1963 vision of America-the Great Society liberals, the press, Hollywood 

types, the Washington Establishment, liberal professors, and, above all, those awful disciples 

of the counterculture," observed journalist Steven D. Stark.^' The McGovern era also proved 

pivotal in crystalizing neoconservatism. After 1972, many former liberals turned to the 

right-becoming "neoconservatives"-and entered the GOP because they believed that the 



431 

"McGovemite" takeover of the Democrats had made the party abandon its core principles of 

social mobility through individual merit, traditionalist cultural values, and unyielding anti-

communism. After McGovem, charged conservatives, "sixties radicals" controlled the 

national Democratic party. In 1993, Newt Gingrich insisted that one sentence "describe [d] 

all of modem American political history from 1968 to the present: The Democrats under 

Johnson and McGovern went too far to the left and never came back."^^ 

Recent conservatives even believed that the specter of George McGovem and the 

sixties political left haunted the White House during the 1990s. In 1994, for example, 

Gingrich labeled President Bill Clinton and his wife Hillary "counterculture McGovemites." 

When joumalists challenged this depiction of the president, Gingrich replied: "That is honestly 

who he is. He's a very smart, very clever tactician whose core system of activity is a 

combination of counterculture and McGovem. He was McGovem's Texas director [in the 

1972 campaign], he and his wife were counterculture at Yale, and why wouldn't you accept 

that they really are who they are?"^' 

Conservatives' Ideological Attack on the Great Society and Its Legacies 

During the 1980-2000 period, the right's attacked the Great Society and its perceived 

legacies on four main grounds: ideological, moralistic, economic, and pragmatic. The first 

prong of the right's assault was ideological-conservatives claimed that the Great Society 

epitomized "big government," an evil threat to freedom. The Founders had institutionalized 

limited government in the U.S. Constitution, but many modem liberals argued that the rise 
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of corporate power after the Civil War necessitated government intervention to check 

business's undemocratic power. 

Libertarians and other conservatives disagreed, retaining an ideological opposition to 

the expansive government tj'pified by the Great Society. Conservatives' ideological argument 

insisted that government possessed no authority either to help society's weak or to hinder the 

strong by, for example, taxing the wealthy. Most anti-government conservatives were 

libertarians, who insisted that individual initiative within a "free market," not government 

institutions, should determine society's decisions. Traditionalists held a more ambivalent view 

toward the state, but many of them also expressed anti-big-govemment views. For example, 

Christian conservatives argued that the foundation of society should be religious institutions, 

rather than the government. Conservatives' ideological argument contended that enlarging 

the national government, as the Great Society had done, would inevitably result in a 

totalitarian system that destroyed the liberty. During the Cold War, however, this anti-

government sentiment was compromised by the right's need for a strong national state to fight 

global communism. But the Soviet Union's collapse in the early 1990s allowed the right to 

turn fully against the U.S. federal government. 

As a consequence, the anti-big-government ideology and tactics of the 1990s right 

ironically resembled those of the 1960s left. Newt Gingrich and other top Republican officials 

echoed the grandiose rhetoric of the New Left by declaring that they wanted to foment a 

"revolution" in American government, society, and culture. The recent right also followed the 

sixties left by creating their own alternative political organizations. The content of their anti-
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Great Society rhetoric also resembled that of 1960s leftists. More sinisterly, some right 

wingers followed sixties radicals by professing support for, and sometimes engaging in, 

violent tactics similar to those of the New Left's Weather Underground. 

The "anti-big-govemment" rhetoric that underlay the recent right's opposition to the 

Great Society led them to call for "devolution" of power from the federal government to the 

state and local level, a theory of decentralized power similar to the Catholic social philosophy 

of "subsidiary." In calling for devolution, recent conservatives again echoed the left of the 

1960s. Yet they often exploited the rhetoric of devolution to implement their own partisan. 

For example, many libertarians misused devolution to disguise their true goal of weakening 

all government-state and local as well as federal. Conservatives also sought to use federal 

power to overturn liberal local statues. And many traditionalists openly called for using big 

government to inculcate culturally conservative values. 

Conservatives' ideological attack upon "big government" proved popular with voters. 

But the right's attempts to roll back specific popular programs, especially those created by 

the New Deal, proved far less popular. As a result, the "liberal sixties" again served as a 

convenient villain, as pragmatic conservatives, including Ronald Reagan and Newt Gingrich, 

declared their loyalty to the New Deal while simultaneously assailing the Great Society. 

The recent right's most sweeping attack on the social programs of the 1960s was 

ideological-conservatives argued that the Great Society and its legacies epitomized "big 

government," an evil threat to freedom. The notion of government as dangerous to personal 
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liberty was a basic principle of American political ideology, and the Founders had enshrined 

it in the Constitution. By the late nineteenth century, however, the rise of huge, monopolistic 

industrial capitalism had encouraged many Americans, especially those on the left, to use look 

use government as the only way to counter the growing power of big business and its 

deleterious effects on U.S. society. 

Unlike modem liberals, conservative libertarians retained their ideological opposition 

to expansive government long after the rise of monopoly capitalism, retaining a sharp 

distinction between the state and society. "There are, at bottom, essentially two ways to order 

societal affairs: coercively through the mechanisms of the state-political society-or voluntarily 

through the private interaction of individuals and associations-civil society," libertarian 

Edward H. Crane declared in 1995.'"' Libertarians viewed the Great Society as the state's 

most recent invasion into civil society, which they believed contradicted the American 

tradition of limited government. In 1990, Ronald Reagan asserted that he initially had run for 

governor of California, in 1966, to oppose "the growing bureaucracy sought by many in 

Sacramento as well as in Washington in what they regarded as the 'Great Society.'" Reagan 

recalled that he had "felt that the growth of big government was bad for our state and for the 

nation. That constant government expansion ran counter to the wisdom of our Founding 

Fathers. America was launched on a belief in individual liberty, not the false promise of 

omnipotent goveriunent.'"" 

A main component of conservatives' anti-government ideology was the notion that 

state intervention in social affairs undermined individual achievement attained through 
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competition for society's resources. The anti-government right of the recent era echoed the 

Social Darwinists of the late-nineteenth century by claiming that government had no 

responsibility to help society's weak. In 1982, for example, Donald W. Moran, a Reagan 

administration official, contended that "there is nothing inherent in our system of government 

that implies there should be some specific minimum level of goods and services provided to 

all.""^ Hence, anti-goverrmient activists maintained that there was no such thing as an 

"entitlement," a goverrmient benefit like Social Security or welfare that each individual 

American was "entitled" to by virtue of being an U.S. citizen who met the program's 

requirements. In 1995, House Speaker Newt Gingrich asserted: "It doesn't say anywhere in 

the Declaration of Independence or the Constitution that anybody is entitled to anything 

except the right to pursue happiness." 

Just as ideological anti-government conservatives denied that the state had a 

responsibility to help the weak, they also rej ected the assertion that it should hinder the strong 

by, for example, taxing the wealthy. "Nobody handed me anything," Republican Congressman 

Sonny Bono of California declared in 1995. "I don't think I have to share it with anyone. I 

did it, and it's mine.'"'^ Indeed, many conservative ideologues claimed that "[wjealth 

redistribution is theft, whether achieved at the point of a gun or by assembling a majority in 

Congress," as Howard Phillips, presidential candidate of the U.S. Taxpayers Party, put it in 

1996.^''' Conservatives denounced the Great Society for allegedly furthering economic 

egalitarianism. "Lyndon Johnson's Great Society... accomplished the most thorough-going 

redistribution of wealth that this country had ever experienced," conservative Judge Robert 
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Bork complained in 1996. The Great Society's policies, wrote Bork, resulted in a shift 

"towards collectivism and centralization, with a concomitant decline in freedoms of business 

organizations, private associations, families, and individuals.'"*^ 

Most anti-government conservatives were libertarians. Dislike of government 

constituted a founding principle for libertarians, who insisted that individual initiative within 

a "free market," not government institutions, should determine society's decisions. 

Libertarians' ideological case against government was summed up by GOP Congressman 

Dick Armey of Texas, a leader of the Republican Revolution of 1994-95. "The market is 

rational and the government is dumb," Armey wrote."® 

Traditionalists held a more ambivalent view toward the state, but many of them also 

held anti-big-govemment views, especially when they believed that the federal government 

promoted liberal values, as with the Great Society. Christian conservatives argued that the 

foundation of society should be religious institutions, rather than the government (or the 

market, for that matter). "There is, of course, a proper role for civil government: to be a 

ministry of justice and a terror to evildoers," religious traditionalist Howard Phillips wrote in 

1996. "[But] America grew to greatness [before the 1960s] because there was no doubt about 

the source of authority. God Almighty was acknowledged to be the savior, sovereign and 

lawgiver, because law is the will of the sovereign. Civil government, obedient to the laws of 

God, has the duty to safeguard our God-given rights to life, liberty and property. The federal 

government has those powers which were delegated to it by the states or provided by 

amendment, and which specifically are enumerated in the Constitution. It has no other licit 
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authority." Phillips argued, however, that since the 1960s, "Republicans and Democrats have 

bought into the argument that God's law, originating with the Bible and incorporated in the 

common law, can be readily overturned-subject to change consistent with the latest fashions 

in public opinion and mandated by 'political correctness.""*^ 

A main part of conservatives' anti-big-govemment argument was that enlarging the 

state would inevitably result in a totalitarian system that destroyed the liberty both of the 

market and of religion. Thus, the right's ideological theory rested heavily on the idea that 

government was inherently oppressive and that, as it grew, personal freedom shrank. To 

support this assertion, conservatives cited the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany. "The 20"" 

century has been marked by a grand experiment in [state control of societal affairs], and it is 

a failed experiment," libertarian Edward H. Crane contended in IQQS."*^ These examples 

proved compelling to those on both the political left, who detested nothing more than Nazi 

Germany, as well as the right, who saw communism as synonymous with evil. Conservatives, 

naturally, were more inclined to see parallels between U.S. big government and communism 

in Russia and China. For example, Congressman Dick Armey insisted that, in the New Deal 

and the Great Society, "you will find, with a difference only in power and nerve, the same sort 

of person who gave the world its Five Year Plans and Great Leaps Forward-the Soviet and 

Chinese counterparts.'"*® As a pragmatic matter, however, conservatives employed more often 

the rhetorical trope of big government as akin to Nazism or fascism than to communism, 

because this rhetoric appealed to those on the left as well as right. 

By comparing the U.S. government to a fascist state like Nazi Germany, anti-
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government conservatives of the recent era ironically echoed the New Left of the late 1960s. 

In the sixties, the libertarian left railed against the liberal establishment because it allegedly 

encouraged the military-industrial complex, "imperialistic" forays into Vietnam and other 

Third World countries, nefarious assassination plots against foreign leaders by the CIA, and 

a vast domestic-surveillance by the "American Gestapo," J. Edgar Hoover's FBI. Despite its 

liberal sheen, "Amerikkka" possessed a fascist core, according to many New Leftists. 

Yet the left and right usually split over which specific parts of government actually 

threatened liberty. Like the New Left of the 1960s, recent leftists viewed as most threatening 

to freedom the "police state," which included the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the Central 

Intelligence Agency, and other law-enforcement agencies. For economic conservatives, the 

Internal Revenue Service and agencies that regulated business, including environmental 

restrictions, comprised the "fascisf core of the federal government. For example, Tom DeLay 

of Texas, a top-ranking House Republican, claimed that the Envirormiental Protection Agency 

was "the Gestapo of government, pure and simple."'" Unlike leftists, most conservatives 

embraced and defended the enlargement of the national security state, both at home and 

abroad. And conservatives anti-government sentiment was comprised by their "patriotic" and 

religious desire to defeat global communism's "godless. Evil Empire." 

In the late 1980s, however, the collapse of communism throughout the Soviet Union 

and Eastern Europe, along with China's embrace of an authoritarian system of capitalism, 

allowed the right to turn ftilly against the U.S. national government. "Washington has 

replaced communism as the glue for conservatives," Don Fierce of the Republican National 
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Committee said in 1994. "These are people that love their country but hate the federal 

goverrmient. Where is the evil empire? The evil empire is in Washington."^' The 1990s, 

consequently, marked the peak of conservatives ideological anti-government attack, especially 

after Democrat Bill Clinton entered the White House in 1993. 

Embracing anti-government ideology. Newt Gingrich and other top Republican 

officials echoed the grandiose rhetoric of the New Left by declaring that they wanted to 

foment a "revolution" in American government, society, and culture. In 1986, Gingrich 

declared: "I have ambition. I want to shift the entire planet."^^ After the 1994 elections 

brought a Republican majority to Congress, Gingrich said that he was "unwilling to accept 

the boundaries and norms of the decaying Establishment."" Like New Leftists, Gingrich 

viewed himself as overturning entrenched political interests. "I am a genuine revolutionary," 

he announced. "They are genuine reactionaries. We are going to change their world, they will 

do anything to stop us."^" Thinking in grand terms, Gingrich saw little in the current regime 

worthy of conserving. "We're going to rethink everything, we're going to restructure 

everything," he declared. "We're going to transform the federal government." A conservative 

ally, GOP Senator Paul Coverdell of Georgia, approvingly called Gingrich "the most serious, 

systematic revolutionary of modem times."^^ And conservative columnist James P. Pinkerton 

remarked that "Gingrich's Bigthink recalls another revolutionary-his own staff freely uses the 

adjective Leninist to describe him."^® 

Like the sixties left, the recent right established alternative organizations. "Gingrich 

is no Bolshevik, but he plots and prepares like one," wrote Pinkerton. "In his 16 years in 
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Congress, Gingrich has created his own vanguard of groups like COS, GOPAC and the 

Progress and Freedom Foundation." The names of Gingrich's organizations revealed the debt 

he owed to his sixties opponents. For example, COS stood for "Conservative Opportunity 

Society," the precise antithesis of "liberal welfare state." Gingrich also used mobilizing 

techniques similar to those of the New Left and other leftist radicals. "The cyber-equivalents 

of Lenin's agitprop pamphlets are Gingrich's audio and videotapes, distributed to Republican 

candidates and cadres nationwide," wrote Pinkerton. "Gingrich's hot, apocalyptic talk ... 

aims to spark the grass-roots to insurrection."" 

The content of Gingrich's anti-government, anti-Great Society rhetoric also resembled 

that of 1960s leftists. "[M]uch of Mr. Gingrich's political agenda seems to be taken straight 

fi-om the slogans of the radical New Left-'Smash the State,' Tower to the People,' 'Up the 

revolution,"' editor David Awbrey wrote in 1994. "Indeed, the ideological similarities 

between the youthful leftist revolutionaries on the college campuses of the 1960s and the 

middle-aged Republican revolutionaries in the next Congress are amazing." Awbrey pointed 

out that the New Left "denounced President Johnson's Great Society as 'bombs, bullets and 

bull—.' Mr. Gingrich uses the same intensity to criticize the current welfare system and the 

nation's over-dependency on government. The GOP stress on returning power from 

Washington to the states and cities is also reminiscent of the New Left What SDS called 

'participatory democracy' in the 1960s is an ideological cousin of the new populism of the 

1990s.'"' 

Recent right wingers also resembled sixties radicalism in their embrace of 
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inflammatory rhetoric and sometimes violent tactics. In the late 1960s, activists in Students 

for a Democratic Society (SDS), the Black Panthers, and other radical organizations feared 

that federal agents planned to assassinate them, so they armed themselves for "self defense." 

In the mid-1990s, similarly, right wingers pointed to incidents in which federal law 

enforcement had killed armed members of right-wing groups. The catalyzing event was a 

standoff in Waco, Texas, between federal agents and a right-wing Christian cult led by David 

Koresh. Koresh's well-armed Branch Davidians killed federal agents who sought to arrest 

them on weapons and child-endangerment charges. A lengthy stalemate ended when Clinton's 

attorney general, Janet Reno, ordered federal agents to raid the compound. During the raid, 

more than seventy Branch Davidians, including many children, died in a fire that the 

government said was started by Koresh but which right wingers claimed was caused by 

federal agents. 

Roused by Waco and other incidents, militia groups, the National Rifle Association, 

and conservative talk-show hosts professed an anti-law-enforcement rhetoric that sounded 

like the New Left. For example, the National Rifle Association characterized federal agents 

as "jackbooted government thugs [who]... take away our constitutional rights, break in our 

doors, . . . and even injure or kill us."^^ Others on the extreme right used language that 

resembled the Black Panthers' "off-the-pigs" slogans. "Head shots, head shots," was talk-

show host G. Gordon Liddy' s recommendation to millions of listeners for dealing with federal 

law-enforcement agents. "Kill the sons of bitches," he emphasized.®" 

Right-wing Republicans in Congress also used inflammatory language reminiscent of 
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the extreme left of the 1960s. After Waco, Republican Steve Stockman of Texas, w^ho had 

ties to pro-gun militia groups, accused Attorney General Janet Reno of "premeditated 

murder," and complained of a "gestapo mentality" in government. Like Stockman, GOP 

Congresswoman Helen Chenoweth of Idaho had ties to local militias, and she, too, 

condemned federal agents for the Waco incident. In 1996, moreover. Newt Gingrich opposed 

an antiterrorism bill because of his "genuine fear of the federal government."^' 

Recent GOP politicians also commandeered the tactics of the sixties left. In 1985, for 

example. Republicans in the House protested after Democrat Frank McCloskey of Indiana 

was seated after a narrow, controversial election. Following New Leftists stratagem. Newt 

Gingrich exploited this small "injustice" to unite his side around a larger cause. "Together 

with his allies, he pushed the [GOP] caucus to confront the Democrats and disrupt the House 

if necessary," wrote journalists Dan Balz and Ronald Brownstein. "Like so many student 

radicals from the 1960s, some frustrated Republicans suggested setting off smoke bombs in 

the house chamber or chaining themselves to [House Speaker Tip] O'Neill's chair. Others 

proposed using physical force to block McCloskey from taking his seat." The Republicans 

refrained from using force, but Gingrich had successfully capitalized on the incident to gain 

his larger goals. Afterwards, recalled GOP Congressman Vin Weber of Mirmesota, "I don't 

think Republicans ever looked upon the Democrats the same." Other GOP politicians proved 

less reluctant about using physical confrontations during their protests. In late 2000, dviring 

the controversy over the Bush-Gore election results, staffers of high-ranking Republicans, 

including Tom DeLay and Trent Lott, went to Florida to demonstrate. In one notorious 
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incident, these GOP protestors imitated 1960s-style "direct action" by chanting the slogan 

"the whole world is watching" while disrupting the presidential-vote recount in Miami-Dade 

county/^ 

Some recent right wingers went even further, thereby resembling the dark side of 

sixties radicalism in their embrace of violent tactics. Like the SDS offshoot, the Weather 

Underground, recent right wingers used terrorist tactics. For example, Timothy McVeigh 

killed 168 people in an attack on a Oklahoma City federal building, and anti-abortion militants 

who bombed clinics and assassinated doctors. "[I]n the 1960s, the left was stained by the 

activities of the Weather Underground," pollster Mark Mellman remarked after the McVeigh 

bombing, "and the right is going to be stained by these kinds of extremists."®^ Conservatives, 

however, sought to avoid culpability for the right-wing attack on Oklahoma City by assigning 

guih to sixties-era liberals. Rush Limbaugh, for example, blamed the bombing on "George 

McGovern and other liberals" who in the 1960s and 1970s had wanted "to put shackles on 

the ankles of FBI investigators" through limitations on the agency's surveillance of radical 

groups.®'' 

The "anti-big-govemment" rhetoric that underlay the recent right's opposition to the 

Great Society obscured an important difference within the conservative movement between 

libertarians and traditionalists. Libertarians opposed a large federal regime because they 

opposed most forms of government; many traditionalists, however, fought centralized 

government because they claimed to prefer state and local govenmient. In truth, 
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traditionalists' local government was often more oppressive than centralized government. For 

example, it was the federal government that granted more fi-eedom to racial minorities by 

overriding oppressive state and local segregation laws, particularly in the South. As a result, 

liberals often charged that traditionalists' used the principled rhetoric of "local control" and 

"states' rights" as justification for racist policies. 

Despite liberal charges, many conservatives, even some traditionalists, genuinely 

believed in "devolution," a theory of decentralized government that called for shifting 

authority and responsibility from the federal government to states and localities. In this view, 

decision-making should "devolve" to the lowest level: private arbitration was preferable to 

local government, which was preferable to state government, which was preferable to national 

government. Decentralization was a key tenet of American political ideology, and it was 

institutionalized in the Constitution through federalism. Not surprisingly, a 1995 poll found 

that 75 percent of respondents favored "having the states take over more responsibilities now 

performed by the federal government," while just 15 percent opposed it.^^ In addition, many 

traditionalists supported devolution because they viewed it in terms of the Catholic social 

philosophy of "subsidiary," a notion insisting that, wherever practical, decisions ought to be 

made by those closest and most affected by those decisions.®® 

In calling for devolution, recent conservatives again echoed the left of the 1960s. New 

Leftists' had based their political philosophy on "particpatory democracy." They therefore 

opposed the "Leviathan state," demanded "power to the people," and promoted personalized 

interaction in a small, localized "beloved community." In practice. New Left-influenced 



445 

community activists in the 1960s sought to empower local groups and individuals in 

opposition to a corporation-dominated, centralized warfare-welfare state. 

During the 1980-2000 period, however, GOP conservatives commandeered the 

devolution issue from the sixties left. "In the new Republican demonology," liberal Lenny 

Goldberg wrote in 1996, "liberals are centralists, favoring Washington while resisting local 

decisions and initiatives." The "Republican Revolution" of 1994 made devolution a key part 

of its platform. Newt Gingrich insisted that he and the Republican Congress "believe you can 

trust the fifty states and the fifty legislatures to work together on behalf of the citizens of their 

states."^^ GOP Senator Phil Gramm of Texas charged that "[w]hat has happened is you've 

had people elected to Congress who wanted to tell states and cities how to run their business 

and we've changed that and what we're going to try to do is to let local officials make local 

decisions." And GOP Governor Pete Wilson of California announced: "I think that 

[Republicans] are absolutely bound and determined in this new Congress to make the effort 

to restore to states their sovereignty."®^ Even GOP Senate Majority Leader Bob Dole, the 

consummate Washington insider, called for devolution of political authority, going so far as 

to borrow the New Left motto "Power to the People" during his 1996 presidential 

campaign. 

In truth, recent conservatives often used the rhetoric of devolution not as a principled 

philosophy of federalism but, rather, as an opportunistic tool to implement their conservative 

agenda. "Dole's appropriation of a 1960s new-left slogan unintentionally acknowledges the 

ambiguity of the decentralizing impulse," noted Lenny Goldberg. "In the 1990s, the right uses 
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the same power-to-the-people rhetoric to attack 60 years of liberal polices that have been 

anchored by federal laws, standards, and fiscal resources. The empty slogan, of course, avoids 

all the important questions of government: what power to what people, under what set of 

laws, institutions, and values?"™ 

Many libertarians misused devolution, a system designed to empower local and state 

governments, to disguise their true goal of weakening all government-state and local "small 

government" as well as federal "big government."^' For example, libertarians had failed, for 

the most part to eliminate entitlement programs at the federal level. Consequently, they 

exploited the rhetoric of devolution to disguise the cutting of entitlement programs by 

transferring them into block grants to states, which eventually would force state-level 

rationing. 

Conservatives' charged that big, centralized government was evil and praised the 

proliferation and variety of state laws as "laboratories of democracy," but they nevertheless 

sought to use federal power to overturn liberal state and local statues, especially those 

regulating business. "[T]he doctrine of states' rights, so often invoked as aprinciple, is almost 

always a pretext to deny the federal government authority to do things that conservatives 

dislike," commented liberal columnist E. J. Dionne, Jr. "These include expanding claims to 

individual rights, increasing protections for the environment and regulating business." For 

example, conservatives wanted to overturn local land-use laws by extending "takings" theory 

to local regulatory actions. They also called for overriding state responsibility to protect its 

citizens from defective products by a weakened national product liability standard and sought 
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to use federal power to insulate Wall Street corporations from state regulations. "If 30 

different states come up with 30 different sets of rules regulating financial service firms, that's 

a calamity," charged GOP Congressman Richard Baker of Louisiana. Thus, conservatives 

believed that "[b]ig government is bad, in other words, unless it can quash progressive state 

action," remarked E. J. Dionne.'^ 

Despite their rhetoric, recent conservatives in practice opportunistically searched for 

that level of government where their economic and social agenda enjoyed majority control. 

For example, energy-utilities corporations, seeking the most amenable venue, moved from 

state public utilities commissions to the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission and back 

again in an effort to gain the most favorable rulings. "The policy seems to follow the 

constituency; If ranchers on federal lands want local control but cable companies insist on 

local preemption, so be it," wrote Lenny Goldberg. "The Tenth Amendment-delegating 

powers to the states-should be in play on, for example, abortion, until a fifth antiabortion vote 

on the Supreme Court outlaws it entirely."'^ 

Newt Gingrich personified the inconsistency between conservatives' devolution 

rhetoric and their grasping for the controls of centralized power. On the one hand, Gingrich 

called for "a transition from a professional politician class to a citizen activist leader system." 

On the other hand, he wanted to use the power of his federal office, speaker of the House, 

to implement his conservative agenda. "I think part of national leadership is to offer national 

ideas," he said.^"* He also contended that to decentralize the government "requires a pretty 

strong, centralized system." Indeed, Gingrich promised that the Republican Congress would 
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initiate "more proactive reform behavior than the American people have seen since Lyndon 

Johnson."" 

Gingrich carried through on his promise of congressional action similar to that of the 

Great Society. "An ironic aspect of the Gingrich blitzkrieg is that in trying to destroy Great 

Society reforms, he has emulated the Democrats who passed those reforms in the 89"' 

Congress," columnist Robert E. Thompson noted in 1995. "Major reforms, including 

constitutional amendments, are rushed through committee and full House consideration with 

only token deliberation of their long-range impact."'® Gingrich also compared the 104"' 

Congress to the 89"*. "This will go down as a truly historic Congress," he argued, "probably 

ranking with the 1965-66 Great Society Congress."^' Even some conservatives worried that 

Gingrich and his cohort would abandon decentralization. "Do Republicans simply want 

Washington to be bossy on behalf of conservative rather than liberal welfare ideas?" columnist 

George F. Will asked in 1994, before Gingrich had come to power. "Are Republicans willing 

to give to state what the Constitution, properly construed, gives them-power to set such 

domestic policy?"'^ 

Despite the devolution rhetoric, many traditionalists openly called for using big 

government to be "bossy" to inculcate culturally conservative values. For example, they 

revealed little hesitancy in using the power of the state to compel personal responsibility upon 

anyone-especially the poor and racial minorities-who exhibited what they considered 

"immoral" behavior. These included "deadbeat dads" who had fathered children out of 

wedlock but refused to provide for them, causing their children's mothers to go on welfare. 
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"If the father is employed, tough child support laws should extract payment," Stuart Butler 

of the traditionalist Heritage Foundation declared in 1987. "If he has no job, then he should 

be required to perform public-sector work in return for aid to his children. If he refiises to do 

that, he should be jailed."™ 

These discrepancies in recent conservatives' attachment to anti-big-govemment 

ideology were compounded by a political problem: vague anti-government rhetoric was 

widely popular-but so were specific goverimient programs, especially those, like Social 

Security, associated with the New Deal. In 1980, during a time of high anti-government 

sentiment, a comprehensive survey nonetheless revealed that most Americans believed that 

the federal government should increase spending in nine of eleven major areas of government. 

The only two areas that a majority of respondents believed should have been cut were foreign 

aid (a tiny proportion of the budget) and welfare.^" The popularity among voters of specific 

federal social programs was demonstrated by the fact that, during the 1936-2000 period, GOP 

presidential nominees ran directly against the New Deal just twice; not coincidentally, the two 

anti-New Deal candidates-AlfLandon in 1936 and Barry Goldwater in 1964-suffered two 

of the largest landslide defeats in U.S. history. Therefore, although a consistent anti-

go verrmient platform would reject the New Deal as well as the Great Society, conservative 

politicians realized that attacking popular New Deal programs like Social Security constituted 

political suicide. "Americans are conservative," wrote columnist George F. Will. "What they 

want to conserve is the New Deal."^' 
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Because of this pohtical fact, only ideologues openly admitted that their anti-

government rhetoric required dismantling not just the "bad" Great Society of the hated 1960s 

but the widely-loved New Deal, too. In 2001, for example, libertarian economist Stephen 

Moore was more candid than most conservative politicians when he acknowledged that the 

right's attempt to privatize Social Security was "regarded by liberal Democrats as a frontal 

assault against the nanny state cradle to grave fortress that was first erected by FDR some 60 

years ago. They are actually quite right about that. Privatize Social Security and the rest of 

the New Deal/Great Society welfare state will come tumblin' down. So the stakes are high 

here."^^ Libertarian ideologues, who typically clustered with like-minded compatriots, tended 

to be optimistic that the abolition of all government social programs was what the public 

"really" wanted. Following the Republican victory in 1994, for example, libertarian Edward 

H. Crane claimed: "There is reason to believe that the November [1994] elections were less 

a rejection of the policies of Bill Clinton or even the Great Society than they were a rejection 

oftheNewDeal."^^ 

During the recent era, consequently, conservative politicians found themselves 

walking a fine line between their popular verbal attacks on big government and the public 

disapproval they received when they attempted to cut specific, popular programs, like Social 

Security, that comprised much of government spending. This was one reason why 

conservative Republicans often proved more popular in opposition than in control of 

government. Indeed, the two recent moments when conservatives perceived themselves as 

having a mandate to run the federal govemment-the "Reagan Revolution" following the 1980 
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elections and the "Gingrich Revolution" following the 1994 elections-demonstrated this. In 

both eras, the Republican leader attempted to cut popular social programs before retreating 

because of public opposition. As a result, the "liberal sixties" once again became the whipping 

boy, as pragmatic conservatives, including Reagan and Gingrich, felt obliged to proclaim their 

fealty to the New Deal-despite the fact that it represented the founding era of "big 

government" in the United States-while saving their invective for the Great Society. 

Reagan always tried to maintain his bond with the New Deal. As a young man, he had 

supported Franklin D. Roosevelt, and he retained his veneration for Roosevelt's leadership 

style, if not FDR's liberal policies. Reagan also claimed to empathize with his Democratic 

opponents, whom he called "bleeding-heart" liberals. "As I say, good Lord, I was aNew Deal 

Democrat myself, and I know how I felt," he said.^" In 1981, at the begirming of his 

presidency, Reagan made his only serious attempt to roll back the New Deal when he 

proposed cuts in Social Security. But the Senate defeated his proposal by a 96-0 vote, and 

he immediately disowned his own plan and never proposed anything like it again.^^ Stymied 

by the popularity of New Deal programs (and perhaps his own nostalgia for them), Reagan 

trained his anti-government rhetoric at the Great Society programs of the 1960s. In a 

presidential diary entry, for example, Reagan disclaimed "trying to undo the New Deal." What 

he wanted was to "undo the Great Society. It was LBJ's war on poverty," he claimed, that 

"led us to our present mess."^® 

The president and his administration explicitly portrayed the "Reagan Revolution" as 

a counterrevolution to the Great Society. After Reagan took office in 1981, David Stockman, 
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Reagan's budget director, announced that "[sjubstantial parts of [the Great Society] will have 

to be heaved overboard/^ Like Stockman, Secretary of the Treasury Donald T. Regan wanted 

"to reduce the cost of government. Remember, the majority of these programs started in the 

Lyndon Johnson era-the Great Society. They were increased and expanding [sic] every year, 

and in recent years they have become bloated."^® Corporate interests applauded the 

administration's attempt to roll back the Great Society. In 1981, a Business Week editorial 

predicted that "Ronald Reagan may well go into the history books as the President who finally 

ended the mindless expansion that began with President Johnson's ill-conceived and 

overambitious Great Society programs."^^ 

Several commentators also regarded the Reagan administration as pro-New Deal but 

anti-Great Society. "In political shorthand. President Reagan's economic program has been 

characterized as an effort to repeal the Great Society but not the New Deal," economist 

Leonard Silk wrote in 1981. "The description contains an element of truth, for while Mr. 

Reagan has made clear his intention to preserve Social Security and the New Deal philosophy 

of caring for the needy, he is urging tighter eligibility rules and reduced spending" in many 

Great Society programs.®" Two years later, neoconservative Samuel Beer labeled Reagan a 

"New Deal conservative." Beer argued that the rationale behind New Deal activism was social 

insurance during the catastrophic Great Depression. He insisted that the context of economic 

misery and the intent of a temporary "safety net" could be reconciled with Reagan's 

philosophy of "rugged individualism." But Beer asserted that Reagan rejected the alleged 

rationale underlying the Great Society- "social engineering to help the poor in a time of 
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prosperity."^' 

Neoconservative writer Toby Cohen went so far as to claim that Reagan, not Lyndon 

Johnson, was Franklin Roosevelt's true heir. "On every side we are told that President Reagan 

and Congress have repealed the New Deal. The President and Congress have done no such 

thing," Cohen wrote in 1981. "The Democrats' present confusion set in with President 

Johnson's radical departure from New Deal principles to construct what he called the Great 

Society." He acknowledged that Reagan's cuts in such welfare programs as AFDC 

constituted an assault on programs created during the New Deal. But he contended that "[i]t 

was President Johnson, not President Reagan, who forsook the New Deal goals of social and 

economic democracy. The Great Society tied its social-welfare programs to the dole, and thus 

consigned millions to that hidden population of alms-takers Roosevelt so feared creating." 

Cohen argued that "[ijnstead of continuing the agenda of the New Deal, the legislators of the 

Great Society modeled their programs on the Elizabethan poor laws."'^ 

In 1988, near the end of Reagan's presidency, journalist Susan B. Garland evaluated 

the so-called Reagan Revolution. "Convinced that the Great Society was a colossal failure in 

social engineering, he all but killed federally subsidized housing construction, whacked away 

at job programs, and sharply restricted eligibility for a host of federal benefit program. He 

pushed responsibility for many programs onto the states." At the same time. Garland noted, 

Reagan refrained from assaulting New Deal programs that benefitted the middle class.^^ 

Like the Reagan Revolution of 1980, Newt Gingrich's Republican Revolution of 1994 

was explicitly designed by conservatives as an attack on the Great Society and its legacies. 
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Observers noted that Gingrich's revolution built on three decades of conservative opposition 

to the Great Society. In the aftermath of the 1994 elections, columnist George F. Will 

commented that "the huge wave about to hit Washington did not rise suddenly from a flat sea. 

It is part of a tide of conservatism that began rising in the late 1960s because of the 

disappointment with Great Society social engineering and dismay about the coarsening of the 

culture. This protracted revolution is actually a restoration, a recormection with the most 

continuous thread in America's political tradition, commitment to limited government."®'* 

Like Ronald Reagan, Newt Gingrich attacked the Great Society while professing 

fealty to the New Deal. Gingrich also resembled Reagan in that each had been moderate in 

his younger days and retained some of that spirit as leader of the conservative movement. 

Gingrich even disavowed anti-goverrmient sentiment. "[PJeople get the mistaken idea that I 

hate government," he wrote after the 1994 elections. "I revere the United States government 

as the greatest institution of freedom in the human race." He further insisted that 

"[gjovemment does some things very well. It defends the nation. It keeps the peace. It freed 

the slaves. It builds useful things, like the Panama Canal, and enables valuable research, like 

discovering the cure for polio. It can shape market forces, creating the right incentives for 

saving or investing."®^ 

Gingrich also presented an positive analysis of the New Deal, which differed sharply 

from the usual conservative account that it had resulted from a radical coup engineered by a 

demagogic Franklin Roosevelt. "The New Deal occurred," wrote Gingrich, "because the 

Depression was horrible, Hoover had no answer, [and] capitalism had lost its moral base."®® 
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Gingrich argued more generally that the Progressive Era and the New Deal constituted a 

rational governmental response to the transition from a rural to an urban society. "[A] 

tremendous effort was made to rise above the squalor and most people did it," he wrote.^^ 

Like Reagan, Gingrich claimed that he wanted to preserve the New Deal while 

exorcizing the Great Society because the latter had perverted the former. Under the New 

Deal, Gingrich wrote, the poor had been able to rise in society. "Now under the current 

system, they get trapped in poverty for three generations, they get more desperate, more 

hopeless. They feel they have no future," he wrote. "That is the fruit of the 1960s, when the 

Great Society began to destroy the spirit of America."'^ Like Reagan, Gingrich proved wary 

of directly challenging New Deal programs. After the GOP takeover of Congress, for 

example, he immediately announced that the House under his leadership would not to touch 

Social Security. In addition, he claimed that Franklin Roosevelt, if still alive, would 

"wholeheartedly support" the Contract with America. And Gingrich announced that he 

planned to pass the Contract within 100 days, an homage to FDR's "Hundred Days," when 

much of the original New Deal was passed by Congress.^^ 

Many conservative observers agreed that Gingrich's political philosophy was pro-New 

Deal but anti-Great Society. "The talk is of a congressional revolution aimed at reversing 

much of Franklin Roosevelt's New Deal," journalist Richard Benedetto observed in 1995. 

"But students of growth of government say the real battleground is over the legacy of a more 

recent Democratic president-Lyndon Johnson's Great Society."'"" Similarly, conservative 

journalist David Warsh argued that Gingrich's aimed to restore the New Deal order by 
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purging the Great Society. "[T]he Contract with America is not the equivalent of the New 

Deal, an equal and opposite movement," Warsh wrote in 1995. "Instead, it is best understood 

as a promise to consolidate the New Deal's gains-to keep its overarching features while 

stripping away as much as possible of 60 years' worth of special-interest encrustation. It's a 

restoration, not a revolution."'"' 

In sum, the recent right's ideological, anti-government attack on the Great Society 

produced both positive and negative political results for them. On the plus side, the anti-

government argument attracted the backing of libertarians, both on the right and left, and 

many traditionalists. The political slogan, "big government is bad," also had the virtue of 

simplicity and conciseness. On the negative side, however, the right's ideological claim that 

all government was inherently evil-that providing free health care to seniors through 

Medicare, for example, was leading the United States down the road to totalitarianism-was 

rejected by most non-conservatives, who combined comprised a majority of voters. 

Additionally, many traditionalists regarded many government entities-the military, for 

example-with veneration, and many of them expressed some sympathy with certain New Deal 

programs. As a result, conservatives' ideological attack on the Great Society needed to be 

bolstered by its moralistic, economic, and pragmatic arguments. 

Conservatives' Moralistic Attack on the Great Society and Its Legacies 

While libertarians led the ideological assault on the Great Society, traditionalists 
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directed the moralistic attack against it. Traditionalists believed that Great Society programs 

encoiiraged "immoral, countercultnral" values, and they perceived a direct connection 

between these programs and the alleged decline in American morality since the mid-1960s. 

As evidence of this, prominent Republicans directly blamed the legacies of the Great Society 

for recent crimes, including the 1992 Los Angeles riots. 

Conservatives employed the moralistic argument to condemn specific Great Society 

programs-welfare, most notably. Traditionalists criticized welfare for supposedly pampering 

"lazy, immoral" people. During the economic downturns of the 1970s and early 1980s, 

Ronald Reagan cleverly capitalized on rising anti-welfare sentiment, using colorful anecdotes 

to condemn "welfare cheats." The assault on welfare and on its recipients was influenced by 

racism. But anti-welfare sentiment was as much a class issue as a racial one, and, by the 

1990s, even some racial liberals criticized welfare. Traditionalists also criticized Great Society 

welfare programs for supposedly causing all sorts of recent "immoral behavior," especially 

crime. They also claimed that welfare programs undermined "traditional family values"; for 

example, AFDC payments supposedly caused women to have children out of wedlock. The 

attack on Great Society welfare programs proved, in the main, politically popular. In addition, 

traditionalists denounced Great Society's cultural programs-such as the National Endowment 

of the Arts, National Endowment of the Humanities, and the Corporation for Public 

Broadcasting-because they believed that liberals controlled these agencies and used them to 

promulgate their countercultural values. 

The traditionalist argument that the Great Society had caused moral decline gained 
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a respectful hearing during the recent era because of the soaring rates of divorce, births to 

unwed mothers, welfare recipients, and crime from the 1960s to the 1990s. But cultural 

indicators improved substantially during the 1993-2001 period, weakening the traditionalist 

argument against the Great Society. In sum, conservatives' moralistic assault against the 

Great Society and its legacies boasted few concrete successes besides the elimination of 

AFDC welfare as a federal entitlement (which was a New Deal program, anyway). 

During the 1980-2000 period, traditionalists used harsh language in claiming that the 

"[v]alue-neutral Great Society," as journalist David Brooks put it, had caused nothing less 

than the moral ruin of American culture.'"^ In 1996, Christian conservative Howard Phillips 

identified 1961 as the "year the modem era of social disintegration began, pushed first by Jack 

Kennedy's 'New Frontier' and then by Lyndon Johnson's' Great Society.'" Phillips, a third-

party presidential candidate in 1996, also denounced the GOP for tacitly accepting the 

"radical" tenets of sixties liberalism. "Republicans presidents and congressional leaders have, 

during the last three decades, given America an echo, not a choice-proposing and supporting 

budgets and programs that accept virtually all the neo-Marxist premises of the Great Society, 

arguing only about the details," he wrote.Other religious traditionalists also condemned 

the "immoral" Great Society and called for its elimination. At the Christian Coalition's "Faith 

and Freedom Rally" during the 1996 Republican National Convention, televangelist Pat 

Robertson declared: "I want to see the rotting carcass of the Lyndon Johnson Great Society 

programs put away and buried once and for all."'"'^ 
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Like religious conservatives, traditionalist politicians viewed the enactment of the 

Great Society as the beginning of the end of "American civilization." Newt Gingrich, who had 

a Ph.D. in history, judged the Great Society's birth in 1965 as the key turning point in all of 

American history. "From 1607 until 1965," asserted Gingrich, "America had one continuous 

civilization."'"^ But the creation of the Great Society, he said, "represented a crucial break, 

'a discontinuity,' in U.S. history." Before 1965, Gingirch claimed, "[tjhere is a core pattern 

to American history. Here's how we did it until the Great Society messed everything up: 

don't work, don't eat; your salvation is spiritual; the government by definition can't save 

you." The Great Society's legacy, argued Gingrich, was that "[f]rom 1965 to 1994, we did 

strange and weird things as a country."'"® 

Like other traditionalists, Gingrich accused the Great Society of embracing 

countercultural values and using its programs to promote "immoral" behavior. In 1989, he 

described the "value structure" espoused by the "Democratic left" since the mid-1960s. "We 

were promised if you'd let murderers out on the weekends they'd learn to like you and they'd 

be nice people," he said. "Left-wing values ... said basically if you don't promote Johnny 

he'll feel bad, so even if he can't read or write or do arithmetic you ought to give him a high 

school diploma to make him feel better while he's unemployed the rest of his life." Gingrich 

charged that these countercultural values, combined with the "unionized bureaucracy" created 

by the Great Society, had resulted in "catastrophic decay" throughout American society. He 

also maintained that the GOP represented "normal Americans" while "[t]he left-wing 

Democrats will represent the party of total hedonism, total exhibitionism, total bizarreness. 
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total weirdness, and the total right to cripple innocent people in the name of letting hooligans 

loose.'""^ 

Gingrich often blamed recent crimes squarely on the legacies of the Great Society. 

In 1994, Susan V. Smith, a young mother from South Carolina, gained national notoriety after 

she drowned her two small children. On the weekend before the November 1994 

congressional elections, Gingrich reacted to the Smith case by declaring: "How a mother can 

kill her two children ... is just a sign of how sick the system is, and I think people want 

change. The only way you get change is to vote Republican." After the elections, NBC 

anchorman Tom Brokaw asked Gingrich whether it had been fair to use Smith as an example 

of the legacies of Great Society liberalism. Brokaw noted that she was "a young women who 

grew up in a nuclear family, in a small Southern town with very strong family values, probably 

surrounded by people who embrace the Newt Gingrich philosophy." But Gingrich held his 

ground, asserting: "I do believe there is a direct nexus between the general acceptance of 

violence, the general acceptance of brutality, and the pattern that the counterculture and 

Lyndon Johnson's Great Society began in the late '60s. I absolutely believe that."'"^ 

Brokaw's analysis of the cultural influences on Smith appeared more accurate than 

Gingrich's. She later told police that her stepfather, Beverly Russell, had begun molesting her 

when she was fifteen, once after he returned from putting up "Pat Robertson for President" 

posters. Russell continued to have sex with his stepdaughter even as he became county 

chairman of the Christian Coalition, county coordinator of the anti-abortion group South 

Carolina Citizens for Life, and a member of the executive committee of South Carolina's 
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Republican party.'"® 

Nonetheless, Gingrich continued to blame horrific crimes directly on the legacies of 

the Great Society. In September 1995, he commented on the recent the murder of a three-

year-old in Los Angeles by proclaiming: "Now, we have had, since Lyndon Johnson created 

the Great Society, a 30-year experiment in destroying America. For 30 years, we have 

liberated prisoners, tolerated drug dealers, put up with violence, accepted brutality and done 

it all in the name of some kind of bleeding-heart liberalism which always had one more 

excuse, one more explanation, one more rationale.""" 

Other prominent conservatives also maintained that the Great Society had caused the 

violence and crime that characterized American culture in the 1980s and 1990s. In 1992, the 

acquittal of police officers who had been caught on videotape beating Rodney King, an 

African American, sparked several days of rioting in Los Angeles, which killed fifty-one 

people and destroyed over 10,000 businesses. Conservatives, including President George H. 

W. Bush, immediately tried to blame the riots on the legacies of the Great Society. "If I said 

a year ago that these [Great Society] programs weren't working, perhaps I have been 

vindicated," Bush said.''' The president's press secretary, Marlin Fitzwater, also charged that 

"the social welfare programs of the' 60s and '70s" were partly responsible for the riots. When 

a journalist asked him which specific Great Society programs he was referring to, Fitzwater 

replied: "I don't have a list with me." He maintained, however, that "the basic structure of 

these communities were formulated in the '60s and '70s on the basis of social welfare efforts 

that didn't work." Other members of the Bush administration agreed that the Great Society's 
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policies were to blame for the recent crisis. "The problems of today are rooted on areas where 

we have failed," asserted Secretary of Labor Lynn Martin. "And to just say we're going to 

repeat some of the '60s failures.. .. We're past that.""^ Other conservatives also blamed 

recent violence on the legacies of the Great Society. In 1996, for example. Republican 

presidential candidate Bob Dole characterized the Great Society as "liberalism's greatest 

shame,and he claimed that its programs had produced an "epidemic of violence.""'* 

Although conservatives often attacked the vague entity of "the Great Society," they 

also used the moralistic argument to condemn its specific policies. Welfare programs like 

AFDC and food stamps constituted their most frequent target. A main traditionalist criticism 

of welfare was that it coddled lazy, immoral people who should be working for a living rather 

than relaxing on government handouts. In 1995, for example, GOP Senator Phil Gramm of 

Texas charged that "[t]he social safety net we erected... has become a hammock." Graham 

urged Congress to "reform welfare and demand that able-bodied men and women riding in 

the wagon on welfare get out of the wagon and help the rest of us pull.""^ For centuries, the 

assertion that welfare indulged the lazy had been a staple of the right's criticism of help for 

the poor. It was codified in England's poor laws, which distinguished between "deserving" 

and "non-deserving" poor. 

Throughout U.S. history, most Americans had disliked "the dole," but anti-welfare 

sentiment rose substantially during the economic downturns of the 1970s and early 1980s. 

The working and middle classes felt squeezed by stagnant real wages, fears of unemployment. 



463 

and a rising tax burden. As they struggled, they increasingly resented non-working welfare 

recipients. Ronald Reagan superbly exploited the anti-welfare sentiment of this era. Reagan 

had learned from the mistakes of earlier conservatives who had called for the complete 

elimination of federal social programs. Unlike them, he maintained that he wanted to retain 

the New Deal's "safety net" for the deserving poor while simultaneously denouncing the 

"lazy, undeserving" poor who were allegedly pampered by anti-poverty programs. In 1981 

in his first presidential budget address to Congress, Reagan declared that "only the programs 

for the truly deserving needy will remain untouched" by the budget ax."® 

As he promised to protect the deserving poor, Reagan lambasted those lazy and 

immoral people who manipulated the welfare system, thereby penalizing "upstanding, 

hardworking Americans" who paid for welfare with their taxes. Indeed, Reagan had a 

"penchant for [telling] anecdotes about welfare cheats," as Newsweek magazine noted in 

1982. For example, he frequently retold a story about a "welfare queen firom Chicago" with 

"80 names, 30 addresses, [and] 12 Social Security cards," whose "tax-free income alone is 

over $ 150,000." (Unbeknownst to his audiences-and apparently Reagan himself-the "welfare 

queen" tale was fictional.) Similarly, Reagan often claimed that food stamps allowed "some 

fellow ahead of you to buy T-bone steak," while "you were standing in the checkout line with 

your package of hamburger." In the original early version of the story, however, Reagan had 

begun not with "some young fellow" but with "a strapping young buck.""^ 

There was a racial element cormected to the conservative attack on the Great 

Society' s welfare programs and their recipients, as many liberals emphasized.It did not take 
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a genius to realize that Reagan's "welfare queen from Chicago" and "strapping young buck" 

were African Americans. Indeed, many liberals charged that the conservative attack on 

welfare was entirely a racist assault on blacks. It was true that the prototypical welfare 

recipient as portrayed in the popular news media had transmuted from the white "Okies" 

during the Great Depression to inner-city African Americans beginning in the 1960s. In 2001, 

for example, neoconservative David Horowitz alleged; "Since the passage of the Civil Rights 

Acts and the advent of the Great Society in 1965, trillions of dollars in transfer payments have 

been made to African-Americans."'^" 

Despite liberal assertions, racism did not entirely explain conservatives' harsh stance 

toward welfare recipients. There may have been a racial (or even racist) element to opposition 

to welfare programs, but this element diminished over time. By the early 1990s, even many 

racial liberals like Bill Clinton, a much-beloved figure in the African-American community, 

were calling for "ending welfare as we know it." In truth, the conservative assault on welfare 

was as much a class issue as a racial one, uniting the upper, middle, and working classes 

against the poor, an inviting and nearly powerless target. "While ideas about gender, and even 

race, have moved, however haltingly, in the direction of greater tolerance and inclusivity 

[since the 1960s], ideas about class remained mired in prejudice and mythology," social critic 

Barbara Ehrenreich commented in 1989. "'Enlightened' people, who might flinch at a racial 

slur, have no trouble listingthe character defects of an ill-defined 'underclass,' defects which 

routinely include ignorance, promiscuity, and sloth."'^' 

Whatever the motives, Reagan's attack on the recipients of Great Society welfare 
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programs proved, in the main, politically popular, and other conservatives echoed his line of 

argument. "People fundamentally felt that something was out of whack when able-bodied 

young people were getting benefits from the federal government while the guy next door and 

his wife were working and making very little more," conservative Jack A Meyer of New 

Directions for Policy recalled near the end of Reagan's presidency. Other observers noted a 

political element. "Reagan's efforts to end government's social activism were a neat meshing 

of ideology and practical politics," journalist Susan B. Garland observed in 1988. "His 

blistering attacks on 'welfare queens' and government handouts skillfully exploited the 

politics of resentment. That inspired millions of working- class white males, many of them 

southerners, to vote Republican, a lot of them for the first time."'^^ Other conservatives 

followed Reagan in denouncing welfare recipients as ravenous and greedy. During the 1995 

debate on welfare reform, GOP Congressman John L. Mica of Florida placed a large sign on 

the House floor that read: "Do not feed the alligators."'^^ 

Conservatives also criticized Great Society welfare programs because they perceived 

that they caused all sorts of recent "immoral behavior," especially lawlessness. For example. 

Newt Gingrich often blamed recent crimes on the welfare system. In Illinois in November 

1995, a pregnant woman and her young child were murdered and her unborn baby was ripped 

from her womb. Gingrich commented on the horrific killings by saying, "let' s talk about what 

the welfare state has created. Let's talk about the moral decay of the world the left is 

defending. This happened in America. It happened in America because for two generations 

we haven't had the guts to talk about right and wrong." Gingrich blamed the murders on 
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legacies of the Great Society. "What's going wrong is a welfare system which subsidized 

people for doing nothing, a criminal system which tolerated drug dealers, an educational 

system which allowed kids not to learn and which rewards tenured teachers who can't teach, 

while destroying poor children who it traps in it-in a process of no hope," he said. "And then 

we end up with the final culmination of a drug-afflicted underclass with no sense of humanity, 

no sense of civilization and no sense of the rules of life in which human beings respect each 

other."'2^ 

A main moralistic charge by traditionalists was that Great Society welfare programs 

had undermined "traditional family values." For example, conservatives claimed that AFDC 

payments caused women to have children out of wedlock. In 1994, traditionalist William J. 

Bennett charged that welfare was a "system that fosters illegitimacy and its attendant social 

pathologies."'^^ That same year, GOP Congressman Tom DeLay of Texas alleged that the 

welfare system, "has created a whole culture of dependent people that is destroying the fabric 

of families."'^^ In 1995, Republican Senator Phil Gramm declared: "We have got to stop 

giving people more and more money to have more and more children."'^' That same year, 

GOP Congresswoman Susan Molinari of New York asserted: "We have developed a 

[welfare] system that destroys families rather than saves them."'^^ Newt Gingrich also avowed 

that "[w]e have funded a system that is cruel and destroys families."'^' Representative J. C. 

Watts of Oklahoma, the only black Republican in Congress and an ordained minister, also 

used traditionalists' moralistic attack on the Great Society and its legacies. "Over the last 30 

to 40 years, we have created, we have encouraged, those 16 million children to be in poverty 
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because of the current system. What we're saying is, we need to have a healthy dialogue so 

that we don't create another 16 million children who will be impoverished What we are 

saying is that the current system hasn't worked over the last 35 to 40 years. 

Conservatives focused their moralistic denunciations on welfare programs, but they 

criticized other Great Society programs that they believed undermined traditionalist values, 

too. After the 1994 elections, traditionalist Gary Bauer, president of the Family Research 

Council, called for the new Republican majority in Congress to end federal funding to 

universities that produced "material that undercuts family values."'^' 

Traditionalists also condemned federal cultural agencies, which they insisted fostered 

liberal or "countercultural" values. Bauer, for example, called for the privatization of the 

cultural programs "that have been on the wrong side of the value wars."'^^ One traditionalist 

target was the Great Society's Corporation for Public Broadcasting (CPB), which had created 

the Public Broadcasting System and National Public Radio. Conservatives believed that the 

countercultural liberals dominated CPB, and the Republican Revolutionaries identified it as 

one of the first Great Society programs that they intended to abolish. In early 1995, House 

Speaker Newt Gingrich declared those people who ran CPB "still don't realize that the 

appropriation is gone, that the game is over. The power of the speaker is the power of 

recognition, and I will not recognize any proposal that will appropriate money for the 

CPB."'" 

The main Great Society cultural program attacked by recent traditionalists was the 
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National Endowment for the Arts (NEA). Throughout the 1980-2000 period, traditionalists 

argued that the funding for the NEA should be cut or abolished because it promoted art that 

they deemed to be "immoral" and "blasphemous." In 1989, two photographers received 

$45,000 in federal grants for shocking pictures showing a crucifix submerged in urine and a 

man urinating into another man's mouth. To protest, Republican congressmen moved to cut 

$45,000 from the 1990 federal arts budget. Eighty-six Democrats voted against the cut, and 

Newt Gingrich claimed that the vote showed that liberal Democrats supported obscene, 

countercultural values contrary to those of the American majority. "It's a very simple 

distinction... an us vs. not-us fight," said Gingrich. "You say, 'Everybody in the room who 

thinks that we ought to take your tax dollars to pay for this kind of obscenity, you're them. 

... And everybody who thinks that's bizarre, you're us.'"'^'* 

In 1992, President George H. W. Bush appointed as chairwoman of the NEA Anne-

Imelda Radice, a conservative who promised to make NEA funding contingent on "standards 

of propriety, good taste or morality; free from immodesty or obscenity; morally 

praiseworthy." Traditionalists applauded the appointment. "Radice has courageously faced 

the so-called 'arts community' and told those who have sought federal dollars for scummy 

and blasphemous forms of expression to find another customer for their hellish material," 

wrote columnist Cal Thomas. "Radice should put a sign on her desk: The garbage stops 

here.'" Liberals objected to Radice's attempts to make federally funded art conform to 

traditionalist conceptions of morality. "She's positioning herself to be the decency czarina of 

the United States," charged Robert Bray, a spokesperson for the National Gay and Lesbian 



469 

Task Force. Cal Thomas agreed with Bray that Radice was becoming the "decency 

czarina"and declared that "it's about time we had one." Thomas further wrote that "[t]he 

opposite of morality is not neutrality-it is immorality. Out failure to shore up the erosion has 

left us in a state of approaching cultural collapse." Thomas argued that "[mjaking distinctions 

when the money and beliefs of taxpayers are involved is what has been missing from the NEA 

since its founding (talk about Great Society programs that failed us!). But Radice seems 

determined to rebuild the reputation of the NEA on the foundation of decency. . . . Such 

notions began going out of fashion 30 years ago, and the resulting list of social consequences 

is approaching book length." 

Thomas concluded by commenting: "'Artists' whose life support was tied to federal 

dollars (apparently since their swill wasn't earning enough on the open market) have begun 

refusing NEA grants to protest the new restrictions. This is very good news, indeed. We can 

only hope that the rest of the rats will follow these Pied Pipers down the sewer. . . . 

Artists-including those who produce work for whom bad taste would be a step up-will have 

to start making a living like the rest of us. If they can't find anyone interested enough in their 

stuff to buy it, they'll have to find another line of work."'^^ 

President Clinton's appointment of liberal Jane Alexander as NEA chairperson irked 

the traditionalist right. In 1994, columnist George F. Will denounced the agency and 

Alexander's administration of it, arguing that the NEA epitomized an entrenched federal 

bureaucracy. "The NEA was created in 1965, at the high tide of Great Society hubris about 

the competence of government," wrote Will. "Today Alexander presides over one of the most 
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secure federal spending programs." He further argued that NEA funded art not on an 

aesthetic basis but on a political one. "The NEA was born just as the last remnants of 

consensus about the nature of art and its public purposes were dying," he wrote. "By 1972 

the NEA was funding, for example, 'Diimer party,' a triangular table with 39 place settings 

of vaginas on diimer plates." Will went on to list several other controversial art projects 

funded by the NEA. He then argued that, despite its promotion of "obscene" art, "[mjost of 

what the NEA does is popular, particularly with the political class." He further insisted that 

government should not be in the business of funding (and, therefore, judging the worthiness) 

art. "[G]iven what we is known about both the behavior of government and the history of art, 

it is passing strange to suppose that a government bureaucracy is suited to the business of 

such vision-making," he wrote. "Subsidized arts are pork for the articulate, for people nimble 

and noisy in presenting their employment or entertairmient as an entitlement."'^® 

The traditionalist argument that the Great Society had caused moral decline gained 

traction with the public because of the cultural changes that occurred from the 1960s through 

the 1990s, evidenced in the soaring rates of divorce, births to unwed mothers, welfare 

recipients, and, most significantly, violent crime.'" Liberals, however, argued that 

traditionalists had committed an basic logical fallacy: that the Great Society preceded a rise 

in negative cultural indicators does not mean that it caused them. Yet it remained difficult for 

liberals to disprove a causal relation between the Great Society and cultural "decline," putting 

them on the defensive. By the same token, however, traditionalists had much riding on this 
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putative causal relationship-what would happen to their moralistic argument against the Great 

Society if America's negative cultural indicators lessened? The answer was that much of the 

traditionalist argument, often made in apocalyptic language, would collapse. This is exactly 

what happened. 

Cultural indicators improved substantially during the Clinton era of 1993-2001, an 

ironic circumstance since traditionalists viewed Clinton as the personification of the 

counterculture and America's moral decline since the 1960s. (Traditionalists also overlooked 

the fact that the nadir of cultural indicators was reached during the Reagan-Bush era of the 

1980s and early 1990s). Yet the data were so clear that even a few conservatives felt 

compelled to acknowledge the positive cultural changes. In 1998, for example, conservative 

editor Richard Nadler pointed out that the divorce rate had declined 19 percent from 1981 

to 1996, reaching its lowest level since 1973, while the previously falling marriage rate 

stabilized. Births to unmarried women fell, and the number abortions reached its lowest level 

since 1975, 20 percent below its 1980 peak. The number of people on welfare dropped 37 

percent between 1993 and 1998. Finally, the homicide and suicide rates for young people fell 

markedly, and overall violent crime plummeted, by 1996 reaching its lowest rate since 1977. 

"We have not made it back to the status quo ante the Great Society," wrote Nadler. "But the 

progress of most of these pathologies has recently slowed, and in some case there has been 

measurable retreat." He therefore complained that fellow traditionalists had not adjusted to 

the changed cultural circumstances. "Unfortunately, the apocalyptic style sells," he wrote. "It 

opens the hearts (and checkbooks) of many God-fearing people."'^® 
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An overall analysis reveals that the traditionalist moralistic assault against the Great 

Society and its legacies helped unify the conservative movement but it boasted few^ concrete 

successes during the 1980-2000 period. Traditionalists most notable accomplishment was 

eliminating AFDC, the first time in history that a federal entitlement program had been 

repealed. In 1996, Congress passed and President Clinton signed the Personal Responsibility 

and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act. It replaced AFDC with Temporary Assistance to 

Needy Families, thereby eliminating AFDC's open-ended entitlement by instituting time-

limited assistance. However, welfare reform passed not simply because of traditionalists' 

contention that welfare encouraged "immoral" behavior. Instead, welfare reform was passed 

by a coalition of traditionalists, libertarians, neoconservatives, and New Democrats (Bill 

Clinton, most importantly). This coalition broke down on other cultural issues, however. 

As a consequence, other traditionalist attacks on the Great Society and its legacies 

proved less successful the assault on welfare. For example, the Reagan administration 

attempted to cut NEA's budget by half, but Congress restored the funding. Similarly, the 

Gingrich Republicans of 1995 failed to deliver on their promise abolish such "countercultural" 

agencies as the NEA, the National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH), or the CPB. A 

genuine traditionalist counterrevolution failed for several reasons. Cultural liberals, including 

many who supported welfare reform, directly opposed traditionalist attempts to cut funding 

for the NEA, NEH, or CPB. Many professional-class people who normally leaned toward 

libertarianism also grudgingly supported government funding for cultural projects. Indeed, 

many elite conservatives saw traditionalists as uncouth hicks trying to censor highbrow artistic 
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expression. Additionally, many libertarians realized that cutting funding for the NEA was 

merely symbolic in terms of slashing the federal budget, which was their foremost priority. 

In 1994, for example, NEA received $175 million from the federal government,'^® less than 

1/1000th of what was spent on Social Security. As a result, conservatives realized that their 

moralistic assault-like their ideological assault-would not convince moderates and even 

liberals to turn against the Great Society and its legacies. The right therefore turned to 

economic and pragmatic arguments to bolster their attack on the governmental impact of the 

1960s. 

Conservatives' Economic Attack on the Great Society and Its Legacies 

Recent conservatives' ideological argument-that government was inherently evil and 

that the Great Society epitomized big government-was intertwined with and reinforced by 

their economic argument, i.e., that state intervention in the market hurt the U.S. economy in 

a many different ways. Conservative's ideological argument against the Great Society was 

based primarily on bald assertion, but their economic argument could be bolstered by 

empirical evidence. Thus, even those who did not share libertarians' unquestioning belief that 

government was always evil could be persuaded to turn against Great Society programs if 

libertarians demonstrated that these programs damaged the economy. This was an important 

argument for conservatives because, since the New Deal and the advent of Keynesian 

economic theory, the dominant belief among economists and policy-makers was that 

government intervention through management of fiscal procedures helped generate stable 
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economic growth. 

During the recent era, monetarist and supply-side economists, funded by a "counter-

establishment" of conservative think tanks, led the right's economic attack on the Great 

Society and Keynesian theory. After the economic recession of 1973, corporate America 

increasingly financed the conservative counter-establishment, while "de-funding the left." 

Conservative economists earned their grant money by providing pro-business, anti-labor, anti-

government arguments. Their theories soon shaped public policy in areas such as deregulation 

of business, as Ronald Reagan and other conservative politicians used the theories of right-

wing scholars to bolster their agenda. 

Conservatives' economic attack on Great Society programs centered on the claim that 

these programs had damaged the U.S. economy, resulting in the recessions of the 1970s and 

early 1980s. The charge that government intervention hurt the economy was a direct assault 

liberals' Keynesian theory, which had enjoyed its heyday during the Great Society era of the 

1960s. The troubled economy of the 1970s allowed conservatives to paint Keynesianism as 

a failed theory. Monetarists, a group of conservative economists, revitalized classical laissez-

faire theory, rejected Keynesian management of the economy, and argued that the central 

government should keep the money supply growing at a steady rate and do little else. During 

the 1980-1983 period, the federal government employed monetarist solutions to bring down 

the rate of inflation. This caused a sharp recession, however. 

Around 1980, another group of conservative economists, known as supply-siders, 

entered the void left by the apparent discrediting of Keynesians and monetarists. Supply siders 
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rejected the Keynesian focus on demand management, arguing instead that government 

should encourage supply by slashing tax rates for investors and entrepreneurs. Mainstream 

economists worried that these vast tax cuts would generate enormous budget deficits, but 

supply siders insisted that lower tax rates would raise growth so much that overall tax 

revenues would increase total tax revenues and, hence, the deficit would go down. Thus, their 

program promised to raise productivity and growth, lower inflation, cut taxes, maintain 

funding for popular social programs, and decrease the federal-budget deficit. In 1981, 

President Ronald Reagan enacted supply-side policies. However, the data of economic 

performance during the 1980s showed that supply-side theoiy failed to work as its proponents 

had promised. Nevertheless, recent conservatives, especially supply siders, continued to claim 

that cutting both taxes and spending would benefit the country more than Great Society 

programs. 

Conservatives' argument that the Great Society had damaged the economy was 

bolstered by the charge that it was too costly. This commentary fit well with the more general 

criticism of liberal Democrats as extravagant. By the mid-1990s, conservatives claimed that 

Great Society welfare programs had cost the United States over $5 trillion over thirty years. 

Recent conservatives maintained that the Great Society's high cost resulted in an unfair tax 

burden. This assertion pitted taxpayers against recipients of Great Society benefits, which 

conservatives implied went mainly to welfare programs for poor minorities. This strategy not 

only allowed conservatives to attract the white "backlash" vote; it also enabled them to blunt 

liberal compassion for the poor with their own compassion for taxpayers. 
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Conservatives argued that spending on Great Society also caused the large and 

growing federal-budget deficits of the recent era. This contention enabled conservatives to 

argue that balancing the budget required cutting expensive Great Society programs. They 

reinforced this message with populist-traditionalist rhetoric claiming that deficits were 

"immoral," which allowed them to taint Keynesianism with licentious extravagance, a charge 

they further connected to the more general critique of liberals as profligate and lacking self-

restraint. By the early 1990s, however, conservatives' denunciations of Great Society 

programs for causing budget deficits faced an embarrassing reality: deficits skyrocketed 

because of the supply-side policies during the conservative Reagan-Bush administrations. 

Nevertheless, conservatives claimed that deficit spending on the Great Society had 

generated the inflation of the 1970s, and they exploited the public' s fear of inflation to j ustify 

enacting conservative policies. However, the real reason conservatives disliked inflation was 

that it usually affected the wealthy-including bondholders and other creditors-more than the 

non-wealthy, who tended to be debtors. In fact, the primary cause of the inflation of the 1970s 

period was not government spending so much as a sharp rise in the price of imported oil. 

Conservative monetarists claimed that spending on Great Society programs hurt the 

economy by initiating a chain reaction of deficits, higher interest rates, inflation, lower 

consumer demand, lower corporate profits, and higher unemployment. Conservatives blamed 

the Great Society's allegedly inflationary spending for the relatively high unemployment of 

the 1970s and early 1980s. This assertion that government programs caused unemployment 

was an important argument because it enabled the right to gain some support for cutting 
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Great Society programs among some workers. Using populist rhetoric, conservatives 

continued to criticize government regulations for causing unemployment even in the booming 

economy of the Clinton years. Despite conservative monetarists' alarm at high deficits, the 

claim that the federal-budget deficit and the accumulated debt caused inflation and high 

interest rates was belied by empirical evidence. 

During the 1980s and 1990s, the right's economic attack on the Great Society and its 

legacies was led by monetarist and supply-side economists who were funded by a "counter-

establishment" of conservative think tanks financed with corporate money. The right meant 

for its counter-establishment to oppose, and hopefully supplant, the "liberal establishment" 

that allegedly had dominated intellectual life in America, especially in the nation's most 

prestigious universities, since the 1960s. The counter-establishment served as another 

manifestation of the recent conservative movement's appropriation of tactics associated with 

the sixties left. "Shadow liberalism" was journalist Sidney Blumenthal's label for this 

conservative tendency to imitate their adversaries. 

Beginning in the 1970s, corporate America increasingly financed a conservative 

counter-establishment of non-profit foundations and think tanks. In the late 1960s and early 

1970s, business leaders felt under attack from labor unions, consumer-protection activists, 

environmentalists, and foreign competition. These problem were compounded by an economic 

dovmturn after 1973, which shrank profits. In response to all of these factors, corporate 

America sought additional intellectual and political firepower to win back its former influence. 
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Businesses worked to bolster scholarly support for conservative economic policies by 

increasingly shifting their philanthropic funding from older nonideological establishment 

institutions like the Brookings Institution, the Ford Foundation, and the Rockefeller 

Foundation to newer right-wing organizations like the American Enterprise Institute, the Cato 

Institute, the Heritage Foundation, and the Hoover Institution. In so doing, they created a 

conservative counter-establishment, which intertwined corporate funding, right-wing 

intellectuals, and political power, especially within the Republican party."" 

Conservative scholars, including monetarists and supply-side economists, earned their 

funding from right-wing institutions by providing pro-business, anti-labor, anti-government 

arguments. The Smith-Richardson Foundation, for example, funded what its chief program 

officer, Leslie Lenkowsky, called the supply-side "trilogy," a trio of influential works: Jude 

Wanniski' s The Way the World Works (1978), George Gilder' s Wealth and Povertv (1981), 

and Michael Novak's The Spirit of Democratic Capitalism (1982). The conservative counter-

establishment also publicized monetarism and supply-side theory on the pages of conservative 

and neoconservative journals, especially the Wall Street Journal and the Public Interest, and 

even in mainstream journals like Newsweek, where monetarists Milton Friedman and, later, 

Robert J. Samuelson wrote columns. 

Conservative economic theories, funded and publicized by the conservative counter-

establishment and taken up by conservative politicians, quickly shaped public policy. 

Deregulation was one notable area of conservative success. Congress had created independent 

regulatory agencies begirming in the late nineteenth century and proliferating with the Great 
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Society to regulate private enterprise in accordance with public interest. Conservative 

economists argued that such agencies disrupted the efficiency of the private economy and that 

the market, rather than government agencies, was more likely to protect the public interest. 

The conservative assault on business regulation proved mostly successful. Large-scale roll 

back Great Society regulations began in the late 1970s during the Carter administration and 

accelerated during the Reagan administration and after. 

A main part of the conservative attack on Great Society programs had damaged the 

U.S. economy, resulting in the recessions of the 1970s and early 1980s. This conservative 

charge that goverrmient intervention had hurt the economy had far-ranging implications 

because it undermined liberals' Keynesian theory, which had enjoyed its heyday during the 

booming economy of the 1960s. Following British economist John Maynard Keynes, 

Keynesians argued that the Great Depression had proven that capitalist economies were not 

self-regulating. Emphasizing the demand side of the economy, they argued that, during a 

recession, government should increase demand through budget deficits, thereby injecting 

more money into the economy though public spending than it withdrew through taxation. 

Keynesians maintained that there was usually a trade-off between unemployment and 

inflation-raising one would lower the other and vice versa-a theory expressed by the "Phillips 

Curve." But the economic troubles of the 1970s, characterized by the unprecedented problem 

of "stagflation" (stagnant growth simultaneous with high inflation), enabled conservative 

economists to claim that Keynesian theory had failed. "Into the void stepped [conservative] 

alternative philosophies, which held that government intervention was the cause, not cure, of 
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the nation's economic woes," economist Robert J. Shapiro recalled in 1988.''*^ 

After World War II and accelerating during the recession-plagued 1970s, conservative 

monetarists like Milton Friedman revitalized the laissez-faire theories of Adam Smith and 

other classical economists. Monetarism, which fit well with libertarian notions, was the theory 

that the quantity of money in the economy (the money supply) determined the overall price 

level (inflation). Monetarists placed special emphasis on "sound money," calling for the 

reintroduction of the gold standard, and argued that government's main economic 

responsibility was ensuring the financial stability of the market economy by keeping inflation 

low through steady growth of the money supply (about three to five percent annually to 

match historical GNP growth rates). Monetarists challenged the Keynesian idea of a managed 

economy, arguing that the task of allocating resources in complex modem economy was 

simply too difficult for any set of state bureaucrats to achieve. In fact, monetarists insisted 

that government invariably caused economic problems, rather than cured them.*'*'* Like the 

rest of the conservative counterrevolution, monetarists owed much to the liberals 

(Keynesians, in this case) whom they opposed. "Monetarism is an economics of'shadow 

liberalism," journalist Sidney Blumenthal concluded in 1986.''^^ 

Monetarists had a "single-minded program: Fend off inflation by strictly controlling 

money supply and leave everything else alone," noted economist Robert J.  Shapiro.During 

the 1980-1983 period, the federal government employed monetarist solutions to bring down 

the rate of inflation. The Federal Reserve Board under Chairman Paul Volcker restricted the 

money supply by sharply raising interest rates. This strategy eventually helped to reduce 
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inflation, but it also caused a sharp recession and the highest unemployment rates since the 

Great Depression, thereby undermining the public popularity of monetarist tools. As a result, 

many commentators believed that both Keynesians and monetarists had proven incapable of 

assuring the high growth with low inflation that had characterized the U.S. economy from 

1940 through 1973. Keynesian policies seemed to increase both growth and inflation, while 

monetarist tools decreased both growth and inflation. Consequently, another group of 

conservative economists, known as supply-siders, entered the void. 

Supply-side economists proposed a politically popular, though economically dubious, 

solution to stagflation. They advocated an unusual combination of cutting taxes to encourage 

growth while simultaneously tightening the money supply to reduce inflation. They based this 

policy on the premise that growth resulted primarily from the market's supply side, which 

directly challenged the Keynesian emphasis on demand. Supply siders insisted that the 

government should foster conditions encouraging supply, that is, stimulate producers to 

produce, which they argued required motivating entrepreneurs and wealthy investors by 

slashing their capital-gains and income taxes. 

A major deficiency of supply-side theory was the fear expressed by most economists 

(especially by monetarists) that vast tax cuts would generate enormous budget deficits. 

Supply siders replied to these fears by arguing that lower tax rates would increase total tax 

revenues and, hence, reduce the deficit. This imaginative claim rested on the "Laffer Curve," 

the brainchild of supply-sider Arthur Laffer. The Laffer Curve was a conservative reply to the 

Phillips Curve, and it purported to show that high tax rates curbed an individual's incentive 
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to make more income and, thus, pay more taxes. By lowering the tax rate, Laffer claimed, 

individuals would invest, work, and earn so much more and make the economy grow so 

quickly that total tax revenues would increase.'''^ These exaggerated claims led skeptics to 

dismiss such arguments as "voodoo economics," and only 12 of the American Economic 

Association's 18,000 members said that they believed in supply-side wholeheartedly. The 

huge deficits of the 1980s later proved the skeptics right. 

In the late 1970s and early 1980s, however, supply side's enticing political advantages 

overcame its deficiency as economic science. The supply-side program promised to raise 

productivity and growth, lower inflation, cut taxes, maintain funding for popular social 

programs, and decrease the federal-budget deficit. Congressman Jack Kemp of New York 

helped bring supply-side ideas into the political debate. In 1978, a group of libertarians asked 

GOP presidential candidate Ronald Reagan to endorse the new theory. Convincing Reagan 

proved easy; supply side's anti-tax emphasis and rosy predictions about economic growth fit 

perfectly with Reagan's hatred of taxes and optimistic outlook. Supply siders produced a 

number of imaginative historical precedents for their policies, even appealing to the legacy of 

sixties-era Democratic president. During the 1980 presidential campaign, Reagan "proposed 

policies amazingly similar to those of President John F. Kennedy," claimed supply-sider 

Arthur Laffer. 

Upon assuming the presidency in 1981, Ronald Reagan initiated supply-side policies 

and rejected the Keynesian premises of demand management that, since the New Deal era, 

had served the foundation of government intervention in the economy. "The taxing power of 
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Government must be used to provide revenues for legitimate Government purposes," Reagan 

said in his first major economic speech as president. "It must not be used to regulate the 

economy or bring about social change. We've tried that and surely we must be able to see that 

it doesn't work." Several commentators observed that this represented a reactionary 

argument, returning to the pre-New Deal philosophy espoused by Presidents Calvin Coolidge 

and Herbert Hoover. "In political shorthand. President Reagan's economic program has been 

characterized as an effort to repeal the Great Society but not the New Deal," economist 

Leonard Silk wrote in 1981. "But in economic terms, something even larger is afoot. The 

most remarkable aspect of Mr., Reagan's program is to repeal the so-called Keynesian 

revolution: the transformation of economic theory."'^" Reagan also revealed his pre-Keynesian 

economic philosophy by proposing that the United States return the dollar to the gold 

standard.'^' 

Empirical evidence on the economy of the 1980s showed that supply-side theory failed 

to work as its proponents had promised. Analyzing the data, economist Robert J. Shapiro 

argued in 1988 that the Reagan-era economic "boom" had been modest and, furthermore, had 

been generated by an implicit version of Keynesian deficit spending. "Just as Keynes had 

foreseen, deficit financing [under Reagan] prodded up interest rates, drew savings away from 

private investment-and jump-started the economy by boosting demand," wrote Shapiro. Even 

so, Reagan's economic record was not nearly as outstanding as conservatives claimed. 

"Reagan's huge tax reductions in 1981 did little to boost productivity or induce Americans 
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to put their pennies in the bank; savings rates plummeted," wrote Shapiro. "The net result of 

supply-side economics: A skimpy 2.4 percent-a-year growth rate since 1981-less than any 

previous decade since World War II." 

Despite evidence to the contrary, recent conservatives, especially supply siders, 

continued to claim in the late 1980s and 1990s that cutting both taxes and spending would 

benefit the country more than spending funds on Great Society programs. In 1995, supply-

sider Robert E. Lucas claimed that "eliminating capital income taxation would increase capital 

stock by about 35%." Fellow supply-sider Paul Craig Roberts observed that "[t]his would be 

no mean achievement. It would go far beyond any benefits that can be claimed by the liberals 

on behalf of income redistribution and government spending programs." Roberts further 

claimed: "After decades of experience with income redistribution and spending programs, we 

know for a fact that the liberals' claims were unfounded. Promised benefits did not 

materialize, but many unpromised problems and costs to society did. The 'Great Society' 

ended in failure and left a legacy of almost intractable problems."'^^ 

Conservatives' argument that the Great Society had damaged the economy was 

bolstered by the charge that it was too costly.This commentary fit well with the more 

general criticism of liberal Democrats as extravagant, a mainstay of conservative Republicans 

since Herbert Hoover' s day. "Ronald Reagan used to quip that comparing the spending habits 

of Democrats to drunken sailors is an insult to drunken sailors," libertarian Stephen Moore 

recalled in 2000. Moore further noted that, "[f]or at least a generation now. Republicans have 
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reflexively tarred and feathered the Democrats in Washington as spendaholics. The OOP's 

two watershed elections of recent times, 1980 and 1994, were won in successful attempts . 

.. to convince voters that the federal government had become too big and too intrusive-and 

that the fiscally reckless Democrats were to blame."'^' 

By the mid-1990s, conservatives claimed that Oreat Society welfare programs had 

cost the United States over $5 trillion and had achieved little in positive results. In 1994, 

Robert Rector of the conservative Heritage Foundation testified before a congressional 

committee that, "[s]ince the onset of the War on Poverty, the United States has spent over 

$5.3 trillion on welfare. But during the same period, the official poverty rate has remained 

virtually unchanged." In 1995, conservative columnist Dick Williams asserted: "Since 1965 

and the Great Society, and after $5.4 trillion has been spent on social programs, the level of 

savagery in society has soared."'^^ That same year, Newt Gingrich asserted: "Since 1965 we 

have spent $5 trillion on welfare."'" In 1997, Gingrich insisted that "three decades and $5.4 

trillion of Federal Government spending later,... nearly all of America knows that the Oreat 

Society has become an expensive failed tribute to the collective liberal imagination."'^^ That 

same year, conservative columnist Tony Snow contended that "[t]he Great Society has cost 

more than $6 trillion since 1965. The brilliant future it promised has arrived, full of hardship, 

depravity and woe."'^^ 

In reality, the total spent from 1965 through the mid-1990s on what most Americans 

considered "welfare" was nowhere near $5 trillion, revealing conservatives' deceptive use of 

statistics. Most observers consider "welfare" as means-test assistance to the poor. 
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Unscrupulous conservatives, however, labeled as "welfare" all so-called "entitlement" 

programs. "'Entitlements' include many things besides welfare-and most cause no quarrel, 

such as Social Security benefits, medicare, medicaid, veterans' benefits and so forth," 

conservative editor Martin Stone conceded in 1982 By 1993, the total amount of federal 

aid to the needy was $230 billion per year, about 16 percent of the entire federal budget. Most 

of this money, moreover, went for services; for example, about two-fifths of it went to 

healthcare programs like Medicaid. Consequently, only $ 12.5 billion, or less than one percent 

of federal expenditures, went to direct cash assistance to the poor.'^' For conservatives like 

Stone this figure was still too high, symbolizing a "welfare monstrosity"-but it was a far cry 

from the $5 trillion or more in "Great Society welfare costs" claimed by recent conservatives. 

Recent conservatives further contended that the Great Society's high cost resulted in 

an unfair tax burden. In so doing, their rhetoric pitted taxpayers against recipients of Great 

Society benefits, which conservatives implied went mainly to welfare programs for poor 

minorities. This strategy not only allowed conservatives to attract the white "backlash" vote; 

it also enabled them to blunt liberal compassion for the poor with their own compassion for 

taxpayers. In so doing, they avoided the fact that their tax proposals cut taxes for the rich far 

more than for the non-rich. Instead, conservatives embraced a populist tone, portraying 

themselves as the defenders of the "hardworking taxpayer." In 1982, for example. President 

Reagan acknowledged liberal compassion for the poor but also asked: "What about the guy 

out there who is getting up in the morning of going to work and sending the kids to school, 
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contributing to his church and charity and pay his taxes and making the wheels go round? 

What compassion for him?" Reagan argued that all people who worked were paying for 

government programs for the poor. "I keep remembering Lyndon Johnson's line when he 

began the Great Society, when he went nationwide and stated, 'We are going to take from 

those who have and give to those who have not,'" said Reagan. "Well, the 'haves,' in that 

view, was every worker in America."'®^ 

This populist claim that the "average American" was unfairly taxed to pay for Great 

Society welfare programs was a staple of conservative rhetoric. "What is so great about a 

society that punishes those who work and persevere without benefit of government aid?" 

conservative W. E. Brauer wrote in 1980. "Thanks to Uncle Sam and his multitude of 

bleeding-threat programs, my paychecks arrive in unmercifully butchered form-making me 

wonder why I even bother to work.... The subsidized parties are still discontent with their 

lot, and the rest of us are subjected to legalized larceny."'®^ In 1982, a joumahst asked 

Reagan's budget director David Stockman why the administration was cutting spending by 

making the poor sacrifice. "As far as I am concerned, the taxpayers have been making 

sacrifices for 25 years," replied Stockman.'®'' 

The conservative contention that federal income taxes placed an onerous burden on 

"middle-class" Americans was heightened by their tendency to claim that anyone below the 

top one percent of income earners was "middle class." In 1995, for example, GOP 

Congressman Fred Heineman of North Carolina insisted: "When I see someone who is 

making anywhere from $300,000 to $750,000 a year, that's upper middle class."'®^ Six years 
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later, neoconservative Michael Novak similarly asserted; "In truth, everyone below the top 

one percent is middle class. 

Conservatives argued that spending on Great Society programs not only unfairly 

burdened taxpayers-it also caused the large and growing federal-budget deficits of the 1970s, 

1980s, and early 1990s. This contention enabled conservatives to argue that balancing the 

budget required cutting expensive Great Society programs. "We are going to rethink 

Medicare," Newt Gingrich said in 1995. "We will make every decision [about Medicare 

funding] within the context of getting to a balanced budget."'^^ 

Conservatives' argument that profligate spending on Great Society programs had 

caused massive budget deficits was reinforced by their populist-traditionalist rhetoric claiming 

that deficits were "immoral." Traditionalist morality encouraged saving and regarded spending 

beyond one's means as sinful. The moralistic anti-deficit message was expressed most 

powerfully by populist H. Ross Perot in his 1992 third-party presidential campaign. 

The moralistic anti-deficit message also allowed conservatives to taint Keynesianism 

with licentious extravagance, a charge they further connected to the more general critique of 

liberals as profligate and lacking self-restraint. In 1985 neoconservative sociologist James Q. 

Wilson claimed that Keynes was a "moral revolutionary" because he argued that deficit 

spending should be judged by its practical effects in particular contexts, not by any inherent 

moral standards. Keynesian management of the economy was first instituted in the 1940s, but 

many conservatives sought to relate Americans' alleged decline in self-restraint to the 1960s. 
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"From 1789 until the 1960s, debates about new government activities were usually about 

whether it was proper for government to do this or that, such as run social-security or 

Medicare systems," conservative columnist George F. Will wrote in 1985. "Since 1960, 

debate has been solely about how to pay for such things-or how to fob off the costs on future 

citizens."''' 

By the early 1990s, however, conservatives' denunciations of Great Society programs 

for causing budget deficits faced an embarrassing reality: deficits skyrocketed, with the overall 

federal debt tripling from $1 trillion to $3 trillion, during the conservative Reagan-Bush 

administrations. 

Prior to the Reagan era (and after it, too, to a certain extent), orthodox-conservative 

economists, led by monetarists like Milton Friedman, claimed that deficit spending hurt the 

economy. They argued that budget shortfalls initiated a chain reaction: deficits led to more 

government borrowing, causing higher interest rates, causing inflation, causing lower 

consumer demand, causing lower corporate profits, causing higher unemployment. 

As a result, conservatives, particularly before the Reagan deficits mounted in the mid-

1980s, claimed that deficit spending on the Great Society had generated the inflation of the 

1970s. "Since Lyndon Johnson launched his Great Society program, successive 

Administrations have accepted the risk of accelerating inflation in an effort to promote faster 

growth and make fundamental social changes," Business Week charged in a 1978 editorial. 

"Instead of contributing to the well-being of the nation, these policies have generated a 
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disastrous rise in costs and prices that strains the fabric of American society and threatens to 

paralyze the American economy." Business Week's editors further argued that "[t]he only 

route to price stability, therefore, is a dramatic move. . . . that must come from the federal 

government, because the government is the primary cause of inflation [T]he basic driving 

force [of inflation] is a bloated government sector that absorbs more and more of the 

economy's resources with its spending programs."'^^ 

Other conservatives also blamed the Great Society for the inflation of the 1970s and 

early 1980s. "The past 15 years have seen a social revolution in the United States. It was 

called the Great Society," conservative columnist Maxwell Newton wrote in 1984. Newton 

claimed that the government financed the Great Society by simply printing money, spurring 

inflation. "In order to finance this imprecedented change in the nature of the allocation of 

after-tax incomes, it was necessary to resort to inflationary finance," he wrote. "Between 

1965 and 1983 the consumer price level in the United States trebled. There had never been 

a financial and social disaster of these proportions in the previous history of the Republic."'™ 

During the 1970s and early 1980s, conservatives stoked and exploited the public's fear 

of inflation to justify enacting conservative policies. In 1978, for example. Business Week 

claimed that inflation "has impoverished the aged and downgraded the middle class, that it has 

discouraged savings and investment, and that it has reduced long-term growth of productivity 

by about one-third. It has put home ownership beyond the financial reach of large numbers 

of young families. It has intensified the adversary relationship between management and labor 

in U.S. industry. It has diverted the energies of the American people into a desperate struggle 
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to cope with a world of chaotically changing values and unpredictable rewards and 

penalties."'^' 

In 1984, however, conservative Maxwell Newton revealed the real reason why 

conservatives disliked inflation: it usually affected the wealthy-including bondholders and 

other creditors-more than the non-wealthy, who tended to be debtors. Indeed, Newton 

alleged that the architects Great Society intended to generate inflation to redistribute wealth 

surreptitiously from rich to poor. "The speed and rigor of the inflation which overwhelmed 

the US since the institution of the Great Society programs took America by surprise," he 

wrote. "Yet the inflation performed a vitally important function. It allowed the transfer of 

income and wealth to the exploding population of government workers and Dependant 

Americans [Inflation] brought about a huge confiscation of wealth" through income-tax 

bracket creep and through "confiscation of wealth in financial assets" because the Dow Jones 

Bond Index, when adjusted for inflation, fell during the inflation-plagued 1970s."^ 

However, there were serious problems with the conservative contention that the Great 

Society's budget deficit the caused the inflation of the 1973 -1982 period, as even supply-sider 

Paul Craig Roberts acknowledged. "[T]he inflation of the 1970s is commonly blamed on 

budget deficits resulting from President Lyndon B. Johnson's alleged lack of political will to 

raise taxes to pay for both guns and butter in the Vietnam-Great Society era," Roberts wrote 

in 1988. In reality, argued Roberts, "Johnson confronted the deficit head-on, with a surtax on 

personal income, despite polls that showed a tax increase was unpopular. Moreover, he left 

a budget surplus-the last we have seen-for his successor, Richard Nixon. Inflation went up 
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despite Johnson's fiscal conservatism. Yet this evidence has not saved Johnson from the 

conventional wisdom that decries his spendthrift ways and lack of political backbone."'^^ 

In fact, the primary cause of the inflation of the post-1973 period was a beyond the 

control of the U.S. government and business: a steep rise in the price of imported oil, which 

rose eightfold from 1971 to 1980. Conservative ideologues, however, refused to acknowledge 

this fact. "Our problem isn't a shortage of oil," Ronald Reagan claimed at the time, "it's a 

surplus of government."'^'' 

Despite conservative monetarists' alarm at high deficits, the claim that the federal-

budget deficit and the accumulated debt caused inflation and high interest rates was belied by 

empirical evidence. "Interest rates peaked in 1981, when the deficit was $79 billion," supply-

sider Paul Craig Roberts pointed out in 1995. "Despite the rise in the deficit [to nearly $300 

billion by the early 1990s] and the national debt [which tripled from $1 trillion to $3 trillion 

from 1981 to 1993], interest rates today are less than half their 1981 levels. 

In addition, conservatives argued that inflation raised unemployment, so they blamed 

the Great Society's allegedly inflationary spending for the relatively high unemployment of 

the 1970s and early 1980s. This assertion that government programs caused unemployment 

was an important argument because it enabled the right to gain some support for cutting 

Great Society programs among some workers, typically a crucial component of the liberal 

Democratic coalition. 

Conservatives ideological and moralistic arguments against the Great Society and its 
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legacies were effectively "preaching to the choir": libertarians unquestioningly bought the 

ideological argument while traditionalists did the same for the moralistic argument. By 

contrast, the right's economic argument-that the Great Society damaged the U.S. 

economy-was, in essence, a pragmatic contention. Non-conservatives could be convinced of 

this argument, as many of them were during the economic recessions of the 1970s and early 

1980s. However, as economic output grew and unemployment and inflation fell after 

1983-despite mounting federal spending and budget deficits-the economic attack against the 

Great Society decreased in salience (although it arose again during the short recession of 

1990-91). Consequently, conservatives felt compelled to bolster their ideological, moralistic, 

and economic arguments against the Great Society and its legacies with other, non-economic 

pragmatic assaults. 

Conservatives' Pragmatic Attack on the Great Society and Its Legacies 

The recent right's pragmatic argument was simple: Great Society programs had failed 

to accomplish their intended goals. There were three main levels of this argument. First, 

conservatives contended that certain Great Society programs may have somewhat ameliorated 

the social problems that they had been designed to improve, but their exorbitant costs 

outweighed any good that they had produced. This contention gained persuasiveness during 

economically troubled times and, also, during era of high budget deficits in the 1980s and 

early 1990s. In both circumstances, conservatives argued that the United States simply could 

"not afford" such programs. But even during good economic times, the right maintained that, 
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since Great Society programs achieved less than they had cost, they were inefficient. Thus, 

the funds earmarked for them could be used in better ways-especially by the supposedly 

efficient private sector. The second level of the pragmatic argument insisted that Great 

Society programs made no impact on the social dilemmas that they were intended to solve. 

Thus, the programs' funds were entirely squandered, so ending them would save money 

without worsening the original social problem. The third and most extreme level of 

conservatives' pragmatic argument made the claim that Great Society policies were 

counterproductive-the policies worsened the social predicaments that they were meant to 

solve. Thus, eliminating Great Society programs would not only save money but would also 

alleviate the original problem. 

The notion of "unintended consequences" reinforced each of the three levels of the 

right's pragmatic argument. The theory of unintended consequences asserted that, because 

society was so complex and the future unknowable, policies designed to cure one social 

aliment often (or always) resulted in new, often-worse consequences that had been unforseen 

(and unintended) by policymakers. In the worse case scenario, Great Society projects 

exacerbated the problems that they were designed to solve and created new, more intractable 

ones, too. 

Conservatives' pragmatic argument against the Great Society boasted two major 

advantages lacking in their ideological, moralistic, and economic arguments. First, it 

possessed the virtue of directness. The pragmatic assertion stated that Great Society policies 

had failed in their declared goals. By contrast, the other conservative contentions proved far 
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less straightforward. The ideological argument, in its most stripped-down form, claimed that 

government programs inevitably produced a totalitarian state. Whether or not this ultimately 

would prove true, it was an extremely indirect allegation. The ideological assertion that the 

Great Society's enactment of, say, a preschool-education program like Head Start would 

inescapably result in a communist or fascist dictatorship was not obvious on its face to the 

great majority of non-conservatives; there were several intervening steps in this process that 

were unmentioned and assumed by conservative ideologues. 

The right's moralistic and economic assertions, while not as indirect as the ideological 

argument, still lacked the pragmatic argument's close causal relationship. The moralistic 

contention insisted that policies in one realm-food stamps, for example-encouraged immoral 

behavior in another realm-using money saved on food to buy drugs or alcohol, for instance. 

This was a highly reduction claim, however: many other factors besides government 

assistance helped to shape behavior. In addition, the moralistic argument failed logically when, 

in the 1990s, Great Society programs continued while, simultaneously, measurable standards 

of "immorality-such as the rates of divorce, births to unwed mothers, and crime-declined 

substantially. 

The right's economic argument was even less direct than the moralistic one. It 

contended that spending on the Great Society eventually damaged the economy. Like the 

ideological argument, it left out a complex process of causation, which, in this case, included 

a plethora of endogamous (domestic) and exogenous (international) factors. And like the 

moralistic argument, it was weakened by empirical evidence, such as the positive economic 
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indicators of the booming economy of the late 1990s, that occurred in tandem with continued 

funding for Great Society programs. 

The second main advantaged that conservatives' pragmatic argument enjoyed and that 

the others lacked was its potential allure to non-conservatives. The ideological argument 

appealed primarily to libertarians, and the moralistic claim drew support mostly from 

traditionalists. The economic argument attracted support from a wider range of people-but 

only in periods of economic downturns. Consequently, the overall strong economy of the 

1984-2000 limited the popularity of the economic contention. By contrast, the pragmatic 

argument could persuade almost everyone. Even groups that thought that government 

intervention was potentially good would turn against programs that failed. 

In fact, the pragmatic argument against the Great Society persuaded many (ex-) 

liberals during the recent era. First persuaded were the neoconservatives. Indeed, many of 

them later maintained that they turned against liberalism and became neoconservatives in the 

1960s and 1970s, in part, because they believed that the Great Society was a 

counterproductive fiasco. Similarly, many "neoliberals" of the 1970s and early 1980s, who 

evolved into the "New Democrats" of the late 1980s and 1990s, argued that, though many 

of the Great Society's aims had been noble, the execution was flawed. What eventually 

separated the neoconservatives from the New Democrats was that the former, despite their 

claims to the contrary, eventually expressed skepticism about all government intervention. By 

contrast, New Democrats, like those in the Clinton administration, believed that they could 

"reinvent government" to make it more efficient. 
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The first part of conservatives' pragmatic argument against the Great Society was that 

many of its programs were designed to solve problems that did not really exist. Conservatives 

saw these unneeded programs as resulting from several sources: liberals' sixties-influenced 

need to be "do-gooders" by helping the disadvantaged; their desire to create jobs for 

themselves in government bureaucracies; their wish to use government social programs to 

implement their own partisan agenda; or a combination of these factors. In short, 

conservatives believed that liberals "invented" social problems so they could increase the size 

of government. Often, however, these supposedly "liberal" programs merely represented old-

fashioned "pork-barrel" spending, that is, granting federal funding for local projects in the 

districts of influential members of Congress. Many conservative ignored the fact that 

Republicans and conservative Democrats had always sought funding for their districts, too. 

GOP Congressman Newt Gingrich of Georgia, for example, was "an unrelenting foe of the 

welfare state who pursues any available federal money for his district," journalist John 

Harwood noted in 1989.'" 

Still, the notion that liberals invented social problems for their own benefit remained 

a staple of the right's attack on the Great Society and its legacies. For example, many 

conservatives argued that there was no "hunger problem" in the United States and, hence, no 

need for the Great Society's food-stamp program. In 1983, conservative journalist James 

Bovard claimed that a liberal conspiracy was responsible for the (urmeeded) huge increase in 

the food-stamp program that began during the Great Society. "It was 1967," wrote Bovard. 

"In the previous five years, the number of people receiving food stamps or surplus 



498 

commodities had declined by 38 percent, [and] the number of poor had declined by almost 

30 percent." Despite this decrease in the need for food stamps, charged Bovard, liberal 

Democrats grabbed onto the hunger issue to revive their flagging political control. "[T]he 

Great Society was floundering," he wrote. "The War on Poverty, begun with such fanfare in 

1964, was petering out, and the liberal agenda appeared out of gas. And then hunger was 

discovered.... President Johnson sought to raise his sagging political fortunes in 1966 by 

declaring a war on hunger."'^^ 

Thus, the vast increase in food stamps, insisted Bovard, represented a "story of how 

a handful of isolated incidents [of malnutrition] became justification for vastly increasing 

dependancy in America; how a trivial number of examples [of hunger] stampeded Congress 

into a sweeping expansion of the welfare state.... Congress first vastly overestimated the 

amount of poverty-related hunger, then set food assistance edibility far above the poverty line, 

and then insisted that anyone eligible for food aid would go hungry unless government fed 

them."'''' 

Conservatives also argued that unneeded programs were based on silly, 

counterculture-influenced liberal values. In 1993, for example, the Clinton administration, 

which conservatives believed was run by countercultural liberals from the 1960s, proposed 

a new federal program, AmeriCorps. As President Clinton proudly acknowledged, 

AmeriCorps was a domestic program modeled on the quintessential 1960s program, the 

Peace Corps. Not surprisingly, the right opposed AmeriCorps because it smacked of the 

counterculture. "Somebody is going to do one year of community service picking up trash in 
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a park and singing' Kumbaya' around a campfire and you're going to give him the equivalent 

of the G.I. Bill?" asked GOP Congressman Rick Santorum of Pennsylvania.'^" 

Recent conservatives were especially angered by Great Society programs that they 

believed were not only unneeded but that also were used as tools to implement the liberal 

agenda. For example, the right often criticized the Legal Services Corporation, created in 

1966 to help poor people navigate the complex legal process, often by suing government 

agencies. Many conservatives questioned why the government should pay attorneys to 

challenge its own agencies. Others charged that the lawyers are more often ideological than 

philanthropic, using federal funds to challenge its own agencies. In 1986, Senator Orrin Hatch 

of Utah alleged that field attorneys spent "millions of dollars creating a grass-roots political 

network" in violation of Legal Services restrictions. As a result, the Great Society agency was 

often a target for elimination by conservatives. For example, the Reagan administration 

attempted in its first five budgets to eliminate the program, but Congress kept funding it. 

Unable to abolish Legal Services, the Reagan administration in 1986 attempted to hamstring 

the agency by sending inspectors to local offices to check for infractions that could result in 

funding cut offs.'^' 

Conservatives also claimed that federal programs proliferated because it was 

impossible to eliminate them, even those that were no longer necessary. "The federal budget 

has become a cluttered attic of obsolete agencies started in the New Deal and Great Society 

days," libertarian Stephen Moore argued in 2000. Conservatives argued that Great Society 

programs were based on outdated sixties-liberal notions. "We must choose between pulling 
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ourselves into the late 20"^ century or remaining mired in the tired and abandoned policies of 

the Great Society," GOP Mayor Rudolph Giuliani of New York declared in 1995.'^^ 

The notion that liberals "invented" problems to enlarge government and promote their 

partisan agenda remained a staple of conservative rhetoric in the 1980s and 1990s, but many 

on the right acknowledged that American society was beset by significant problems. 

Traditionalists, especially, viewed all of post-1960s U.S. history as evidence of the country's 

moral and social decline. But they rejected the liberal notion that these social problems would 

or could be solved by government programs like the Great Society. 

Many conservatives, especially traditionalists, insisted that Great Society programs 

were unable to solve America's problems because government's "social engineering" could 

not change the basic nature of humankind, which was prone to laziness. "Behavior and 

character are the key to solving social problems," declared traditionalist journalist David 

Brooks. Many conservatives, for example, contended that dependency on welfare resulted 

from a lack of individual initiative rather than from a social structure that impinged upon the 

poor. In 1985, conservative columnist George F. Will insisted that "'society' does not cause 

and Congress carmot cure the calamity of sexual irresponsibility among lower-class blacks."'^^ 

Two years later, conservative economist Glenn Loury argued that reasons for a person's 

dependency on welfare was not "a short-term circumstance engendered by fortuitous events 

beyond their control, but rather a long-term condition arising from behaviors for which they 

might appropriately be held accountable." 
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Similarly, a 1987 study by the conservative Hudson Institute found that "most of the 

causes of welfare dependancy are beyond the reach of public policy. Only a very few policies 

even have a theoretical chance of sharply cutting dependency," wrote Kevin R. Hopkins of 

the Hudson Institute. Hopkins observed that the study revealed that; "[f]our specific 

behaviors-illegitimate childbearing, normiarriage, nonwork, and low educational 

attainment-have been most closely linked to long-term welfare receipt." Hopkins wrote that 

"their upbringing and experiences all too often teach them that relatively little is to be gained 

by marrying, working, getting an education, and avoiding illegitimacy, and that relatively little 

is lost by acting otherwise."'^® 

Traditionalists rejected the liberal optimism, embodied in Great Society programs, that 

government programs could lessen society's negative impact on individuals and, thereby, 

make productive members out of everyone, including the lazy, the shiftless, and the criminal. 

"Even in the best times, evil walks among us," conservative columnist James P. Pinkerton 

wrote in 1996. "For centuries, the Left held the optimistic view that men and women were 

bom good, but their behavior was deformed by the dead hands of tradition and superstition. 

By contrast, the Right climg to a pessimistic. Biblical view: that after the fall of the first man 

in the Garden of Eden, all his descendants were stained with original sin." Pinkerton argued 

that these different expectations about the possibility of human goodness shaped the differing 

social philosophies of the left and right. "Liberals became preoccupied with the culpability of 

'society' in every criminal act," he wrote. "Conservatives rejected this social-work mentality; 

they focused on the individual's duty to behave and obey the law, period."'^^ 
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Pinkerton asserted that fundamental change in conservatism had occurred during the 

1960s, when many on the right also began to insist that social structures determined individual 

choices. "This conflict of world views [between left and right] began to converge in the '60s, 

as the Right adopted the explanation of external causes, but provided a rival theory of 

causation," wrote Pinkerton. "The combination of Great Society spending and the liberation 

of just about ever5^ing shattered conservative confidence in the resilience of the old moral 

order. And so while liberals continued to blame the inequalities of capitalism, conservatives 

identified a new culprit: the incompetence of bureaucracy."'*^ 

Pinkerton argued that, as a result of this new view, many conservatives whose 

ideology had been shaped in reaction to the "leftist 1960s" ironically adopted methods 

associated with the New Left and the counterculture. "By the '80s, right-wingers such as 

House Speaker Newt Gingrich saw themselves as a counterculture, defying the liberal 

establishment that waved away guilt in the name of self-esteem," wrote Pinkerton. "In the 

view of these Republican 'revolutionaries,' the federal government, in particular, was a 

societal doomsday machine, operating beyond the control of even Republican presidents. And 

so Gingrich created the message that propelled him to victory in 1994: that the' liberal welfare 

state' was the root cause of our problems, and social decay would only be reversed when it 

was replaced by a 'conservative opportunity society.' The unintended irony is that Gingrich 

now sounds like the bleeding-heart liberals of yore. Just last week, Gingrich said, 'Every time 

we see a tragedy, we have to ask ourselves: Why did we fail to change the system.'" In 

contrast to Gingrich, Pinkerton retained the traditionalist notion that behavior resulted from 
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personal choices rather than from the force of social structures-including government 

programs like the Great Society-upon the individual.'^' 

Pinkerton's analysis was perceptive, but his underlying argument that Great Society 

social programs were impractical because government was incapable of changing the fixed 

nature of human behavior appealed almost exclusively to traditionalists. It went against the 

grain of the American "can-do" spirit, and liberal opponents could easily lambast such 

thinking as cynical or defeatist. And conservatives who possessed a more optimistic view 

about the power of incentives on personal behavior, including most libertarians, also rejected 

the pessimistic defeatism expressed by many traditionalists. In 1994, for example, a journalist 

asked Newt Gingrich if it was possible to change the American character through politics, and 

he replied: "Absolutely."'^" In sum, the traditionalist argument that all "social engineering" 

(by the right as well as left) was hopeless because of humankind's inherent sinfulness 

remained only a minor key in the conservative symphony of the 1980s and 1990s. 

A major facet of recent conservatives' pragmatic attack on the Great Society was their 

contention that society could be reformed for the better but that government was an 

incompetent tool to accomplish that reform. Libertarians, for example, claimed that all social 

problems could be solved not by the government but, rather, by the private sector through 

individual initiative, voluntary associations, and the market. Libertarians criticized Great 

Society "failures" with optimistic predictions about how the market would cure social 

problems, thereby replacing the Great Society with a "Creative Society." In 1990, Ronald 
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Reagan recalled: "When I became governor of California in 1967,1 had a vision of the kind 

of government and state I wanted to work toward. I called that vision the 'Creative Society.' 

It stood in sharp contrast to ... the 'Great Society.'" Reagan asserted that "[t]he Creative 

Society promised to turn loose the dynamic forces of free men and women to create, build 

and produce; it provided the framework to solve California's problems and bring out the full 

potential of its people. It stood on the collective wisdom and genius of our citizens. This trust 

in the people, coupled with a deep belief in freedom, was the cornerstone of the Creative 

Society."'^' 

Eschewing the government in favor of the market, libertarians often argued that the 

best anti-poverty program was a booming economy. In 1982, Reagan's budget director David 

Stockman declared: "All the political talk and all the programs that were created out of 

Washington in the 1960s had almost nothing to do with the progress that was made in 

reducing poverty. The real war on poverty was waged by the private sector. It was waged 

with economic growth of 4, 5 or 6 percent a year and with massive increases in jobs and 

employment."'®^ 

Conservatives argued that eliminating Great Society programs and relying on the 

market would be especially beneficial for African Americans mired in poverty. At a NAACP 

meeting in 1981, President Reagan that Great Society programs had created "a new kind of 

bondage" for African Americans. He appealed to the NAACP to join his effort to let the 

market bring about the poor's "economic emancipation"from Great Society programs. 

"Government is no longer the strong draft horse of minority progress," Reagan maintained. 
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"We cannot be tied to the old ways of solving our economic and racial problems. But it is 

time we looked to new answers and new ways of thinking that will accomplish the very ends 

the New Deal and the Great Society anticipated." He claimed that his plan for tax and budget 

cuts would "move us toward black economic freedom because it is aimed at lifting the entire 

economy and not just parts of it." Reagan also said that he reftised to "concede the moral high 

ground" to liberal critics who charged that his proposals would hurt the poor, a charge that 

was "pure demagoguery." "I did not come here today bearing the promise of Government 

handouts which others have brought and which you gave rightly learned to mistrust. Instead 

I ask you to join me to build a coalition for change," he said. "Just as the Emancipation 

Proclamation freed black people 118 years ago, today we need to declare an economic 

emancipation."'®^ 

Libertarians also led the charge to "privatize" expensive social-insurance programs 

like Social Security and Medicare. In 1995, for example. Newt Gingrich predicted that, when 

Americans had a choice between private medical accounts and the Great Society's Medicare, 

private accoimts would prove so popular that Medicare would "wither on the vine." In sum, 

Gingrich and other libertarians propound that the "cure for what ails America is volunteerism, 

privatization, decentralization, more homework for kids, more punishment for criminals and 

more work for welfare recipients," concluded journalist Richard Wolf.'®'' 

Despite their differences, libertarians and traditionalists agreed on a common enemy: 

Great Society liberalism. In 1994, Michael G. Franc of the conservative Heritage Foundation 
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concluded that three common threads ran through all recent conservative thought: America 

had been moving in the wrong direction since the 1960s; Great Society programs were not 

working; and "if you remove the negative influence of Government, what you will get is 

stronger families, more vibrant communities and all the things that flow from that."'^^ 

As a result, many traditionalists joined libertarians in calling for a shift of social 

programs from the government to the private sector, although they based their reasoning on 

somewhat different groimds than did libertarians. While libertarians identified the market as 

the key to eradicating social problems, traditionalists believed that these problems could only 

solved through individual responsibility and "mediating structures" that promoted moral 

education, such as the family, the church, and the local community. 

Based on these notions, traditionalists argued that the "immoral" welfare system that 

they associated with the Great Society should be replaced by a system of charity that instilled 

moral values based on religious scripture. In 1995, for example, GOP Congressman J. C. 

Watts of Oklahoma contended that private "mediating structures," rather than the 

government, should replace Great Society programs. "If we will advocate family, church, 

community and education over the next 30 years as fervently as we have over the last 30 

years advocated the Great Society programs," he said, "I can assure you we will solve our 

problems.""® 

A related aspect of the right's pragmatic attack on the Great Society and its legacies 

was the claim that government was inherently incompetent, unable to solve any of society's 
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problems. Often, this claim was merely a repetition of the right's ideological argument, and 

it, too, was professed most loudly by libertarian ideologues. "Everything the government 

touches turns to crap. It's the reverse Midas touch," declared conservative columnist Paul 

Craig Roberts."With the exception of the military, I defy you to name one government 

program that has worked and alleviated the problem it was created to solve. 

Hhhmmmmmmm? I'm waiting. . . . Time's up," asserted radio-host Rush Limbaugh.'^^ 

Everything that the government does was "ripe for infection," contended GOP Senator Bob 

Dole of Kansas.'"'' 

Conservatives usually attempted to prove their claim that government was inherently 

incompetent through loud assertion and anecdotal evidence rather than through 

comprehensive evidence. Newt Gingrich frequently employed anecdotes to demonstrate 

government ineptitude, which like many of Ronald Reagan's, turned out to be fictional. "Not 

since President Reagan has Washington heard such a teller of tales," commented liberal 

journalist David Dahl. "However, unlike Reagan's sweet myths that were often forgiven or 

ignored by an adoring public, Gingrich offers up his historical references as hard, biting facts 

from authoritative source."^®" Liberal columnist Richard Cohen viewed untruthful similarities 

not just between Gingrich and Reagan but between Gingrich and the sixties left, too. "In some 

respects, Gingrich is the mirror image of the people he most abhors, the 1960s radicals. They 

were monster exaggerators," wrote Cohen. Like the New Left, Gingrich "turns problems into 

crises to justify his program, which is as radical as any proposed in the 1960s," wrote Cohen. 

"Ronald Reagan did something similar. He, too, was a font of misinformation and anecdotes 
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designed to how bad things had gotten."^"' 

Many other conservatives repeated anecdotes to show how bureaucracies created 

during the Great Society had failed. In 2000, Stephen Goldsmith, the former mayor of 

Indianapolis and an advisor to George W. Bush's presidential campaign, told "the story of a 

minority businessman in one of the most troubled and economically stagnant urban areas." 

Goldsmith wrote that, "at an urban conference during which HUD officials promoted the 

success of empowerment zones, this small business owner recounted his personal struggles 

with the system. He described a daily routine of filing applications, attending endless 

meetings, and interpreting esoteric federal regulations and benefit loopholes to determine if 

he was even qualified for certain programs. His advice to HUD: Just leave me alone."^°^ 

Conservatives often blamed any government "failure" on the Great Society and its 

legacies. For example, the right blamed "failing" U.S. public schools on the Great Society, 

even though the federal government supplied a tiny percentage of the funding for elementary 

and secondary education. In 1997, Newt Gingrich declared that, "for evidence of the Great 

Society's greatest failure, look no further than the current state of public education. . . . 

"[T]he ill-conceived education policies of the 1960's deserted the children who needed help 

the most. The education bureaucracy won't concede that, despite spending trillions of dollars 

on education over the past 30 years, American children are further behind today."^°^ 

Liberals and even a few conservatives viewed one education agency. Project Head 

Start, apre-school program for disadvantaged children created in 1965, as the Great Society's 

most notable success. In 1989, however, conservatives Enid Borden and Kate Walsh 
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O'Beime wrote that "there is little evidence to suggest that Project has made any long-term 

difference for the children it is supposed to help." Borden and O'Beime espoused the 

traditionalist view that government could not solve problems created by immoral behavior. 

"It should also be recognized that a program such as Head Start is merely treating the 

symptoms of childhood poverty," they wrote. "[PJolicies must be adopted at the federal and 

state levels to strengthen existing families and to encourage family formation. 

An important part of the conservative argument against the Great Society was that 

government was inherently inefficient and wasteful. Libertarian Stephen Moore argued that 

"[a] Zogby poll in March [2000] found that two-thirds of Americans think the government 

wastes at least 25 cents of every dollar it spends. And they are right." Conservatives often 

targeted specific programs as being wasteful. In 1999, for example, they argued that the Job 

Corps, a vocational-training program begun during the Great Society, costs over $20,000 per 

trainee, making it more expensive it was mor expensive than sending a student to Harvard 

University.^°^ 

Conservatives claimed that Great Society programs were inefficient and wasteful 

because they were mismanaged by incompetent liberals. The right liked to counterpoise the 

"efficient, rational" conservatives who ran America's businesses with the "wooly-headed" 

liberals who allegedly ran government agencies. In 2001, for example, the conservative 

Financial Times of London charged that the War on Poverty's Office of Economic 

Opportunity (which had been discontinued in the 1970s) was "synonymous with all the 
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ambitions and foul-ups of President Lyndon Johnson, his 'Great Society,' and the 1960s War 

on Poverty. . . . [E]ven Johnson called the [OEO] staff a bunch of 'kooks and 

sociologists.'"^"^ 

The recent right also insisted that Great Society programs were wasteful because they 

run by rigid, corrupt bureaucracies. In this manner, the right's pragmatic argument fit nicely 

with its ideological and economic arguments that government was more inefficient than the 

market because it inevitably created an entrenched, imperialistic bureaucracy. 

Echoing their ideological argument, conservatives argued that bureaucrats were evil 

and threatened freedom. In 1984, Newt Gingrich declared: "Government bureaucracies in 

general are threats to everyday life."^°^ In early 1989, Gingrich declared that "the Democrats 

are the party of the corrupt liberal welfare state." A few months later, however, federal 

investigators revealed a huge scandal in the Reagan administration's Department of Housing 

and Urban Development (HUD), tarring the GOP-controlled bureaucracy. But Gingrich 

attempted to blame liberal Democrats for the Reagan administration's corruption. "It's the 

liberals who keep trying pathetically to ask for more money in the hope you can have a huge 

but honest bureaucracy. But when you build a bureaucratic network based on influence and 

patronage, you build a program that inevitably leads to corruption," said Gingrich. "It fits in 

with those speeches I made earlier this year about the corrupt liberal welfare state. Centralize 

money and power, and you create a bureaucracy of corruption As long as we have these 

liberal welfare state programs, you'll have conservatives involved in corruption, just as we've 
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had liberals involved in it."^"' 

Other conservatives viewed the Great Society as an evil bureaucracy threatening 

American freedom. At the 1992 Republican National Convention, televangelist Pat Robertson 

said that communism and the nuclear threat had faded with the 1991 collapse of the Soviet 

Union, but he claimed that an "equally insidious plague has fastened itself upon the families 

of America. It is the belief that bureaucrats know more about managing people's affairs than 

the people themselves The carrier of this plague is the Democrat Party. Lyndon Johnson 

called it the Great Society. . . . [Wjhatever name you give it, it is still the liberal welfare 

state-and we want no part of it."^^" 

During the 1994 congressional campaign, Gingrich told corporate lobbyists that he 

intended to portray Clinton Democrats as "the enemy of normal Americans" and the 

proponents of "Stalinist" measures.^" Gingrich also portrayed the Clinton administration as 

embodying the bureaucratic elite. "They really are left-wing elitists and they really thought the 

country didn't get it and therefore it was their job to give the country the Government that 

they thought the country needed, even if they didn't want it," he said in 1994. "That's the 

whole history of the health plan."^'^ A year later, Gingrich said that Democrats "believe 

government should control everything" and "believe only bureaucrats know what they're 

doing." He also said that liberals believed that it was the job of bureaucrats to say "here's how 

you should behave in your own country."^'^ 

In 1995, when the Republican party took over majority control of Congress, many 

conservatives argued that the GOP had the opportunity to dismantle the new class's source 
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of power, the Great Society bureaucracy. "The real job confronting the Republican Congress 

is de-funding the left," wrote conservative columnist Don Feder. "Since Great Society days, 

liberals have taken up residency in our hip pockets, there to propagandize, lobby and litigate 

with our confiscated wealth. . . Other than union dues, money from Hollywood and 

foundation grants, most of the left's fimding comes from government."^"* Newt Gingrich 

professed similar beliefs. "It is impossible to take the Great Society structure of bureaucracy, 

the redistributionist model of how wealth is acquired, and the counterculture value system 

that now permeates he way we deal with the poor, and have any hope of fixing them," 

declared Gingrich. "They are a disaster." As Speaker of the House, Gingrich promised to 

dismantle the bureaucracy and welfare system of the Great Society. "[T]he long experiment 

in professional politicians and professional government is over, and it failed," he 

maintained.^'^ 

Neoconservatives argued that Great Society bureaucrats were run by a "New Class," 

which had emerged from the remnants of the radical sixties. The New Class was comprised 

of reformist intellectuals and bureaucrats who, neoconservatives argued, wanted to enlarge 

the power of the welfare to help themselves, not the poor. Large anti-poverty programs, 

claimed neoconservative Michael Novak, produced "hundreds of thousands of jobs and 

opportunities . . . [for those] who long for 'meaningful' use of their talents, skills and 

years."^'^ 

Conservatives claimed that Great Society programs benefitted bureaucrats, including 
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middle-class African Americans, more than poor blacks. Columnist George Will asserted: 

"Many black leaders derive their status and other psychic income from mediating the 

allocation of federal relief"^'' Black conservatives like scholar Thomas Sowell and 

Congressman J. C. Watts of Oklahoma agreed. In 1982, Sowell wrote: "A few years ago, 

someone calculated how much it would cost to lift every man, woman, and child in America 

out of poverty by simply giving them money. It was one third of what was being spent on 

poverty programs." Sowell pointed out that the other two-thirds of the money earmarked for 

poverty programs went to "administrators, statisticians, consultants, economists, sociologists, 

think tanks, universities, social agencies and miscellaneous boondoggles." Sowell contended 

that "the welfare state is the ultimate in 'trickle down' policies."^'^ J.C. Watts seconded this 

analysis. "Who really benefits from the welfare system?" asked Watts. "It's not the welfare 

recipient; it's those who administer . . . and coordinate and operate those programs rather 

than the recipients whom they are intended to benefit."^'' 

The contention that government bureaucracy was a sinecure for a liberal-leftist "new 

class" enabled conservatives to seize a populist, reformist mantle by connecting liberals both 

with "conceited elites" and with "government corruption." Part of the populist right's 

message was that liberal elites portrayed social problems as complex so that only trained elites 

such as themselves could solve society's problems. Populist conservatives rejected the 

growing faith in an "intellectual elite more gifted than the rest of us," as Ronald Reagan put 

it. "The fetish of complexity, the tick of making hard decisions harder to make-the art, finally, 

of rationalizing the nondecision have made a ruin" of America's foreign and domestic policy. 
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By contrast, Reagan claimed that "there are simple answers."^^'' 

Other conservatives echoed Reagan's contention that there existed simple solutions 

to society's problems, based on conservative "common sense" rather than liberal 

obscurantism. "[I]n America we persist in turning over these [social] problems to experts," 

said conservative novelist Saul Bellow. "We had the Great Society programs that raised 

money and turned it over to the people who knew how to solve human problems-the experts. 

. . . Well, those guys had no answers. They were trained in departments of education or 

social-service administration or psychology, but they don't know how to deal with the big 

human questions.Other conservatives agreed. "Stopping crime... is not horribly difficult 

and complex. The old America used to do it rather well," columnist Patrick J. Buchanan 

wrote in 1994.. "What we want to do is assure Americans that when they call 911, they'll get 

a policeman and not a social worker," quipped Congressman Newt Gingrich.^^^ 

Libertarian futurists, including Newt Gingrich, added another, historically based 

argument against the big-govemment bureaucracy of the Great Society, because it was 

outmoded in the incipient "New Economy." Alvin and Heidi Tofflers maintained in a series 

of best-selling books that the "First Wave" of economic production had been based on 

agriculture, the "Second Wave" had been based on large-scale industry (which required a 

corresponding large-scale government), and the coming "Third Wave" was based upon 

flexible, small information technologies, which would make big bureaucracies obsolete. 

Republican visionary Newt Gingrich was a disciple of the Tofflers. In 1994, Gingrich insisted: 

"We're in a cycle where I believe the counter-cultural, redistributionist, bureaucratic welfare 
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state model is a disaster. And people are ready for a profound transformation." He contended 

that the United States needed to transform "from a second-wave mechanical bureaucratic 

model to a third-wave informational model." To do this, he said, required the 

"[tjransformation from a welfare state to an opportunity society, because the Great Society 

experiment has now failed totally and is destroying human beings."^^^ 

This freewheeling, futuristic argument appealed to libertarians, but conservative 

politicians like Gingrich realized that traditionalists cherished certain government programs 

because those programs embodied conservative ideals. These included national defense 

agencies, policing agents, and programs that facilitated capitalism. To gain traditionalist 

support, therefore, conservative politicians felt compelled to attack those parts of government 

that conservative voters viewed as "liberal" while putting a "patriotic" embrace around 

"conservative" programs. 

After the Republican takeover of Congress, Gingrich attempted to use the anti-

bureaucratic criticism to condemn liberal Great Society programs and, interestingly, to protect 

programs that furthered conservative goals. In an essay in Newsweek magazine, Gingrich 

began with a libertarian denunciation of government bureaucracies. "[GJovemment, as a 

general rule, does a very poor job at fine-grained, detailed decisions. It's too slow, too 

political, it just doesn't have the capacity," he wrote in 1995. "Government can run very elite, 

very small bureaucracies very well. But the longer the government stays in charge of 

something, the more bureaucratic, the slower, the more cumbersome, the more inefficient it 

becomes." Gingrich, however, split with libertarian theory by maintaining that certain 
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government bodies had avoided bureaucraticization. "Federal agencies that stay in touch with 

reality every day-the FBI and the military, the Treasury and the Federal reserve-have a 

different rhythm, a different flavor, a different style," he claimed. "They have to be responsive 

to real world problems in real time. They are worth keeping."^^'' 

Not surprisingly, each government body praised by Gingrich furthered conservative 

goals, such as pursuing criminals, or facilitating business interests. By contrast, he found-not 

coincidentally-that the most bureaucratic programs were liberal ones. "In the Department of 

Labor, the Department of Commerce, the Department of Education," he claimed, "people sit 

around in large rooms reading paper reports from people they've never met on topics they've 

never seen, involving towns they've never visited."^^^ Gingrich's argument was unconvincing, 

but it revealed that he was trying to use the bureaucratic angle to paper over differences 

between traditionalists, who wished to use government to promote conservative values and 

interests, and anti-goverrmient libertarians. 

During the 1980-2000 period, the right's most successful argument was a variation 

of the pragmatic assertion: conservatives argued that the Great Society programs worsened 

the social problems they had been designed to solve. This claim was based on the theory of 

"unintended consequences," the idea that plans often went awry, causing new, unforseen 

problems in the attempt to solve the original one. Importantly, the theory of unintended 

consequences enabled conservatives to portray themselves as "compassionate" when they 

called for ending Great Society programs that kept the disadvantaged mired in poverty. 
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Beginning in the 1970s, Ronald Reagan and others on the right had successfully 

capitalized on emotionally charged "wedge issues" and united the conservative movement by 

railing against "lazy, immoral, criminal," and disproportionately African-American "welfare 

queens" (and kings) who were allegedly living it up on the Great Society's dole. At the same 

time, however, these venomous, divisive tactics had drawn little support from non-

conservatives, who shurmed them as mean-spirted and intolerant. Throughout the 1980s and 

1990s, therefore conservatives remained on the defensive about their perceived cruelty to the 

weakest in society. In addition, liberals rejected conservatives' defeatist attitude that "the 

poor will always be with us." Instead, they embraced the typically American "can-do" spirit 

personified by Presidents John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson, declaring that the United 

States could solve its social problems through expertise and effort. 

Most conservatives maligned the liberal notion that goverrmient could solve or even 

ameliorate social problems, but some on the right, especially neoconservatives, embraced the 

liberal contention that society should help the disadvantaged. However, they disagreed with 

the liberal solution of using government to help these people because they believed that Great 

Society programs worsened the plight of the disadvantaged. 

This notion that government programs, though created by well-meaning liberals, 

harmed those that they were designed to help was a key turning point in conservative rhetoric. 

It allowed conservatives to portray themselves as the friends of society's disadvantaged and 

to depict liberals as uncaring that their government solutions hurt the poor. Thus, liberals 

were prisoners of the status quo, defending an elite-created government system that helped 
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a leftist "New Class" of bureaucrats and intellectuals while devastating the poor. 

Neoconservatives were the main proponents of this theory. 

Neoconservatives comprised a small-but-influential group of former liberals and 

leftists who had grown disillusioned with the direction of modem liberalism. They claimed 

that liberalism and the Democratic party had been hijacked in the late 1960s by a well-

educated "New Class" that included government bureaucrats, peace activists, social workers, 

radical professors, teachers' unions, and public-interest lawyers. They charged that this New 

Class had seduced liberal Democrats into abandoning their core principles of unyielding 

anticommunism, merit-based social mobility, and traditionalist values. "In fevered depravity 

the last Liberals ran riot through the 1970s gibbering: consciousness-raising! self-realization! 

group-therapy! human rights! animal rights!" complained neoconservative R. Emmett Tyrrell, 

Jr. "This is light-years removed from the New Deal."^^® 

Neoconservatives brought intellectual heft to the conservative movement. Orthodox 

conservatives typically made broad assertions, which were based on "common sense." This 

tendency to simplify complex problems tapped into the populist strain of American politics, 

often providing winning formula for politicians like Ronald Reagan, who contended that 

"there are simple answers." But liberals dismissed these simplistic orthodox-conservative 

arguments out of hand. By contrast, neoconservatives spoke the language of the academic left 

and made their points in the same scholarly lexicon, so liberals had to work hard to out-debate 

neoconservatives, often failing in the process. "[I]f the grip of conventional liberal wisdom 

and leftist orthodoxy had not been loosened by the criticisms of the [neoconservatives]," 



519 

neoconservative editor Norman Podhoretz later maintained, "Ronald Reagan would in all 

probability have been unable to win over the traditionally Democratic constituents." 

Neoconservatives proved indispensable in the right's pragmatic attack on the Great 

Society. Orthodox conservatives' history of opposition to all attempts to use government to 

solve social problems left them with little credibility when it came to criticizing the Great 

Society. But neoconservatives, as former liberals and leftists, could persuasively claim to 

possess the same goals as the left-helping society's downtrodden, for example-while arguing 

from the "inside" that the Great Society not only failed in its goals but worsened the social 

problems it was deigned to solve. "In part, neoconservatism may be interpreted as the 

recognition that good intentions alone do not guarantee good government policy: the actual 

consequences of liberal social activism in the 1960s and 1970s have often been devastating," 

conservative historian George H. Nash observed in 1986.^^^ 

Just as the conservative counter-establishment funded monetarist and supply-sider 

scholars to attack the Great Society on economic grounds, it also financed conservative and 

neoconservative social scientists who criticized government policies on pragmatic grounds. 

The work of William J. Bennett, Gertrude Himmelfarb, Charles Murray, Myron Magnet, 

Marvin Olasky, and James Q. Wilson was supported by the Manhattan Institution, the 

Heritage Foundation, and other conservative foundations. 

Influenced by the neoconservative critique, many conservative politicians claimed to 

have compassion for the disadvantaged. Ronald Reagan denied that he lacked compassion and 

turned the accusation against the liberals Democrats themselves. "I think you have to look at 
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a comparison of the record of what we've accomplished for those same people that he bleeds 

for-and what liberals did to them," he said in 1982. "I don't fault their intentions. As I say, 

good Lord, I was a New Deal Democrat myself, and I know how I felt-but when you find out 

that largesse out of the public till isn't succeeding but, in fact, is brining more hardship to 

many disadvantaged people, then you look for another way out. If someone is poor, they have 

one very simple need: More purchasing power. The Democrats with their Great Society did 

not give many of the poor any more purchasing power [because of the high inflation of the 

1970s] Many conservatives vouched for Reagan's sympathy for others. "Ronald Reagan 

is one of the most compassionate men on earth," said Donald W. Moran, a top aide to 

Reagan's budget director David Stockman.^^^ 

Like Reagan, other prominent Republicans claimed to be "compassionate 

conservatives." In 1988, Senator Bob Dole of Kansas said; "[tjhere are some people in 

America, be they poor or handicapped, black or brown . . . who may be waiting for an 

invitation to participate [in society]," Dole contended. "I will be sensitive to the needs of the 

left-out and down-and-out in our society." President George H. W. Bush showed his 

compassion by expressing his desire to help America become a "kinder, gentler nation."^^" 

To show their sympathetic nature, some conservatives even granted that liberals' 

sixties-era programs resulted from good intentions. In 1991, for example, President George 

H. W. Bush said that Lyndon Johnson had meant well with his Great Society programs. But 

Bush maintained that Johnson had not understood that federal programs "make the poor 

dependent, rob them of initiative and generate resentment among other Americans." Bush 
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argued that government should not be the engine of social policy and that it was inevitable 

that Johnson's Great Society "were not up to the task" of solving social problems.^^' 

In the early 1990s, the right thrived by showing as little sympathy as possible for the 

disadvantaged, especially minorities and the poor. And conservative Republican leaders like 

Congressmen Newt Gingrich and Dick Armey and Senators Bob Dole and Jesse Helms 

seemed anything but compassionate. Intolerance and mean-spirit attacks helped conservatives 

win over the era's "angry white males," but it proved to be a liability with many groups that 

Republicans needed to woo-suburban women, most notably. 

Consequently, the right attempted to redefine "compassion" to make it consonant wdth 

conservative values, led the effort. In 1996, journalism professor Marvin Olasky wrote that 

"President Clinton tends to be a traditional Democrat in his speeches, often mentioning 

'compassion' in connection with spending for social services." Olasky contended that this was 

a "skewed definition" definition of compassion. Olasky seconded Newt Gingrich's assertion 

that: "We are going to redefine compassion and take it back." He noted that "Mr. Gingrich 

has emphasized ways in which the welfare state could be dismantled and replaced over time 

by a network of community and religious charities, groups that are most likely to practice 

suffering with compassion."^^^ 

Olasky's theories of compassionate conservatism influenced not only Gingrich but also 

Bob Dole and George W. Bush, the GOP's 1996 and 2000 presidential candidates. In 1996, 

Dole declared that "those who say the Republican Party is without compassion, with concern, 

without care-that is not the case." But he denied that Great Society programs were truly 
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compassionate. "The ultimate issue at stake in serious welfare reform is not just dollars and 

cents but compassion. It's not compassionate to lead people into a life of drugs, dependency 

and despair," Dole said. "Americans have lost patience with the Great Society. But they have 

not lost their compassion for the poor."^^^ 

Olasky's concept of "compassionate conservatism" had the most impact on George 

W. Bush, who employed the label as his primary campaign slogan in 2000.^^'' Stephen 

Goldsmith, a top Bush advisor, explained his candidate's philosophy during the campaign. 

"Compassionate conservatism is profoundly different from previous approaches. The 

approach embraced by the Great Society advocated bigger programs of income redistribution 

scripted in Washington," wrote Goldsmith. "Compassionate conservatism articulates a role 

for government in setting standards, establishing goals, providing resources and measuring 

performance. It is based on new confidence, gleaned over the last several years, of watching 

concerned citizens and active community groups fill the vacuum created by federal poverty 

programs.... The Great Society employed grand and specific new federal programs laden 

with entitlements, while the civil society approach is as diverse as America itself. 

After Bush became president in 2001, he called for putting "compassionate 

conservatism" into practice. Neoconservative Michael Novak argued that, "[s]ince the mid-

1960s the federal government in its hubris began arrogating to itself all projects for the poor, 

and adding burden after burden upon all rival suppliers of assistance, until many were driven 

from the arena Government has no monopoly on compassion; is not, in fact, its 

sources. The president has established that point quite clearly." Novak argued that President 
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Bush's "address at the 2001 Notre Dame commencement.... woke up echoes of Lyndon 

Johnson's Great Society address to an earlier commencement at the University of Texas. The 

Compassionate Society adds the long-missing human dimension to the Great Society, and is 

a necessary corrective."^^^ 

After attempting to prove their compassionate nature, conservatives then argued that 

Great Society programs worsened the problems that they were designed to solve and 

generated new, unforseen problems, a product of "unintended consequences." This contention 

that government intervention harmed society had been a staple of both the right's ideological 

and economic attack on big government in general and the Great Society more specifically. 

Led by neoconservatives, the recent right added to this older argument by insisting that 

society was so complex that government intervention, which conservatives saw as a blunt 

instrument, inevitably created negative "unintended consequences"-that is, even if 

government programs ameliorated the social problems it was designed to fix, it created a new 

problem. For example, the unintended consequence of high welfare payments was to dissuade 

the poor from working. Similarly, financial support for single mothers with dependent children 

discouraged marriage; forced busing worsened inner-city schools by provoking middle-class 

"white flight" to suburbs; the burdens of racial preferences fell hardest on poorer whites; and 

bilingual education decreased immigrants' school performance. 

Referring to Great Society welfare programs, libertarian economist Stephen Moore 

in 2000 summed up the conservative theory of unintended consequences. "For almost three 
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decades," wrote Moore, "the real-world impact of welfare confirmed what any sensible 

psychologist would have predicated from the outset: If you pay unwed teenage girls to have 

babies, they will have babies. If you say a welfeire check is an adequate substitute for a father's 

paycheck, then fathers will be expendable, and fewer fathers will stick around. And if you tell 

people that the checks that sustain them will keep arriving-unless and until someone in the 

household starts bringing in income-no one in the household will work."^" 

Conservatives politicians echoed this claim that Great Society programs worsened the 

social problems that they were designed to help. In 1981, Ronald Reagan declared in his first 

inaugural address that "government is not the solution to our problem, government is the 

problem."^^^ In 1994, GOP Congressman William F. Goodling of Pennsylvania proclaimed 

that "[a] lot of these [Great Society welfare] programs have helped the disadvantaged remain 

disadvantaged and become more disadvantaged."^^^ A main contention of conservatives was 

that Great Society programs had created a new group of poor, the "underclass." "Twenty 

years after the Great Society, the underclass is more deeply entrenched than ever before," 

Stuart Butler of the conservative Heritage Foundation declared in 1988.^''° Two years later, 

libertarian Jack Kemp, who was George H. W. Bush's HUD secretary, contended that "the 

grinding poverty and crippling despair many [inner-city] Americans live with highlight the 

unkept promises of the Great Society All too often, unfortunately, he federal government 

has acted not as a stimulus to job creation but as a barrier separating would-be small business 

men and women from entrepreneurship and creativity."^"" 

Newt Gingrich also charged that Great Society programs harmed the people that they 
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were designed to help. Gingrich echoed conservative rhetoric by claiming that these programs 

had created an entirely new group of poor, the "underclass," an irredeemable set of people 

mired in a "culture of poverty" who lacked the "civilized" skills. The underclass, Gingrich 

charged, was prone to criminal activity against other Americans, thus spreading social 

problems to all of society. After the 1994 election, Gingrich said that the Great Society 

programs "are a disaster. They ruined the poor. They created a culture of poverty and a 

culture of violence which is destructive of this civilization, and they have to be replaced 

throughly from the ground up."^''^ In early 1995, Gingrich blamed liberal Democrats for "the 

monstrosities they have created, their public housing projects that are death traps for the 

poor, their public schools that are illiteracy traps for the poor." Gingrich maintained that "[i]t 

has gotten steadily worse for 30 years. I think it started to get really bad with Lyndon 

Johnson's Great Society. 

Two years later, Gingrich charged: "The failed Great Society policies have devastated 

and divided two generations." He further maintained that "three decades and $5.4 trillion of 

Federal Government spending later,... nearly all of America knows that the Great Society 

has become an expensive failed tribute to the collective liberal imagination. Over the years, 

Federal welfare spending for the poor were enacted that created and sustained an illusion of 

activity but that, in reality, did more harm than good. Even worse, a complicated set of 

Governmental rules and regulations were developed in almost every area of life, the intent of 

which was to eliminate discrimination. Yet the cruel fact has been that Government has 

brought about nearly as much discrimination as it has eliminated-just in a different form-and 
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has masked the very real problems that still exist."^'*'' 

Traditionalists argued that religious charities and other private organizations would 

help the poor if the Great Society was abolished. In 1996, Republican Senator Dan Coates 

of Indiana in 1996; "Who, at the outset of the Great Society in the 1960s, would have 

predicted or accepted a 600 percent increase in violent crime during the following 30 years 

or a 500 percent increase in out-of-wedlock births?" Coates argued that, "[w]hen 

counterproductive government programs are cut-as they must be-many of problems will 

remain.... [A] compassionate response depends upon a basic shift in thinking. American 

politics has tended to focus on the role of the government and the rights of individuals. It 

must be refocused on a layer of institutions that stands between a distant government and 

isolated men and women: families, neighborhoods, grassroots community organizations, 

charities, churches and synagogues. These value-shaping institutions, in contrast to 

government, possess unique advantages in rebuilding communities and reconstructing broken 

lives. They can demand individual responsibility. They practice tough love. They often offer 

moral values and spiritual renewal. Government can't do these things-and I really would not 

want it to move in this direction."^''^ 

Conservatives' Support for Big Government and the Great Society 

The conservative movement's internal debates over which parts of the Great Society 

should be eliminated first once again exposed the usual divisions between traditionalists and 

libertarians. Traditionalists focused on culture at the expense of politics, while libertarians 
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emphasized economic issues like cutting government spending and slighted cultural issues. 

When it came to government, libertarians wanted to slash all of its spending and power, so 

they targeted the most costly programs. Meanwhile, traditionalists wished to eliminate only 

those programs encouraging "immorality," and they wanted to retain those promoting 

traditionalist values, which included such Great Society programs as Medicare. 

Another flaw in recent conservatives' anti-Great Society, anti-government attack was 

that their actions often belied by this rhetoric. Several prominent conservatives who expressed 

anti-government sentiments while living the entire lives on the government payroll. In 

addition, conservative Republicans, when in power failed to contain Great Society spending. 

During the Reagan-Bush administrations, for example, the five major anti-poverty each grew 

in real (inflation-adjusted) terms. During the Gingrich era, similarly, social-welfare spending 

rose, too. In fact, some conservatives openly embraced parts of the Great Society. George 

W. Bush was the most notable "big goverimient" conservative of the recent era. During the 

2000 campaign, for example, he called Medicare a "success," and some of his most notable 

proposals as president resembled those of Lyndon Johnson's Great Society. 

The debates over the Great Society and the proper size and purposes of government 

in general revealed fissures within the conservative movement between traditionalists and 

libertarians. By the late 1990s, traditionalists, disillusioned with politics, argued that culture, 

rather than politics, constituted the paramount arena of combat with the left. By contrast, 

libertarians insisted that cutting government spending and taxes was of utmost importance and 
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that the right should avoid using government to inculcate divisive traditionalist values (which 

many libertarians rejected). Conservative journalist David Brooks viewed the split in terms 

of traditionalist intellectuals versus libertarian politicians. "The intellectuals can argue they 

have correctly identified character as the issue that will dominate public discussion for years 

and that the politicians are fools for conducting themselves like accountants," Brooks wrote 

in 1996. "The politicians can counter that government gets dangerous when it starts trying 

to engineer souls, and that the intellectuals are fools to conduct themselves like 

archbishops."^^' 

Despite this agreement between the two groups, Brooks saw the conservative 

movement as split in its goals: traditionalists focused on culture at the expense of politics, 

while libertarians emphasized economic issues like cutting government spending and slighted 

cultural issues. This split damaged the movement. "Republicans have just assumed positions 

of power in government, and at this important moment conservative intellectuals conclude 

that the nation's most serious problems are in fact beyond the reach of government," wrote 

Brooks. At the same time, "Republicans on Capitol Hill have barely touched the social and 

cultural issues that are of primary interest to Republican voters and intellectuals. True, Newt 

Gingrich talked about orphanages, beginning an important discussion about protecting 

children from the welfare culture. But once the legislative clock started ticking, the 

Republican revolution settled on pretty traditional concerns-regulatory reform, tort reform, 

and, above all, budget balancing."^"*' 

Brooks identified a key difference between libertarians and traditionalist regarding 
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government intervention: libertarians wanted to slash government spending and power, so 

they targeted the most costly programs; by contrast, traditionalists wished to eliminate 

programs that promoted "immorality" while accepting those that were beneficial for American 

society and culture. Showing his traditionalist sympathies, Brooks asked: "why did the 

[libertarian] Republicans make Medicare the centerpiece of their budget? Medicare doesn't 

tear at the fabric of the nation. It doesn't crowd out civil society the way other social 

programs do. But it is where the money is. And if you care about the deficit foremost, you 

go after the biggest programs first. If you care about civil society, you go after the forces 

corroding it." He fiirther criticized libertarian thought. "According to the doctrine of Limited 

Politics, also known as 'leave me alone' Republicanism, taxes and guns are manly and 

important issues, but culture is fi-oth and morals are for religious fanatics," he complained. 

"These ideas left the feminists and other leftists an open field when they used politics to 

influence culture."^"^^ 

Other traditionalists joined Brooks in criticizing both liberals' government solutions 

and libertarians' market solutions. The good society "cannot be pieced together through 

government programs, or stimulated into existence by more tax cuts. It must be achieved 

through cooperative efforts of individual citizens," wrote Don Eberly, president of the Civil 

Society Project. "To restore civil society, a return to an earlier way of thinking about social 

problems is needed. The 20* century has traded moral man for economic and psychological 

man, subjecting him at every turn to either economic inducements or therapeutic treatments. 

If society is to recover, the 21®' century ill have to recover a vision of man bearing inherent 
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moral value and moral agency." Eberly rejected the recommendations of libertarians who "talk 

in cold, rational terms about the programs of government or market systems" and called for 

expanding space that was neither government nor the market, what neoconservatives Peter 

Berger and Richard John Neuhaus had called "mediating structures."^'*' 

Recent conservatives' anti-Great Society, anti-government rhetoric was often belied 

by their actions. Liberals often portrayed as hypocrites conservatives who expressed anti-

govemment sentiments while living on the government payroll. One example was Newt 

Gingrich, the son of an army officer and a person who had never held a private-sector job. 

Another example was Senator Phil Gramm of Texas. Gramm was one of the staunchest anti-

government libertarians in Congress, yet he lived on government money his entire life. He was 

born in a military hospital. The government paid for his education the Georgia Military 

Academy, the University of Georgia, and for graduate degree. It also paid him a consultant 

to the U.S. Bureau of Mines and the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare. The 

government paid his salary when he taught college at a public university. Finally, it paid his 

salary in Congress. In 1995, NBC s Meet the Press estimated that, in constant dollars, Gramm 

had received about $3.5 million fi-om the government to that point; adding his ftiture 

government pension, the total was over $4.6 million-and growing.^^® 

Despite their anti-Great Society rhetoric, conservatives when they held political power 

failed to contain spending on the Great Society, never mind eliminate it. A major problem 

with "compassionate conservatism" was that it weakened the right's "tough love" message 
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that united "angry white males" and others in the conservative movement. By trying to have 

it both ways, the right was often caught in its own contradictions. As noted above, President 

George H. W. Bush both criticized social programs-claiming, for example, that the Great 

Society had caused the 1992 Los Angeles riots-while simultaneously affirming that he desired 

a "kinder, gentler" America and affirming funding for anti-poverty projects. "The 

administration blamed the riots on the failure of Great Society social programs, and in the 

same day said they were spending more on the poor than ever before," remarked Paul 

Leonard of the Center for Budget and Policy Priorities remarked. "They can't have it both 

ways." Indeed, it was true that the five major anti-poverty each grew in real (inflation-

adjusted) terms during the Reagan-Bush era..^^' In 1992, conservative columnist George F. 

Will pointed out that, "Under Bush, real domestic spending, even excluding he S&L bailout 

costs, has increased ... faster even than under... LBJ, architect of the Great Society."^^^ 

In the mid-1990s, Newt Gingrich's Republican Revolutionaries, despite their promise 

of an all-out attack on the Great Society, proved little more successful than Reagan and Bush 

had been in cutting federal spending. In 2000, libertarian Stephen Moore observed that "[t]he 

65 largest programs slated for extinction by the House Republicans'' Contract With America" 

budget in 1995 have actually grown since then by 17 percent." Moore also noted that 

Republicans were not much less profligate than Democrats. "Over the next five years, the 

Democrats would like to spend $10 trillion," he wrote. "Congressional Republicans would 

like to spend $9.95 trillion.^^^ 
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During the 1980-2000 period, conservatives usually criticized the Great Society, but 

some on the right did embrace some of its programs. In 1987, Ronald Reagan "abandoned 

two decades of criticism of Medicare and embraced a proposal to expand the health program 

without any ceiling on the federal commitment," observed conservative Stuart M. Butler.^'" 

Reagan's successor, President George H. W. Bush supported and expanded Head Start. 

Bush's HUD secretary. Jack Kemp, vowed to "wage war on poverty. 

George W. Bush was the most notable "big government" conservative of the recent 

era. During the 2000 campaign, declared: "My party has often pointed out the limits and the 

flaws of the Great Society. But there were successes as well, and Medicare is one of them." 

Bush portrayed Medicare as upholding the nation's promise to "honor our fathers and mother 

by providing quality health insurance for every senior citizen." Bush's remarks caused 

columnist Walter Shapiro to comment: "It took more than three decades but the Republican 

Party has finally stopped running against the domestic policies of Lyndon Johnson."^^^ As 

president, Bush's proposals ironically resmebled those of the Great Society. Educational 

policy was one example. "Bush and his party no longer talk about dismantling the Department 

of Education," journalist Sue Kirchoff noted in 2001. "The new president instead is seeking 

tens of billions of dollars in additional spending. And he plans to keep the federal focus where 

it has been since Lyndon B. Johnson pushed his Great Society through Congress: helping 

poor children catch up with their peers" through "two Great Society programs. Head Start 

for poor preschoolers and Title I aid to disadvantaged students."^^^ 

Another example Bush's aping of the Great Society was his anti-poverty initiative. In 
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May 2001, he called for an "assault on poverty." "There is no great society which is not a 

caring society," he said. "We cannot sit and watch, leaving [the poor] to their own struggles 

and their own fate."^^^ Bush's urban policy also resembled the Great Society's. "For those 

who remember the urban policy of the 1960s, President Bush's new Office of F aith-Based and 

Community Initiatives seems like deja vu all over again," journalist Mark Silk wrote in 2001. 

"Searching for a bottom-up approach to rescuing impoverished urban neighborhoods, the 

architects of Lyndon Johnson's Great Society seized upon black churches as their local 

partners. Before long, church-controlled nonprofits were springing up in cities across the 

nation, using federal funds to supply job training and counseling, build affordable housing and 

otherwise promote community development."^^^ 

Several conservatives criticized Bush's "big government" tendencies. In 2001, British 

conservative Irwin Stelzer commented that "George W. Bush, a more conservative president 

even than Ronald Reagan, may be about to preside over the largest expansion of government 

since Lyndon Johnson's Great Society programme bloated the welfare state."^®° In a 2001 

Wall Street Journal article entitled "Great Society II," conservatives Kate O'Beime and 

Ramesh Ponnuru opposed Bush's faith-based initiative, recalling the "failure of the Great 

Society," which they argued bred mutual dependence between government and secular 

nonprofit organizations.^®' "Big-government conservatism is the animating principle of the 

Bush presidency," charged conservative Marshall Wittmann in April 2001. "It is a radical 

departure from the conservatism of the past 40 years."^®^ 



534 

Notes to Chapter 6 

1 .Gramm quoted in James Carville, We're Right. They're Wrong: A Handbook for Spirited 
Progressives (New York: Random House, 1996), 58. 

2.Sometimes the conservative works that Gingrich cited failed to support his assertions, 
however. See Kenneth J. Cooper, "Speaker Hits the Books To Defend His Attacks," 
Washington Post. March 9, 1995, A25. 

3 .George H. Nash, "Completing the Revolution: Challenges for Conservatism after Reagan," 
Heritage Foundation Policy Review n. 36 (Spring 1986): 35. 

4. Johnson quoted in "A Decade of the Great Society: Success or Failure?" U.S. News and 
World Report (Jxme 9,1975): 26. 

5.Howard Kurtz, "No Time for Dignity," Washington Post. April 14,1996, C7. 

6.General analysis of public policy covering the Keimedy, Johnson, and Nixon eras include 
Dennis J. Palumbo, Public Policy in America: Government in Action (San Diego: Harcourt 
Brace Jovanovich, 1988); and B. Guy Peters, American Public Policy: Promise and 
Performance. 5"' ed. (New York: Chatham House,1999). For Kennedy's domestic policies, 
see James N. Giglio, The Presidency of John F. Kermedv (Lawrence: University Press of 
Kansas, 1991); Daniel Knapp and Kenneth Polk, Scouting the War on Poverty: Social Reform 
Politics in the Keimedy Administration (Lexington, Mass.: Heath Lexington, 1971); Allen J. 
Matusow, The Unraveling of America: A History of Liberalism in the 196Qs (New York: 
Harper and Row, 1984); Herbert Parmet, JFK: The Presidency of John F. Kermedv (New 
York: Dial Press, 1983); Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., A Thousand Days: John F. Kermedv in 
the White House (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1965); and James M. Sundquist, Politics and 
Policy: The Eisenhower. Kennedy, and Johnson Years (Washington, D.C.: Brookings 
Institution, 1968). 

7.0n the Great Society generally, see Vaughn D. Bomet, The Presidency of Lyndon B. 
•Tpohnson (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1983); Joseph Califano, Jr., The Triumph 
and Tragedy of Lyndon Johnson: The White House Years (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1991); Gareth Davies, From Opportunity to Entitlement: The Transformation and Decline of 
Great Society Liberalism (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1998); Robert A. Divine, 
ed.. Exploring the Johnson Years (Austin; University of Texas Press, 1981); Matusow, 
Unraveling of America; and Sundquist, Politics and Policy. For Johnson's War on Poverty, 
see Edward Berkowitz, America's Welfare State: From Roosevelt to Regan (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1991); Frances Fox Piven and Richard Cloward, Regulating the 
Poor: The Functions of Public Welfare, updated ed. (New York: Vintage Books, 1993); 
Michael Katz, The Undeserving Poor: From the War on Poverty to the War on Welfare (New 



535 

York; Pantheon, 1989); and Daniel P. Moynihan, Maximum Feasible Misunderstanding: 
Community Action in the War on Poverty (New York: Free Press, 1969). 

S.Matusow, Unraveling of America, ch. 9. 

9.0n urban-housing policy, see R. Allen Hayes, The Federal Government and Urban Housing: 
Ideology and Change in Public Policy (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995). 

1 O.Michael Schaller, Virginia Scharff, and Robert D. Schulzinger, Present Tense: The United 
States since 1945 (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1996), 229-30, 223-24. 

11.Democrats controlled majorities in both houses of Congress throughout Nixon's 
presidency, and they helped to shape many of the liberal policies enacted during the 1970s. 
On Nixon's domestic policies, see Stephen Ambrose, Nixon: The Triumph of a Politician. 
1962-1972 (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1989); Joan Hoff, Nixon Reconsidered (New 
York: Basic Books, 1994); and Allen J. Matusow, Nixon's Economy: Booms. Busts. Dollars, 
and Votes (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1998). 

12.0n national health insurance, see Hoff, Nixon Reconsidered. 137-38. On FAP, see Daniel 
P. Moynhian, The Politics of a Guaranteed Income: The Nixon Administration and the Family 
Assistance Plan (New York, 1973). Moynihan, a Nixon advisor on domestic policy, was the 
architect of FAP. 

13 .Michael Knox Beran, "Crisis of the Old Order," National Review 53 (November 5,2001). 

14.Nixon quoted in Schaller, Scharff, and Schulzinger, Present Tense. 379. 

15.Levine quoted in David Dahl, "Historians Give Professor Gingrich Mixed Reviews," St. 
Petersburg Times. March 19,1995, lA. 

16.Gingrich quoted in Kenneth J. Cooper, "Speaker Hits the Books To Defend His Attacks," 
Washington Post. March 9, 1995, A25. 

17.Sandy Grady, "How Did Clinton Get So Lucky?" Milwaukee Journal Sentinel. November 
26, 1995,5. 

18.Steven Strasser et al., "Can Mondale Sell Himself?" Newsweek (March 12, 1984): 35. 

19.W. E. Brauer, "Why Reagan Won," U.S. News and World Report (December 3,1984): 
4. 

20.Howard Gleckman et al., "Jackson's Costly Answers to 'Economic Violence,"' Business 
Week (April 4, 1988): 54. 



536 

21.Bush quoted in James Gerstenzang, "Bush Cites 'Uphill Fight'; Chides Liberals," Los 
Angeles Times. July 1,1988, part 1, p. 9. 

22.Card quoted in Duane St. Clair, "Bush Cabinet Member in City, Blasting Clinton, 
Congress," Columbus Dispatch. July 21, 1992, 4A. 

23.David Gergen, "Welcome to Great Society II," U.S. News and World Report 114 (March 
1, 1993): 42. 

24.Radanovich quoted in Rich Wolf, "Gingrich Quietly Rewording Message," USA Today. 
February 26, 1996, 4A. 

25.David Wagner, "Clinton Policy Plans Await His Second Term," Insight on the News 
(November 25, 1996): 13. 

26.Ed Gillespie and Bob Schellhas, eds., Contract with America: The Bold Plan bv Rep. Newt 
Gingrich. Rep. Dick Armey and the House Republicans To Change the Nation (New York: 
Random House, 1994), 12. 

27.Engler quoted in Kathey Alexander, "Celebrating Gingrich: Speaker Outlines Vision to 
Jubilant Supporters," Atlanta Journal and Constitution. April 12, 1995, 3A. 

28.Gingrich quoted in "Chilling with the Speaker," New York Times. December 11,1995, 
A16. 

29.Dole quoted in Adam Nagoumey, "D'Amato Says Gingrich Has Hurt the Party," New 
York Times. May 4, 1996, section 1, p. 8 

30.Joseph K. Waltenbaugh, "LBJ's Not-So-Great Society Will Be Reincarnated with Gore," 
Pittsburgh Post-Gazette. October 4, 2000, A20. 

31.Bush and the report by the Committee for a Responsible Federal Budget quoted in 
Editorial, "The Spending Canard," Washington Post. October 25, 2000, A30. Many 
commentators pointed out that the measure of spending used by the report was suspect. 
Furthermore, the supposedly "nonpartisan" report neglected to mention that, by the measure 
it used. Bush's proposed program also represented the largest spending increase since 
Johnson's. See ibid. 

32.Important biographies of Lyndon B. Johnson include Robert Caro, The Years of Lyndon 
Johnson: The Path to Power (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1982), The Years of Lyndon 
Johnson: Means of Ascent (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1989), and The Years of Lyndon 
Johnson: Master of the Senate (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2002); Paul Conkin, Big Daddv 
from Pedemales: LyndonBaines Johnson (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1986); Robert Dallek, 



537 

Lone Star Rising: Lyndon Johnson and His Times. 1908-1960 (New York; Oxford University 
Press, 1991), and Flawed Giant: Lyndon Johnson and His Times. 1961-1973 (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1998); and Doris Kearns, Lyndon Johnson and the American Dream 
(New York: Harper and Row, 1976). 

33.Joseph A. Califano, Jr., "Forgetful Democrats . .Washington Post. August 17, 2000, 
A29. 

34.The following chapter of this work discusses the Vietnam War. 

35.On McGovern, see George S. McGovem, Grassroots: The Autobiography of George 
McGovem (New York: Random House, 1977); and Robert S. Anson, McGovem: A 
Biogrpahv (New York: Holt, Reinhart and Winston, 1972). 

36.McGoyern himself did not fit the counterculture image: he was from a small South Dakota 
town, served with distinction in World War H, and held a divinity degree. 

37.Steven D. Stark, "Every Reputation Is Redeemable for the U.S. Public-Except 
McGovem's," Los Angeles Times. November 20, 1994, M2. 

38.Gingrich quoted in Dan Balz and Ronald Brownstein, Storming the Gates: Protest Politics 
and the Republican Revival (Boston: Little, Brown, 1996), 35. 

39.Many in the media misquoted Gingrich's statement as "counterculture McGovemiks." 
Gingrich quoted in Maureen Dowd, "G.O.P.'s Rising Star Pledges To Right Wrongs of the 
Left," New York Times. November 10, 1994, Al. 

40.Edward H. Crane, "Give Me Liberty, Not Utopia," Washington Post. January 11,1995, 
Al l .  

41 .Ronald W. Reagan, "The Creative Society and a Free People," California Journal (Januaiy 
1,1990). 

42.Moran quoted in Tom Morgenthau et al., "Reagan's Polarized America," Newsweek 
(April 5, 1982): 16. 

43.Bono quoted in Ronald G. Shafer, "Minor Memos," Wall Street Journal. Jime 23, 1995. 

44.Howard Phillips, "Q: Is it time for social conservatives to abandon the Republican Party? 
Yes: Both parties have a fatal attraction to big government and social engineering," Insight 
on the News (August 5,1996): 24. For the preeminent libertarian exposition of the argument 
that wealth redistribution was "unjust," see RobertNozick, Anarchy. State, and Utopia (Basic 
Books: New York, 1974). 



538 

45 .Robert H. Bork, Slouching towards Gomorrah: Modern Liberalism and American Decline 
(New York: HarperCollins, 1996), 67. 

46.Richard K. Armey, The Freedom Revolution: The New Republican House Majority 
Leader Tells Why Big Government Failed (Washington, D.C.: Regnery, 1995), 316. 

47.Phillips, "Q: Is it time for social conservatives to abandon the Republican Party?" 24. 

48.Crane, "Give Me Liberty, Not Utopia," A17. 

49.Armey quoted in Robert L. Borsage, "The Conservative Bubble Boys," Washington Post 
National Weekly Edition 19 (July 15-21, 2002): 26. 

50.DeLay quoted in David Maraniss and Michael Weisskopf, "Tell Newt To Shut Up!" (New 
York: Simon and Schuster, 1996), 13. 

51 .Fierce quoted in Dan Balz and Ronald Brownstein, Storming the Gates: Protest Politics 
and Republican Revival (Boston: Little, Brown, 1996), 15. 

52.Gingrich quoted in Robert Scheer, "GOP Leader Seeks Simplistic Cures, Easy 
Scapegoats." Baltimore Sun. December 11, 1994, IF. 

53 .Gingrich quoted in James P. Pinkerton, "Gingrich's Window of Opportunity," Los Angeles 
Times. November 8, 1994, B7. 

54.Gingrich quoted in Balz and Brownstein, Storming the Gates. 144. 

55.Gingrich and Coverdell quoted in Richard Wolf, "Newt's World: Leader Plans To 
Transform' Government." USA Today. November 16, 1994, lA. 

56.Pinkerton, "Gingrich's Window of Opportunity," B7. 

57.1bid. 

58.David Awbrey, "Why, Newt, You Old Leftist," Baltimore Sun. December 16,1994,23A. 

59.NRA fund-raising letter quoted in Balz and Brownstein, Storming the Gates. 201. 

60.Cass R. Sunstein, "Is Violent Speech a Right?" American Prospect (Summer 1995): 34; 
Liddy quoted in ibid. 

6 I.Wilson Carey McWilliams, "Conclusion-The Meaning of the Election," in Gerald M. 
Pomper et al., eds.. The Election of 1996: Reports and Interpretations (Chatham, N.J.: 



539 

Chatham House Publishers, 1997), 249; Stockman and Gingrich quoted in ibid. 

62.Jonathan Chait, "Losing It: The Madness in the GOP's Method," New Republic 222 
(December 11, 2000), 20. 

63.Ronald Brownstein, "Terror in Oklahoma City; Violence: Just as Left-Wing Groups in 
1960s Pained the Democrats, So Could Right-Wing Militias Haunt the Republicans," Los 
Angeles Times. April 24,1995, A12; Mellman quoted in ibid. 

64.Limbaugh quoted in Howard Kurtz, "No Time for Dignity," Washington Post. April 14, 
1996 ,  CI .  

65.The other 10 percent "didn't know." See "How Much Government-Devolution," Public 
Perspective 6 (April/May 1995): 26. 

66. See, for example, Richard John Neuhaus, Doing Well and Doing Good (New York: 
Doubleday, 1992). 

67.Gingrich quoted from the CNN program, "Crossfire," on January 11,1995; excerpted in 
James Carville, We're Right. Thev're Wrong: A Handbook for Spirited Progressives (New 
York: Random House, 1996), 58. 

68.Gramm and Wilson quoted from the CNN program, "The Late Edition," on January 1, 
1995; excerpted in Carville, We're Right. Thev're Wrong. 32, 56. 

69.Lenny Goldberg, "Come the Devolution," American Prospect (Winter 1996): 66. 

70.Goldberg, "Come the Devolution," 66. 

71 .For libertarian-conservative theories of devolution, see William Eggers and John O'Leary, 
Revolution at the Roots: Making Our Government Smaller. Better, and Closer to Home HSfew 
York: Free Press, 1995); James P. Pinkerton, What Comes Next: The End of Big 
Govemment-and the New Paradigm Ahead (New York: Hyperion, 1995); and Alvin Toffler, 
The Third Wave (New York: Morrow, 1980), and Powershift: Knowledge. Wealth, and 
Violence at the Edge of the 21" Centurv (New York: Basic Books, 1990). 

72.E. J. Dionne, Jr., "When States' Rights Get in the Way," Washington Post National 
Weeklv Edition 19 (July 1-14, 2002): 26; Baker quoted in ibid. 

73.Goldberg, "Come the Devolution," 66. 

74.Gingrich quoted in Weston Kosova, "Politics NOT as Usual: The Newt Deal," Pittsburgh 
Post-Gazette. November 13,1994, Fl. 



540 

75.Gingrich quoted in Marshall Ingerson, "Gingrich Pledges 'Proactive Reform,'" Christian 
Science Monitor CDecember 9. 1994); 1. 

76.Robert E. Thompson, "Swashbuckling Gingrich Shows What Leadership Is About," 
Tampa Tribune. March 19, 1995, 6. 

77.Gingrich quoted in "How Did Congress Do? Pick an Answer," U.S. News and World 
Report (October 7. 1996): 14. 

78.George F. Will, "The Restoration," Newsweek (November 28, 1994): 78. 

79.Butler quoted in Kevin R. Hopkins, "A New Deal for America's Poor: Abolish Welfare, 
Guarantee Jobs," Heritage Foundation Policy Review n. 45 (Summer 1988): 70. 

80.National Opinion Research Center's 1980 General Social Survey, cited in E. J. Dionne, 
Jr., Why Americans Hate Politics (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1991), 136. 

81 .Will quoted in Michael Schaller, Reckoning with Reagan: America and Its President in the 
1980s (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 46. 

82.Stephen Moore, "Bulletproof," National Review Online (August 22,2001). 

83 .Edward H. Crane, "Give Me Liberty, Not Utopia," Washington Post. January 11,1995, 
A17. 

84.Reagan quoted in Marvin Stone, "A Talk with the President," U.S. News and World 
Report (October 25, 1982): 98. 

85.Lee Walczak, "Why Reagan Is Winning Big," Business Week (August 17,1981): 131. 

86.Reagan quoted in Michael Schaller and George Rising, The Republican Ascendancy: 
American Politics. 1968-2001 (Arlington Heights, 111.: Harlan Davidson, 2002), 86. 

87.Stockman quoted in James M. Hildreth, "Now the Squeeze Really Starts." U.S. News and 
World Report (October 5, 1981): 22. 

8 8.Regan quoted in Interview with Donald T. Regan, "'We're Trying to Create Wealth,' Not 
Distribute It," U.S. News and World Report (July 13, 1981): 21. 

89."Starting Off Strong." Business Week (February 2.1981): 100. 

90.Leonard Silk, "Trying To Repeal Keynes," New York Times. February 20, 1981, Al. 



541 

91.Beer quoted in "Reading Reagan," Economist (March 26, 1983): 19. 

92.Toby Cohen, "Reagan's New Deal," New York Times. August 19, 1981, A23. 

93.Susan B. Garland with Paula Dwyer, "A Return to Compassion?" Business Week 
(February 1, 1988): 63. 

94.George F. Will, "The Restoration," Newsweek (November 28, 1994): 78. 

95.Gingrich quoted in David Warsh, "First 100 Days: A Restoration, Not a Revolution," 
Boston Globe. April 9, 1995, 81. 

96.Gingrich quoted in Weston Kosova, "Politics NOT as Usual: The Newt Deal," Pittsburgh 
Post-Gazette. November 13,1994, Fl. 

97.Gingrich quoted in Warsh, "First 100 Days: A Restoration, Not a Revolution," 81. 

98.Gingrich quoted in ibid. 

99.Gingrich quoted in Greg McDonald, "In Praising FDR Years, Clinton Asks Congress to 
Protect Legacv." Houston Chronicle. April 13, 1995. 

1 OO.Richard Benedetto, "The Great Society's Walls Are Crumbling," USA Todav. April 14, 
1995, 9A. 

101. Warsh, "First 100 Days," Boston Globe. 81. 

102.David Brooks, "Culture Equals Politics: Why Conservative Intellectuals and Politicians 
Need Each Other," Weekly Standard 1 (January 22, 1996): 28. 

103.Phillips, "Q: Is it time for social conservatives to abandon the Republican Party?" 24. 

104.Robertson quoted in Booth Gunter, "Unheard from GOP Podium, Coalition Establishes 
Presence," Tampa Tribime. August 15, 1996, 1. 

105.Gingrich quoted in Robert J. White, "Author Newt Gingrich, Subtlest of Teachers," 
Minneapolis Star Tribune. August 24. 1995, 19A. 

106.Gingrich quoted in Fred Barnes, "Revenge of the Squares," New Republic 216 (March 
13, 1995): 29. 

107.Gingrich quoted in John Harwood, "Newt Gingrich: GOP's Bare-Knuckles Battler," St. 
Petersburg Times. July 27, 1989, lA. 



542 

108.Gingrich and Brokaw quoted in Richard Whitt, "Gingrich Fires Back over His Susan 
Smith Remarks," Atlanta Journal and Constitution. November 19, 1994, B2. 

109.Frank Rich, "Beverly Russell's Prayers," New York Times. August 2, 1995, A19. 

II O.Gingrich quoted in "Speaker Gingrich Lashing Out, in His Own Words," New York 
Times. December 17, 1995, section 1, p. 34. 

I I I  . B u s h  q u o t e d  i n  H o w a r d  K u r t z ,  " N o  T i m e  f o r  D i g n i t y , "  Washington Post. April 14,1996, 
C I .  

112.Fitzwater and Martin quoted in Bob Adams, "The Great Society Programs of the '60s 
Are under Attack," St. Louis Post-Dispatch. May 10, 1992, IB. The public disagreed with 
the Bush administration's contention that the Great Society had caused the 1992 Los Angeles 
riots. In fact, most people blamed the civil disturbances on inaction by the Reagan and Bush 
administrations. A Washington Post poll found that 55 percent of those surveyed said that a 
major cause of current urban problems was "the failure of President Bush and former 
President Reagan to deal with the problems of the inner cities." A majority judged Great 
Society urban and anti-poverty programs a failure, but many of those respondents holding this 
view (especially African Americans) believed that they had failed because they had done too 
little, not too much, as Bush and other conservatives asserted. See Richard Morin and John 
E. Yang, "Reagan, Bush Blamed for Urban Decline: Majority in Poll Calls '60s Programs," 
Washington Post. May 14,1992, A1. Similarly, a Gallup Poll asked: "Which would you say 
is more to blame for today's urban problems, the Great Society programs of the 1960s or the 
Reagan economic policies of the 1980s?" By a 2-1 margin, respondents blamed Reagan's 
policies. See William Schneider, "Public's Reaction to Riots Is Different Than the '60s," St. 
Petersburg Times. May 22,1992,25A. 

113.Dole quoted in Andrew Ferguson, "Dole's Time in the Sun," Weeklv Standard 1 (June 
3, 1996): 13. 

114.Dole quoted in Robert Scheer, "How To Nip Poverty in the Bud," Los Angeles Times. 
May 28,1996, B7. 

115.Gramm quoted in Carville, We're Right. They're Wrong. 26,27. 

116.Reagan quoted in Steven R. Weisman, "President Proposes 83 Major Program Cuts: 
Tells Congress U.S. Faces Day of Reckoning," New York Times. February 19, 1981, Al. 

117.Tom Morgenthau et al., "Reagan's Polarized America," Newsweek (April 5,1982): 16. 



543 

11 S.Reagan quoted in Dan T. Carter, From George Wallace to Newt Gingrich: Race in the 
Conservative Counterrevolution. 1963-1994 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 
1996), 64. 

119.The best statement of the race-welfare connection is Thomas Byrne Edsall with Mary 
Edsall, Chain Reaction: The Impact of Race. Rights, and Taxes on American Politics (New 
York: W. W. Norton, 1991). For a more recent evaluation along similar lines that focuses on 
the effects of the 1996 welfare reform act, see Jason DeParle and Steven A. Holmes, "A War 
on Poverty Subtly Linked to Race," New York Times. December 26, 2000, A1. 

120.Horowitz quoted in Roger Kimball, "Free Speech for Me but Not for Thee," Manhattan 
Institute Citv Journal 11 (Autumn 2001): 9. 

121.Barbara Ehrenreich, Fear of Falling: The Inner Life of the Middle Class (New York: 
HarperCollins, 1989), 7. 

122.Susan B. Garland with Paula Dwyer, "A Return to Compassion?" Business Week 
(February 1, 1988): 63; Meyer quoted in ibid. 

123 ."House Passes GOP Welfare Reform Bill:' Contract with America' Pledge Sails Through 
on a 234-199 Near-Party-Line Vote," Chicago Tribune. March 24, 1995. 

124.Gingrich quoted in "Speaker Gingrich Lashing Out, in His Own Words," New York 
Times. December 17, 1995, section 1, p. 34. 

125.William J. Bennett, "End Welfare for Single Women Having Children," USA Todav. 
February 1, 1994. 

126.DeLay quoted in Barabara Vobejda, "Gauging Welfare's Role in Motherhood," 
Washinpton Post. Jime 2, 1994. 

127.Gramm quoted in Carville, We're Right. Thev're Wrong. 28. 

128.Susan Molinari, "Local Woes Need Local Cures," New York DailvNews. July 9,1995. 

129.Newt Gingrich, "All of Us Together... Must Totally Remake the Federal Government," 
Washington Post. April 8, 1995. 

130.Watts quoted in Melissa Healy, "Group Pushes Conservative Line to Blacks," Los 
Angeles Times. January 13, 1995, A18. 

131 .Bauer quoted in Kevin Merida and Helen Dewar, "On Social Agenda, Republicans 
Remain Far from Consensus," Washington Post. November 22, 1994, Al. 



544 

132.Bauer quoted in Merida and Dewar, "On Social Agenda, Republicans Remain Far from 
Consensus," Al. 

133.Gingrich quoted in James McCartney, "No-Doubt Newt Has Opinions on Every Topic 
of Conversation," Tampa Tribune. February 25, 1995, 13. However, Gingrich and the 
Republican Congress failed to eliminate the CPB. 

134.Gingrich quoted in John Harwood, "Newt Gingrich: GOP's Bare-Knuckles Battler," St. 
Petersburg Times. July 27, 1989, lA. 

135 .Cal Thomas, "New Slogan at NEA: Garbage Stops Here," St. Louis Post-Dispatch. May 
25,1992, 3B; Radice and Bray quoted in ibid. 

136.George F. Will, "Washington's Works of Art," Newsweek. (January 10,1994), 64. 

137.See, for example, William J. Bennett, The Index of Leading Cultural Indicators: Facts and 
Figures on the State of American Society (New York: Touchstone, 1994). 

138.Nadler argued that conservatives deserved the credit for the decline in negative cultural 
indicators. Richard Nadler, "Glum and Glummer: Social Conservatives Must Learn To 
Accentuate the Positive," National Review 50 (September 28, 1998). 

139. Will, "Washington's Works of Art," 64. 

140.Sidney Blumenthal, The Rise of the Counter-Establishment: From Conservative Ideoloev 
to Political Power (New York: Harper and Row, 1986), 5. 

141.Blumenthal, Rise of the Counter-Establishment. 

142.The founding statement of Keynesian theory was John Maynard Keynes, The General 
Theory of Emplovment. Interest and Monev (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1936). 

143.Robert J. Shapiro, "Look Who's Making a Comeback," U.S. News and World Report 
(February 1,1988): 43. 

144.The classic argument for monetarism was Milton Friedman and Anna Jacobson Schwartz, 
A Monetary Historv of the United States. 1867-1960 (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 
Press, 1963). 

145.Blumenthal, Rise of the Counter-Establishment. 99. 

146.Shapiro, "Look Who's Making a Comeback," 43. 



545 

147.Jude Wanniski, "The Mundell-Laffer Hypothesis," Public Interest (Spring 1975). 

148.Alan S. Blinder, Hard Heads. Soft Hearts: Tough-Minded Economics for a Just Society 
(Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1987), 89. 

149.Arthur Laffer, "The Reagan-Kennedy Nexus," A. B. Laffer Associates newsletter, 
August 26, 1980, 1; excerpted in Blumenthal, Rise of the Counter-Establishment. 171 

150.Leonard Silk, "Trying To Repeal Keynes," New York Times. February 20, 1981, Al; 
Reagan quoted in ibid. 

151."A Return to the Gold Standard: Why Reagan Wants It; How It would Be Done; How 
It Might Work," Business Week (September 21, 1981): 114. 

152.Shapiro, "Look Who's Making a Comeback," 43. 

153 .Paul Craig Roberts, "Capital Gains: Time for Sound Policy, Not Sound Bites," Business 
Week n. 3449 (November 6,1995): 28; Lucas quoted in ibid. 

154.A closely related conservative argument, which will be dealt with below, was that Great 
Society programs did not accomplish their goals. Hence, the programs were not only 
costly-they also were ineffective or counterproductive and, hence, wasteful. 

155. Stephen Moore, "Hey Big Spenders! Are You at the Right Party?" Washington Post. July 
16, 2000, B4. 

156.Dick Williams, "Redefining the Line between Right and Wrong," Atlanta Journal and 
Constitution. November 25.1995,16A. 

157.Gingrich quoted in Robert J. White, "Author Newt Gingrich, Subtlest of Teachers," 
Minneapolis Star Tribune. August 24, 1995, 19A. 

158.Newt Gingrich, "Face the Failure of Racial Preferences," New York Times. June 15, 
1997, section 4, p. 15. 

159.Tony Snow, "GOP Can't Compete in Compassion Game," St. Louis Post-Dispatch. 
March 21,1997, 9C. 

160.Marvin Stone, "The Welfare Monstrosity," U.S. News and World Report (February 1, 
1982): 72. 

161.Balz and Brownstein, Storming the Gates. 257. 



546 

162.Reagan quoted in Marvin Stone, "A Talk with the President," U.S. News and World 
Report (October 25. 1982): 98. 

163.W.E.Brauer,'"Great Society' Spending." U.S. News and World Report rJulv21.1980V 
4. 

164.Stockman quoted in Tom Morgenthau et al., "Reagan's Polarized America," Newsweek 
(April 5, 1982): 16. 

165.Heineman quoted in Keith Bradsher, "Inequalities in Income Are Reported Widening," 
New York Times. October 29, 1995. 

166.Michael Novak, "How Bush Is Winning," National Review Online (May 29, 2001). 

167.Gingrich quoted in James McCartney, "No-Doubt Newt Has Opinions on Every Topic 
of Conversation," Tampa Tribune. February 25,1995,13. 

168.George F. Will, "The Soul of Conservatism," Newsweek (November 11, 1985): 92; 
Wilson quoted in ibid, from a 1985 article in the Public Interest. 

169."Ending Bankrupt Policies that Breed Inflation," Business Week (May 22,1978): 190. 

170.MaxwelI Newton, "The Growing Disaster of Money-Fueled Political Instability," Defense 
and Foreign Affairs (February 1984): 34. 

171."Ending Bankrupt Policies that Breed Inflation," 190. 

172.Newton, "The Growing Disaster of Money-Fueled Political Instability," 34. 

173 .Paul Craig Roberts, "What Reagan, Johnson, and Coolidge Have in Common," Business 
Week n. 3069 (September 12,1988): 24. 

174.Schaller and Rising, The Republican Ascendancv. 60; Reagan quoted in ibid. 

175.Paul Craig Roberts, "Capital Gains: Time for Sound Policy, Not Sound Bites," Business 
Week n. 3449 (November 6, 1995): 28. 

176.Conservatives could-and did-claim that the economy would have boomed even more in 
the late 1990s if the Great Society had been abolished; indeed, this claim constituted the 
primary basis underpinning the supply-side argument of the era. It did not gain much traction 
with non-conservatives, however. 



547 

177.John Harwood, "Newt Gingrich: OOP's Bare-Knuckles Battler," St. Petersburg Times. 
July 27, 1989, lA. 

178. James Bovard, "How Federal Food Programs Orew and Orew," Heritage Foundation 
Policy Review n. 26 (Fall 1983): 42. 

179.Bovard, "How Federal Food Programs Grew and Grew," 42. 

180.Santorum quoted in Katherine Q. Seelye, "The 1994 Campaign: Pennsylvania Senator," 
New York Times. October 20,1994. 

181 .Colleen O'Connor et al., "Civil War at Legal Services," Newsweek (January 20,1986): 
24; Hatch quoted in ibid. 

182.Stephen Moore, "Hey Big Spenders! Are You at the Right Party?" Washington Post. July 
16, 2000, B4. 

183 .Giuliani quoted in Larry Light with Ruth Coxeter, "Talk Show," Business Week n. 3413 
(February 27, 1995): 6. 

184.David Brooks, "Culture Equals Politics: Why Conservative Intellectuals and Politicians 
Need Each Other," Weekly Standard 1 (January 22, 1996): 28. 

185.George F. Will, "The Soul of Conservatism," Newsweek (November 11,1985): 92. 

186.Kevin R. Hopkins, "A New Deal for America's Poor: Abolish Welfare, Guarantee Jobs," 
Heritage Foundation Policy Review n. 45 (Summer 1988): 70; Loury quoted in ibid. 

187. James P. Pinkerton, "Another Look at the Eternal Question: The Effort To Understand 
the Evildoers among Us Has a Political Undertone to It," Pittsburgh Post-Gazette. January 
1,1996, A13. 

188.Pinkerton, "Another Look at the Eternal Question," A13. 

189.Pinkerton, "Another Look at the Eternal Question," A13. 

190.Gingrich quoted in Maureen Dowd, "G.O.P.'s Rising Star Pledges To Right Wrongs of 
the Left," New York Times. November 10, 1994, Al. 

191.Ronald W. Reagan, "The Creative Society and a Free People," California Journal 
(January 1, 1990). 



548 

192.Stockman quoted in Tom Morgenthau et al., "Reagan's Polarized America," Newsweek 
(April 5, 1982): 16. 

193.Reagan quoted in Steven R. Weisman, "Reagan Urges N.A.A.C.P. To Help End 
'Bondage' of Federal Programs," New York Times. June 30,1981, Al. 

194.Richard Wolf, "Newt's World: Leader Plans To Transform' Government," USATodav. 
November 16, 1994, lA. 

195 .Franc quoted in David E. Rosenbaum, "Time Warp: Republicans Like Both Previews and 
Reruns," New York Times. December 11, 1994, section 4, p. 1. 

196.Watts quoted in Melissa Healy, "Group Pushes Conservative Line to Blacks," Los 
Angeles Times. January 13, 1995, A18. 

197.Roberts quoted in Lawrence A. Kudlow, "Fed Up: Replacing the Current U.S. Monetary 
System with One That Limits Inflation," National Review (October 10,1994). 

198.Rush Limbaugh, See. I Told You So (New York: Pocket Books, 1993), 7. 

199.Dole quoted in Michael Wines, "Why Liberalism Isn't Allowed To Die," New York 
Times. September 10,1995. 

200.David Dahl, "Historians Give Professor Gingrich Mixed Reviews," St. Petersburg Times. 
March 19, 1995, lA; Gingrich quoted in ibid. 

20 I.Richard Cohen, "Gingrich Returns to Hyperbole of the '60s," Cleveland Plain Dealer. 
March 12,1995,2C. 

202.Stephen Goldmith, "A New Vision for America," Boston Globe. August 4,2000, Al 7. 

203 .Newt Gingrich, "Face the Failure of Racial Preferences," New York Times. June 15, 
1997, section 4, p. 15. 

204.Enid Borden and Kate Walsh O'Beime, "False Start? The Fleeting Gains at Head Start," 
Heritage Fovmdation Policv Review (Winter 1989): 48. 

205.Moore, however, offered no empirical proof that the government did in fact "waste" 25 
percent of its funds. Stephen Moore, "Hey Big Spenders! Are You at the Right Party?" 
Washington Post. July 16, 2000, B4. 

206.1n actuality. Harvard cost over $50,000 per student, which included $20,000 in tuition 
and $30,000 in endowments and grants. Alan B. Krueger, "Economic Sense: A Study Backs 



549 

Up what George Foreman Already Said: The Job Corps Works," New York Times. March 
30, 2000, C2. 

207.Observer, "The Rumsfeld Connection," Financial Times (January 8, 2001); 17. 

208.Newt Gingrich with David Drake and Marianne Gingrich, Window of Opportunity: A 
Blueprint for the Future (New York: T. Doherty Associates and Baen Enterprises, 1984), 97. 

209.Martin Schram, "Gingrich Blames the Democrats for HUD's Evils," Newsdav. July 19, 
1989, 60; Gingrich quoted in ibid. 

21 O.Robertson quoted in JackNelson, "Quayle Renominated," Los Angles Times. August 20, 
1992, Al. 

211 .Gingrich quoted in Maureen Dowd, "G.O.P.'s Rising Star Pledges To Right Wrongs of 
the Left," New York Times. November 10, 1994, Al. 

212.Gingrich quoted in Dowd, "G.O.P.'s Rising Star Pledges To Right Wrongs of the Left," 
Al. 

213.Gingrich quoted in Robert Wright, "Newt Knows: No Stranger to the Power of Words, 
the Speaker Should Follow This Sensible User's Manual," Pittsburgh Post-Gazette. May 1, 
1995, A9. 

214.Don Feder, "Shutting Off Flow of Money Leftward Will Level the Field," Boston Herald. 
February 27, 1995, 25. 

215.Gingrich quoted in Gil Klein, "Gingrich Targets Welfare: Says GOP Will Move To 
Dismantle System Created by LBJ's Great Society," Tampa Tribune. November 12, 1994, 
1. 

216.Michael Novak, Choosing Our King (New York: Macmillan, 1974), 63-92. 

217.George F. Will, "The Soul of Conservatism," Newsweek (November 11, 1985): 92. 

218.Sowell quoted in Marvin Stone, "The Welfare Monstrosity," U.S. News and World 
Report (February 1, 1982): 72. 

219.Watts quoted in Melissa Healy, "Group Pushes Conservative Line to Blacks," Los 
Angeles Times. January 13, 1995, A18. 

220.Reagan quoted from his 1967 inauguration speech as California's governor, excerpted 
in Michael Knox Beran, "Crisis of the Old Order," National Review 53 (November 5,2001). 



550 

221 .Saul Bellow interviewed by Alvin P. Sanoff, '"Matters Have Gotten Out of Hand,' in a 
Violent Society," U.S. News and World Report (June 28, 1982): 49. 

222.Patrick J. Buchanan, "Partners in Crime: The Bad Guys Are Congress and the New 
Cultural Elite," Pittsburgh Post-Gazette. August 15, 1994, D3. Gingrich quoted in ibid. 

223 .Gingrich quoted in Weston Kosova, "Politics NOT as Usual; The Newt Deal," Pittsburgh 
Post-Gazette. November 13,1994, Fl. 

224.Gingrich quoted from a Newsweek essay, excerpted in David Warsh, "First 100 Days: 
A Restoration, Not a Revolution.," Boston Globe. April 9, 1995, 81. 

225.Gingrich quoted in ibid. 

226.R. Emmett Tyrrell, Jr., The Liberal Crack-Up (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1984). 

227.George H. Nash, "Completing the Revolution: Challenges for Conservatism after 
Reagan," Heritage Foundation Policy Review n. 36 (Spring 1986): 35. 

228.Reagan quoted in Marvin Stone, "A Talk with the President," U.S. News and World 
Report (October 25,1982): 98. 

229.Reagan and Moran quoted in Tom Morgenthau et al., "Reagan's Polarized America," 
Newsweek (April 5,1982): 16. 

230.Bush quoted in B. D. Colen, "Creating the Kinder, Gentler Nation," New York Newsdav. 
November 15, 1988,11. 

231 .Bush quoted in Fred Bruning, "Playing Politics with Political Correctness," Maclean's 
(June 10, 1991): 11. 

232.Marvin Olasky, "One More Mr. Nice Guy," New York Times. June 11, 1996, A25; 
Gingrich quoted in ibid. 

233.Dole quoted in ibid. 

234.Not all conservatives agreed with the new stress on compassion. For example, columnist 
T ony Snow maintained that "practitioners of conspicuous compassion inevitably become mob 
leaders, goading malcontents to higher levels of rage." Snow fiuther argued that, "[w]henever 
[Republicans] try to match Democrats, vision for vision, they sound woefully derivative: 
'We're serious about conquering poverty-so serious that we promise to do less.' This is why 
they shouldn't even try to enter the competition." See Tony Snow, "GOP Can't Compete in 
Compassion Game," St. Louis Post-Dispatch. March 21,1997,9C. Many on the right agreed 



551 

with Snow. 

235.Stephen Goldsmith, "A New Vision for America," Boston Globe. August 4,2000, A17. 

236.Michael Novak, "How Bush Is Wiiming," National Review Online (May 29, 2001). 

237.Stephen Moore, "A Success To Trumpet, and Protect," National Review 52 (February 
21,2000). 

238.Reagan quoted in Michael Schaller. Reckoning with Reagan: America and Its President 
in the 1980s (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 4-5. 

239.Goodling quoted in Kevin Merida and Helen Dewar, "On Social Agenda, Republicans 
Remain Far from Consensus," Washington Post. November 22,1994, A1. 

240.Butler quoted in Susan B. Garland with Paula Dwyer, "A Return to Compassion?" 
Business Week (February 1, 1988): 63. 

241 .Jack Kemp, "T ackling Poverty: Market-Based Policies T o Empower the Poor," Heritage 
Foundation Policv Review n. 51 (Winter 1990): 2. 

242.Gingrich quoted in Jill Zuckman, "Gingrich Declares War on Social Programs," Boston 
Globe. November 12, 1994, 1. 

243.Gingrich quoted in David Dahl, "Historians Give Professor Gingrich Mixed Reviews," 
St. Petersburg Times. March 19, 1995, lA. 

244.Newt Gingrich, "Face the Failure of Racial Preferences," New York Times. June 15, 
1997, section 4, p. 15. 

245.Dan Coates, "Q: Is a charitable tax credit the best way to fight poverty in America? Yes: 
Let charities, not Washington, rebuild communities and restore broken lives," Insight on the 
News (August 26, 1996): 24. 

246.David Brooks, "Culture Equals Politics: Why Conservative Intellectuals and Politicians 
Need Each Other," Weeklv Standard 1 (January 22, 1996): 28. 

247.Brooks, "Culture Equals Politics," 28. 

248.1bid. 

249.Eberly quoted in Ibid. 



552 

250.Meet the Press figures cited in Carville, We're Right. They're Wrong. 27. 

251 .In constant 1990 dollars, AFDC increased from $ 10.9 billion to $ 11.5 billion (6 percent 
growth), food stamps from $15.8 billion to $16.5 billion (4 percent), child-nutrition funding 
from $6.8 billion to $7.7 billion (13 percent), Medicaid from $ 10.2 billion to $ 16.5 billion (62 
percent), and housing funding from $11.2 billion to $18.3 billion (63 percent). Between 
Carter's last budget (fiscal 1981) and 1990, consequently, real spending per person in poverty 
for those programs rose from $1,725 to $2,099 during that period, according to a 1992 
analysis by the House Ways and Means Committee. And spending on Project Head Start, a 
favorite of Bush's, grew by more than 80 percent during this same period. Jonathan Marshall, 
"The Numbers behind the Rhetoric: Poverty Programs Grew during '80s," San Francisco 
Chronicle. May 27, 1992, Al; Leonard quoted in ibid. 

252.George F. Will, "The Dumpling Also Rises," Newsweek (July 13, 1992): 66. 

253. Stephen Moore, "Hey Big Spenders! Are You at the Right Party?" Washington Post. July 
16,2000, B4. 

254.Stuart M. Butler, "Power to the People: A Conservative Vision for Welfare," Heritage 
Foundation Policy Review n. 40 (Spring 1987): 3. 

255.Kemp quoted in Joseph P. Shapiro, "A Conservative War on Poverty," U.S. News and 
World Report 106 (February 27, 1989): 20. 

256.Walter Shapiro, "Bush Plan Aims To Neutralize," USA Today. September 6,2000,8A; 
Bush quoted in ibid. 

257.Sue Kirchoff, "Federal Role Is Switch in GOP Policy," Boston Globe. January 24,2001, 
Al. 

258.Bush quoted in Susan Dodge, "At Notre Dame, Bush Calls for an 'Assault on Poverty,"' 
Chicago Sun-Times. May 21, 2001,1. 

259.Mark Silk, "Old Alliance, New Ground Rules," Washington Post. February 18,2001, B3. 

260.1rwin Stelzer, "Bush Must Resist Calls to Spend, Spend, Spend," London Sunday Times. 
September 30, 2001. 

261 .Kate O'Beirne and Ramesh Pormuru, "Great Society II," Wall Street Journal. April 30, 
2001, A18. 

262.Wittmann quoted in "George Bush, Big-Government Conservative," Economist (April 
21,2000). 



553 

CHAPTER 7 

"BACK STABBERS," "FLAG BURNERS," 

AND THE "VIETNAM SYNDROME": 

THE VIETNAM WAR AND THE ANTIWAR MOVEMENT 

Most observers, both scholars and the general public, regarded the Vietnam War as 

the preeminent event of the 1960s. Consequently, many historians applied the label "the 

Vietnam era" to describe U.S. history during the late sixties, and commentators often referred 

to Americans who came of age during this time as the "Vietnam generation." The war 

represented one of the most controversial events in U.S. history, and it marked a major 

turning point in American foreign policy, thereafter shaping elite and mass opinion about U.S. 

international relations. It also spawned the most sustained and probably the largest antiwar 

movement in American history. The war and the antiwar movement combined to widen 

divisions within U.S. society and culture, divisions that remained broad throughout the 

"culture wars" of the 1980s and 1990s. 

During the recent era, the Vietnam War and its legacies never seemed to go away. 

Even long after the war had ended, isolated incidents periodically rekindled the debate over 

Vietnam, such as the publication in 1995 of a memoir by one of the war's main architects, 

former Defense Secretary Robert S. McNamara,' or the revelations in 2001 that Robert 

Kerrey, a former senator and governor of Nebraska, might have committed war crimes as a 

naval officer in Vietnam more than three decades earlier. The sixties-era war remained salient 
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in American politics and culture because it was, after the Civil War, "the second most 

traumatic, contentious, and problematic event in U.S. history," as historian Robert J. 

McMahon concluded in 2002. A main reason that Vietnam retained its influence during the 

recent era was because Americans proved unable to reach a consensus concerning the true 

significance, legacy, and lessons of the war. It remained, long after its end, a "zone of 

contested meaning," as historian Marilyn B. Young observed in 1991.^ 

During the 1980-2000 period, the right communicated and publicized what it believed 

to be the rightful meaning of the Vietnam War and its legacies and contested liberal 

interpretations in the process. Yet recent conservatives found their version of the war and its 

legacies fighting an uphill battle for popular acceptance, which represented a somewhat 

uncommon occurrence in the right-left battle over 1960s-era events and their legacies. The 

conservative movement's strategy on these issues focusing on a tactic of creating a negative 

caricature of the major liberal or "radical" developments of the late-sixties era, including the 

Warren Court, the Great Society, the counterculture, and the New Left. The right then 

denounced this caricature and presented itself as a countermovement seeking to overturn 

these developments and, thereby, effect a restoration of pre-sixties America. This strategy 

often proved successful because many recent Americans had come to view as wrongheaded 

many of the major developments of the late 1960s. 

The Vietnam War proved an exception to this typical pattern, however. 

Conservatives, rather than liberals, found themselves championing the legacies of an 

unpopular sixties-era event-the war. Hence, their achieved only limited success in inculcating 
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within popular memory their positive interpretation of the U.S. cause in Vietnam, an 

interpretation justifying the right's contemporary hawkish policies. Conservatives' lack of 

success was evidenced by the fact that the United States initiated no massive, sustained, 

Vietnam-type intervention in the 1980-2000 period. During this era, only one massive 

deployment of U.S. troops into battle occurred, during the Persian Gulf War of 1990-91. Yet 

this intervention could hardly be equated to the Vietnam War; the U.S. ground war in the 

Gulf lasted 100 hours compared to nearly eight years in Vietnam. 

Many recent conservatives therefore preferred focusing on the supposedly 

"unpatriotic" Vietnam antiwar movement because it fit more comfortably with their caricature 

of the late 1960s as dominated by "untraditional liberal values." Although many liberal 

Democrats did eventually oppose the war, especially after 1968, this conservative 

identification of liberalism with dovishness appeared problematic because it was the liberal-

Democratic administrations of Presidents Kennedy and Johnson, backed by a solidly 

Democratic majority in Congress, that had first ordered massive U.S. military involvement 

in Vietnam during the mid-1960s. Nevertheless, for reasons explained below, conservatives 

did successfully tar Democrats, especially liberals, with the brush of the "unpatriotic" antiwar 

movement. The patriotism issue bolstered the conservative and GOP cause, especially in 

presidential-election campaigns, throughout the 1980-2000 period. 

U.S. military intervention in Vietnam resulted from America's global fight against 

communism during the Cold War. Beginning in the late 1940s, the U.S. strategy of the 
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"containment" made Vietnam salient to American leaders, who perceived Ho Chi Minh's 

Vietminh revolution as an attempt to spread Soviet-led communism. Throughout the 1960s 

and early 1970s, the United States sponsored anti-communist governments in South Vietnam 

against revolutionary insurgents and their communist allies. By 1968, war weariness had 

convinced U.S. policymakers to seek "peace with honor," in President Richard Nixon's 

words. Two years after U.S. forces left Vietnam in 1973, however, major fighting resumed, 

and the Vietnamese communists completed their conquest of the country. 

The bloody, drawn-out Vietnam War proved controversial among Americans, dividing 

the nation into pro-war and antiwar camps. Retrospective attitudes toward Vietnam closely 

correlated with ideology: the right usually embraced the aims of the war, while the left 

opposed the conflict. The notion of conservative as "hawks" fit well with the assertive-

nationalist values held by traditionalists. During the Cold War and Vietnam War, moreover, 

the rise of atheistic and anti-capitalist communism as a America's most threatening enemy 

bolstered the hawkishness of traditionalists and, also, libertarians, who had previously felt 

ambivalent about U.S. military interventionism. During and after the Vietnam era, the 

ideological associations of conservatives as hawks and liberals as doves was reinforced 

because the antiwar cause became intertwined with liberal and leftist movements, including 

the civil rights effort, the New Left, the counterculture, and feminism. In the recent era, this 

ideological polarization was reinforced by partisan polarization: Democrats tended toward 

the antiwar position. Republicans toward the pro-war. 

During the 1980-2000 period, however, the right's "revisionist" interpretation of U.S. 
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intervention in Vietnam as a "noble cause" found itself on the defensive, challenging the 

"orthodox" view that the war had been a "perfect failure," a view embraced by most 

intellectuals and a large majority of the public. Conservatives, however, could draw on 

hawkish arguments made during the 1960s to state their case for rehabilitating the war. They 

presented U.S. military intervention as selfless, principled effort to protect freedom in South 

Vietnam against an aggressive totalitarian enemy. They argued that the U.S. cause was a "just 

war" similar to World War II, fought for defensive reasons and against evildoers. 

Conservatives maintained that the communist enemy' s actions, both during and after the war, 

confirmed its evil nature. They also argued that Vietnam was a crucially important 

battleground within the larger Cold War fight against "evil" Soviet-led communism, not an 

civil war among the Vietnamese. Denying that the war was an internal struggle, conservatives 

asserted that North and South Vietnam had been two distinct nations. They further maintained 

that the insurgency within the South was not an authentic "popular front" of Vietnamese 

nationalists who sought independence. Rather, it was the puppet of Soviet-led, monolithic, 

nationalism-denying communist war of aggression. Violent clashes between erstwhile 

communist allies after the war led many liberals to doubt that communism was incompatible 

with nationalism, but most on the right remained convinced. 

Although recent conservatives justified the nobility of the U.S. cause in Vietnam 

primarily on the grounds that it represented "fight against evil," they also argued that America 

fought in Vietnam for defensive reasons, too. For example, they claimed that the war 

originated when the "nation" of North Vietnam invaded the "nation" of South Vietnam. But 
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the right most frequently employed the defensive-war theme in its portrayals of U.S. troops 

in Vietnam. In fact, its portrayal of the war in Southeast Asia focused narrowly on the 

experience of the Americans combat troops experience. Beginning in the years after the war 

ended, revisionist conservative works of popular fiction, like the movie The Deer Hunter, and 

helped to establish theme of individual or small groups of Americans on the defensive. 

Conservative representation of the war reinforced the image of the victimized American by 

portraying U.S. prisoners of war (POWs) and missing in action (MIAs) as the chief symbols 

of the Vietnam War. The Vietnam Veterans Memorial, which opened in 1982, embodied the 

emphasis on American soldiers as the focal point for collective memory of the war. Most 

conservative hated the memorial's unheroic design, but its enormous popularity compelled 

them to try to appropriate it by putting their own spin on its meaning. Conservatives also 

justified U.S. military intervention by arguing that continued American involvement had been 

required to demonstrate U.S. credibility and by insisting that U.S. influence had been positive 

for Vietnam. 

During the recent era, many conservatives argued that the U.S. military would have 

won the war in Vietnam but that left-leaning Americans "stabbed the armed forces in the 

back," causing defeat. Conservatives charged that these supposed "back stabbers" included 

several interconnected forces: the Democratic-controlled Congress during the Nixon era; the 

civilian leadership of the Kermedy and Johnson administrations; the news media; and antiwar 

activists, the New Left, and student protestors. Former President Richard Nixon and some 

other conservatives claimed that the United States actually had won the war in Vietnam by 
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1973 but that the back-stabbing Democratic majority in Congress then threw the victory 

away. However, most of the right maintained that Nixon had assumed the presidency too late 

to save the United States from the mistakes committed by Democratic Presidents Kennedy 

and Johnson. Conservatives, including high-ranking officers who had served in Vietnam, 

blamed the U.S. failure on civilian leaders' management of the war. They insisted that the 

Kennedy and Johnson administrations had wrongly compelled armed forces to rely on a 

misguided counterinsurgency strategy. They also condemned Johnson's "limited war" 

strategy, especially the gradual escalation of the air war against North Vietnam, complaining 

that it made the military "fight with one hand tied behind its back." 

During the recent era, the right-wing notion of treasonous liberal bureaucrats in the 

U.S. goverrmient stabbing American soldiers in the back centered around the issue of troops 

designated missing in action (MIA) in Southeast Asia. Many conservatives charged that 

antiwar proponents within the government abandoned the MIAs, who in actuality were 

prisoners of war (POWs) still being held by the communists in Southeast Asia. Conservative 

forces, including Presidents Nixon and Reagan encouraged the myth to justify pro-war 

policies, and it became one of the most powerful legacies of the Vietnam era bequeathed to 

the recent era. During the war. President Nixon and his allies focused public attention 

regarding the war on the POWs and MIAs. The POW/MIAs then became the principal 

rationale for continued U.S. intervention. This misguided notion of saving the POWs as a 

cause for U.S. intervention remained imbedded in the public psyche throughout the 1980-

2000 period. Nixon left another portentous legacy on the PO W/MIA question by deliberately 
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fostering the notion that possibly as many as two thousand U.S. soldiers remained captive in 

Vietnam, although all available evidence showed that they had died. Nevertheless, the myth 

proved compelling for the right because it made the Americans the war victims, and the 

POW/MIA became a hero betrayed by his government and antiwar movement. 

Many recent conservatives also blamed the U. S. defeat in Vietnam partially on the fact 

that "liberal media," too, had stabbed the military in the back. A few on the right charged that 

"uncensored" media compromised military operations or hampered diplomatic maneuvering. 

But most conservatives argued that the liberal media had helped lose the war by 

propagandizing antiwar opinions to the public. Conservatives complained that televison 

coverage emphasized gratuitous scenes of violence from Vietnam, which hurt the pro-war 

cause. Recent scholarly studies, however, found that the conservative claims about "liberal 

media" sources and their impact were exaggerated or grovmdless. 

Conservatives charged that antiwar activists were the principal villains who had 

stabbed in the back the U.S. military effort. The right's hostility to the peace effort was 

heightened because the effort became entangled with other left-leaning movements, including 

civil rights activism, the New Left, student protesters, the counterculture, and feminism. 

Despite the internal differences within the antiwar effort, most conservatives lumped all these 

groups together in one "radical" effort. The right also believed that the "radical" antiwar 

movement aligned itself, both during and after the war, with Democratic politicians, the news 

media, imiversity professors, and other "liberal elites." Contrary to the right's caricature, most 

ordinary Americans opposed the war simply because it appeared increasingly unjustifiable. 
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Nevertheless, recent conservatives saw no legitimate reason to oppose U.S. military 

intervention against communist aggression in Vietnam, so they perceived the eintiwar 

movement as misguided at best and evil at worst. In the softer version, the right depicted 

most peace protestors as naive, selfish, hypocritical, disgruntled rich college students. 

However, scholarly analyses belied the claim that opposition to the war had been a youth 

movement. In the harder version, conservatives charged that the peace movement was anti-

American, desired a communist victory over U.S. forces, and hated American soldiers and 

veterans. The claim that the antiwar effort was tainted by immoral behavior toward valiant, 

sympathetic U.S. troops represented the right's most emotionally compelling pro-war 

arguments. Conservatives gained populist support by prominently embracing the Vietnam 

veteran and, then, pitting him against a caricature of the antiwar protestor as a cowardly, 

draft-dodging, upper-middle-class traitor. 

For recent conservatives, the archetypal symbol of antiwar hostility toward veterans 

was protestors spitting on returning soldiers. Like the back-stabbing and POW/MIA myths, 

the legend of tapped into deep psycho-cultural themes of treason and betrayal. By the late 

1980s, much of the public accepted the spitting stories as factual. However, a study by 

sociologist Jerry Lembcke, a Vietnam veteran himself, concluded that the spitting stories were 

an urban legend. This does not mean that veterans were consciously lying about being spat 

upon or feeling hostility from the peace movement. Spitting became such a widespread urban 

legend that many soldiers believed it firmly enough to affect their own memories, a process 

reinforced by the extensive use of spitting images in fictional movies and television shows. 
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Indeed, the "evidence" of the V ietnam antiwar movement's treason and villainy including its 

hostility toward and spitting on veterans, came primarily from conservatives' fictional 

products, especially films, made after the war had ended. These included such popular movies 

as The Deer Hunter, the Rambo filmd, and Forrest Gump. 

The right believed that the "treasonous" antiwar movement constituted one of the 

main legacies that the Vietnam War bequeathed to the recent era. Conservatives, fixated on 

the 1960s, viewed social protest during the recent era-including the nuclear-freeze, anti-

apartheid, anti-sweatshop, and anti-globalization movements-as the left's nostalgic attempt 

to replay the sixties' antiwar effort. The "war against terrorism" following the terrorist attacks 

of September 11,2001, revitalized anti-antiwar hospitality to levels unseen since the Vietnam 

era. Conservatives also argued that "disloyal" peace activists had hijacked liberalism and the 

Democratic party. During the 1980s and 1990s, Republicans sought to promote themselves 

and their hawkish polices by tarring their Democratic opponents as "unpatriotic" for opposing 

the Vietnam War. In the 1990s, conservative charges that liberals lacked patriotism centered 

on denouncing President Bill Clinton, who had opposed the war and dodged the draft during 

the Vietnam era. 

Like the antiwar movement, the Vietnam War itself left a substantial legacy to the 

1980-2000 period. The war decisively shaped recent U.S. foreign policy, providing the 

backdrop for every discussion of possible intervention abroad. Conservatives worked to 

construct a narrative of Vietnam and its "lessons" that would rehabilitate the war and, in so 

doing, build support for their hawkish foreign polices. Rehabilitating the Vietnam experience 
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to the public proved a tough sell, however, and a few conservatives argued that Vietnam had 

been an aberration and should be forgotten. Most conservatives, however, tried to inculcate 

their own partisan view of the war into the public consciousness, which included several 

major "lessons" drawn from Vietnam that should be applied to contemporary foreign policy. 

Conservatives' lessons differed from the ones that liberals drew from the war. Consequently, 

they charged that liberals believed and promulgated "myths' about the Vietnam War, a which 

had produced a misguided, pacifistic, isolationist view of world affairs known as "the Vietnam 

syndrome." Conservatives complained that, beginning in the mid-1970s, the syndrome had 

crippled effective U.S. foreign policy. After Ronald Reagan became president in 1981, his 

administration worked relentlessly to undermine the Vietnam syndrome and, thereby, gain 

congressional and popular support to use the U.S. military overseas. 

During the 1980-2000 period, the Vietnam's War greatest legacy was in U.S.-Vietnam 

relations. The United States's bitterness over the war kept it from normalizing relations with 

Vietnam until 1995. The issue of American MIAs possibly still being held as POWs in 

Southeast Asia served as the primary justification. Ronald Reagan's election as president 

brought into the White House a true believer in the POW/MIA myth. Despite eight years of 

effort, however, the his administration never rescued, or even located, a single American MIA 

held prisoner. Still, the POW/MIA myth continued to shape U.S.-Vietnam relations even after 

Reagan left office. The myth constrained U.S. policymakers, including many Republicans, and 

their allies in business who desired normalized relations with Vietnam. Even when the Clinton 

administration did restore relations in 1995, it felt compelled to declare that the primary 
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motive was to search more easily for American POW/MIAs in Southeast Asia. 

During the 1980-2000 period, the Vietnam War's legacy impacted not just U.S.

Vietnam relations but all of U.S. foreign policy. Conservatives sought to undermine the 

Vietnam syndrome to reestablish an interventionist policy. The Reagan administration sought 

to overturn the syndrome by intervening in Central America. But it failed because most non-

conservatives opposed U.S. intervention there based almost entirely on the negative example 

of the Vietnam "quagmire." Despite Reagan's eight years as president, the Vietnam syndrome 

remained as strong as ever. Reagan's successor, President George H. W. Bush, also sought 

to overcome the Vietnam syndrome. In its 1989 invasion of Panama, for example, the 

administration rejected Vietnam's gradual escalation and applied overwhelming force. Bush, 

conservatives, and the military leadership viewed the Gulf War of 1990-91 as an opportunity 

to bury the Vietnam syndrome. The U.S. victory led Bush to boast that Vietnam's legacy had 

been erased. Yet the Gulf War had been a poor test of the Vietnam syndrome, and it retained 

its strong hold over U.S. foreign policy. 

After the Gulf War, the Bush and Clinton administrations never again militarily 

intervened in a massive manner. After President Bill Clinton took office in 1993, 

conservatives viewed him as the personification of the "destructive legacies" of the 1960s. In 

fact, he was baby boomer who had opposed the war and dodged the draft in the Vietnam era. 

Conservatives therefore charged that Vietnam's legacy shaped Clinton's foreign policy. 

During Clinton's presidency the Vietnam syndrome actually grew stronger following a bloody 

debacle in Somalia, and Clinton proved wary of introducing troops into other foreign hot 
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spots like Bosnia, Rwanda, Haiti, and Kosovo. 

During the 1980-2000 period, conservative Republicans used their depiction of the 

Vietnam War to present caricatures of themselves as patriotic, macho pro-war nationalists and 

of their liberal Democratic foes as disloyal, cowardly, selfish doves. However, a close 

examination of recent conservatives, especially during the 1990s, revealed that they ironically 

shared much with their putative enemy, the antiwar movement and the New Left of the 1960s. 

For example, it was surprising to observe that virtually none of the GOP's recent leadership 

had served in the military in Vietnam-much less served in combat-even though they were of 

draft age during the 1960s. Equally surprising, some conservatives expressed few regrets 

about dodging military service during the Vietnam era. 

Along with draft dodging, the recent right ironically resembled their caricature of the 

post-sixties left by being afflicted with the "Vietnam syndrome." For example, the armed 

forces as much as anyone wanted "no more Vietnams,"so it developing a strict set of criteria 

for troop deployment, which became known as the Powell Doctrine, after General Colin 

Powell. From 1989 through 1993, Powell chaired the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), leading the 

faction of the military brass who opposed U.S. troop deployment into various foreign hot 

spots. Even after Powell's departure from the JCS in 1993, much of the military's top brass 

remained spooked by their experiences as officers in Vietnam, opposing intervention in 

Bosnia, Haiti, Rwanda, and Kosovo. Like the military, many others on the right appeared 

afflicted with the Vietnam syndrome. 

During the 1990s, many conservatives also ironically repeated the excesses of the New 
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Left antiwar movement. They opposed U.S. intervention overseas by utilizing "isolationist" 

arguments almost identical to those used by anti-Vietnam activists during the 1960s. Even 

more radically, the recent right echoed the sixties New Left by expressing "anti-American" 

contempt for the U.S. military leaders, the government establishment, and the values of 

Middle America. 

The Vietnam War, the Antiwar Movement, and Ideological Polarization 

The Vietnam War was-and remains-the most prominent event of the sixties era. The 

war and the antiwar movement it spawned also left substantial legacies to the 1980-2000 

period. The identification of Vietnam with the late 1960s was appropriate because the main 

period of mass U.S. troop deployment in the Southeast Asian nation commenced in 1965 and 

continued through the end of 1971. Notwithstanding, "America's longest war" actually began 

two decades before 1965 and ended long after the sixties had concluded, in 1975, when 

communists finally defeated America's allies in Vietnam.^ 

Sustained U.S. involvement in the Southeast Asian nation of Vietnam began in World 

War II. During the Cold War, U.S. "containment" strategy versus Soviet-led global 

communism made revolutionary events in the poor, peasant nation of Vietnam salient to 

American policymakers. From the late 1940s on, the United States opposed Ho Chi Minh's 

communist Democratic Republic of Vietnam, whose capitol was in the northern city of Hanoi. 

During the First Indochina War (1946-1954), the Truman and Eisenhower administrations 

financially supported French military efforts to reestablish an anticommimist empire in French 
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Indochina (Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos). The Vietminh, a nationalist front directed by Ho 

Chi Minh and other communists, led the opposition to the French and their Vietnamese allies. 

By 1954, the Vietminh's tactics of patient, protracted guerilla warfare had defeated the 

French. An international peace conference that year produced the Geneva Accords, which 

called for a temporary division at the seventeenth parallel, with Ho' s communist government 

north of the line, and general elections to reunify north and south two years later." 

The Eisenhower administration, viewing all international events through a 

dichotomous Cold War lens, perceived the Vietnamese situation not as a localized conflict 

but, rather, as an attempt to spread Soviet-led communism throughout Southeast Asia and 

beyond. Eisenhower declared that, if Vietnam "fell" to communism, first Southeast Asia, then 

Japan, would topple, too; this became known as the "Domino Theory," and it soon became 

a central tenet of containment dogma. Eisenhower believed (correctly) that the popular Ho 

Chi Minh would win the proposed reunification elections of 1956. As a result, the 

administration refused to allow elections to reunify Vietnam and, instead, helped to install a 

new anti-communist government under Vietnamese Catholic Ngo Dinh Diem to prop up the 

South Vietnamese "domino." With the CIA's help and millions of dollars of U.S. aid, the 

unpopular Diem rigged elections, made permanent the boundary between North and South 

Vietnam, declared a Republic of (South) Vietnam, and tried to eliminate all of his internal 

opponents, communist and non-communist alike. During the 1950s and early 1960s, South 

Vietnam served as a prime example of U.S. "nation-building," as American economic aid 

flowed into Diem's regime in an unsuccessful attempt to build a U.S.-style military. 



568 

government, and economy in South Vietnam. However, many South Vietnamese increasingly 

opposed Diem's brutal, right-wing rule, and his backing by the U.S. "imperialists."^ 

In 1960, southern rebels supported by North Vietnam formed the National Front for 

the Liberation of Vietnam (NLF) to overthrow the U.S.-backed government, thus 

commencing the Second hidochina War (1960-1975). Known derisively as the Viet Cong (for 

Vietnamese Communist), the NLF began successful guerilla attacks in South Vietnam. In 

response, the Kennedy administration raised the number of U.S. military advisors in Vietnam 

from 900 to 16,000. These soldiers helped the South Vietnamese army move peasants from 

their traditional homes to "strategic hamlets," an unpopular move that gave the NLF a crucial 

propaganda victory. Diem's harsh rule made him increasingly unpopular in both Vietnam and 

Washington, and he was murdered by a military coup tacitly sanctioned by the Kennedy 

administration. Other coups soon followed.® 

From Diem's death in November 1963 through 1967, U.S. intervention in Vietnam 

revolved around bolstering anti-communist governments in South Vietnam. American leaders 

believed that a communist victory in Vietnam would encourage the Soviet Union, China, and 

their allies in other nations, thereby fomenting communist revolutions worldwide. For their 

part, the patient Vietnamese revolutionaries believed that the Americans, like the French 

before them, would eventually tire of the war and depart. In August 1964, President Lyndon 

B. Johnson pressured Congress to pass the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, which gave the 

president the authority to "take all necessary measures to repel any armed attack against the 

forces of the United States and to prevent further aggression." Johnson, however, gave no 
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indication that he would use the resolution's vast powers, stressing his status as the "peace 

candidate" against hawkish Republican nominee Barry Goldwater in the 1964 election 

campaign/ 

After LBJ's landslide victory over Goldwater, however, the Johnson administration 

drastically escalated U.S. military intervention in Vietnam. In February 1965, the president 

ordered continuous and gradually intensifying air strikes, known as Operation Rolling 

Thunder, against North Vietnam for its infiltration into the South and support of NLF 

guerillas. U.S. forces eventually dropped more bombs on Vietnam than had been used by all 

belligerents in all theaters of World War II. U.S. planes and helicopters also sprayed millions 

of gallons of Agent Orange and other toxic defoliants in an attempt to destroy the rain forest 

that served as the NLF's hiding place. Johnson believed, probably correctly, that only vast 

U.S. military intervention could beat back the communist revolutionaries, and he increased 

American troop levels to over half a million by 1968. These U.S. soldiers embarked on 

"search and destroy" missions against the guerillas, gauging success through a "body count" 

of dead enemy. ̂ 

The Vietnam War's turning point occurred in 1968. In January in the Tet Offensive, 

NLF forces struck urban areas throughout South Vietnam, hoping to spark a popular 

rebellion. The NLF's popular rebellion never materialized, and the U.S. and South 

Vietnamese militaries eventually decimated the NLF, but the latter had secured a public-

relations victory by attempting such a large offensive after President Johnson and U.S. 

military leaders had told the public that the war was almost won. With antiwar sentiment 



570 

rising within the United States, Johnson stopped increasing U.S. troop levels, and 

substantially reduced the bombing campaign against North Vietnam, and called for 

negotiations with the North. The president also announced that he would not run for 

reelection. In the 1968 election, the hawkish Republican Richard Nixon won the presidency 

on a platform that promised America an honorable exit from the Vietnam conflict, although 

Nixon was vague on how he intended to accomplish this feat.® 

From 1969 to 1973, the Nixon administration "Vietnamization" strategy attempted 

to withdraw U.S. forces, build up South Vietnam, and compel the communist enemy to make 

a peace agreement on American terms. Nixon's withdrew U.S. troops but escalated both 

American bombing of North Vietnam and U.S. financial support for the South Vietnamese 

government and its military. In 1970, the antiwar movement erupted again when Nixon 

ordered a U.S. invasion of Cambodia, South Vietnam's neutral neighbor, in an effort to stop 

communist infiltration from the Ho Chi Minh Trail. A year later, the publication of The 

Pentagon Par)ers. a compilation of internal U.S. government documents on Vietnam covering 

the 1945-1967 period, heightened antiwar sentiment because it showed that many public 

government statements about the war had been untrue. Meanwhile, Nixon and his chief 

advisor Henry Kissinger spent four years negotiating a peace settlement with North Vietnam, 

which was finally concluded in January 1973. The agreement settled little but allowed the 

United States to extricate itself The South Vietnamese government strongly opposed the 

settlement, fearing that the government would fall if the United States pulled out. Sure 

enough, the North launched an offensive in 1975 that eventually captured the capitol of 
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Saigon in April of that year. Bitterness, especially on the American side, lasted long 

afterwards. Not until 1995 did the United States and Vietnam resume full diplomatic 

relations.'" 

The Vietnam War was one of the most controversial events in U.S. history, both 

during the war and afterwards, and it split the nation into two main camps, pro-war "hawks" 

and antiwar "doves." Postwar attitudes toward Vietnam correlated with ideology: those on 

the political left usually viewed the U.S. war effort in Vietnam as a mistake, wrong, or even 

immoral, while those on the right tended to perceive it as a "noble cause," as Ronald Reagan 

described it in 1980." In addition, retrospective views toward Vietnam correlated with 

positions toward contemporary American foreign policy. In two post-Vietnam surveys, 

political scientists Ole R. Holsti and James N. Rosenau found that political ideology and 

policy positions on Vietnam were "the most potent predictor[s] of foreign policy beliefs." 

Holsti and Rosenau discovered that conservative Republicans, other conservatives, military 

officers, and business executives tended to espouse "cold war internationalism," a hawkish 

ideology of unilateral interventionism about both Vietnam and, also, contemporary U.S. 

military interventionism. Meanwhile, non-conservatives usually held more dovish opinions on 

Vietnam and present-day foreign policy.'^ 

This notion of conservatives as hawks was not surprising, considering the history of 

traditionalism and libertarianism in the United States. Tradhionalist conservatives valued 

assertive patriotic nationalism. They believed that emotional loyalty to one's particular group. 
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including the nation, was an innate, healthy, and honorable sentiment. They maintained that 

people naturally bonded most closely with others within the same social group, from the 

family unit through larger allegiances like the local community and church to the largest social 

imit, the nation. For traditionalists, personal honor or shame depended upon whether an 

individual had fulfilled his or her obligations to the group, so the individual should be willing 

to fight and possibly die to defend the group. Consequently, they valued martial skill, viewing 

the armed forces and the police as among the most honorable professions in society. 

Traditionalists' emotional devotion to group loyalty led to their holding prejudices against 

members of other groups. They often eschewed tolerance, diversity, and pluralism, and 

instead embraced tribalism, racism, ethnocentrism, xenophobic nationalism, and a general fear 

and hatred of the "other." They claimed that prejudices toward those unlike you were both 

natural and prudent, and it was not an irrational individual quirk but, rather, unconsciously 

reflected the authority and wisdom of tradition. 

Traditionalists believed that nations, like all social groups, formed naturally, so each 

one possessed unique characteristics. For many of them, this conviction informed their 

acceptance of Social Darwinism, which claimed that nature pitted nations or races against 

each other through war or other types of competition, leaving only the "fittest" nation or race 

to survive. In foreign relations, therefore, traditionalists typically expressed their patriotism 

by championing expansionist imperialism or xenophobic isolationism, dismissing as dangerous 

and naive the internationalist and universalistic beliefs espoused by liberals and socialists. In 

America, sectional differences affected the expression of conservative values toward foreign 
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military intervention. Traditionalism was strongest in the South, and not surprisingly, that 

section of the country usually displayed martial spirit and hawkish foreign policies. 

Traditionalists in the Midwest, however, tended toward xenophobic isolationism, imtil the 

Cold War era. 

Compared to traditionalists, libertarian conservatives were more divided and less 

convinced about the virtue of U.S. military intervention abroad, especially prior to the Cold 

War. They usually possessed a more optimistic view about the possibility of cooperation 

between nations than did traditionalists, but they too rejected the left's universalism and 

"world government." Unlike the left, libertarian conservatives perceived self-interest as the 

driving factor in all relationships, including those between nations, so they, like traditionalists, 

saw universalism as a naive and dangerous belief Libertarians differed from traditionalists by 

viewing international relations primarily through an economic prism. They were convinced 

that trade between nations would lead to peace among them. Libertarians also maintained that 

economic interaction, rather than political or military ties, should form the basis of foreign 

policy, a position sometimes termed "dollar diplomacy." 

As a consequence, libertarianism tended to eschew the belligerent nationalism 

espoused by traditionalists. Indeed, libertarians associated with businesses who traded only 

in local markets, such as many in the Midwest, often served as the backbone of "isolationism" 

throughout American history. In addition, libertarians feared more than anything the national 

state's aggrandizement and centralization, a process fostered by large standing armies and 

wartime atmosphere. Finally, libertarians' veneration ofindividualism made them skeptical of 
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calls to put the nation's interests above their own personal interest, looking with suspicion at 

such denials of individual freedom as the military draft. 

Nevertheless, many libertarians did support a hawkish position, especially during the 

Cold War. Libertarians associated with international trade, especially businesses located on 

the East and West Coasts, called for the use of the U.S. military overseas to open markets or 

to protect existing American interests. During World War I, President Woodrow Wilson 

personified the libertarian conviction that, to secure peaceful free trade internationally, the 

United States had to defeat those nations that threatened to stifle it. After World War II, 

libertarians saw Soviet-led communism as the main threat to international capitalism, so they 

usually supported anti-communist Cold War policies, which sometimes required military 

intervention abroad. Additionally, libertarians associated with defense industries backed a 

large military establishment because it fostered their own economic interests. 

U.S. history in the twentieth century showed that the ideology and political party of 

the country's presidential administration and the ideology of America's most threatening 

foreign adversary affected the left's and the right's support for U.S. military intervention 

abroad. Before and during World War II, for example, much of the left embraced hawkishness 

when the United States felt most menaced by right-wing aggressors Germany, Italy, and 

Japan. Liberal Democrats also tended toward hawkishness in this period because they knew 

that any foreign war would be waged by the liberal Democratic administration of President 

Franklin D. Roosevelt. Traditionalists in the solidly Democratic South also tended to support 

Roosevelt and intervention. Conversely, many conservative Republicans, especially German-
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Americans in the Midwest, adopted a more dovish, or "isolationist," position because 

America's primary foes were on the political right and the United States was governed by a 

liberal Democratic administration. 

The ideological circumstances of the Cold War, including the Vietnam War, differed 

markedly from that of World War II. The Cold War made the Soviet Union and its communist 

allies America's main potential adversaries. This change shook much of the OOP's populist 

right out of its pre-World War II "isolationism." During the Cold War, therefore, most 

conservatives embraced hawkish interventionism in Vietnam and elsewhere, often complaining 

that Democratic presidents followed a policy of "containing" communism within its current 

sphere of power. Right wingers claimed to desire the military "rollback" of communism, 

violently erasing it from the face of the earth. Meanwhile, most liberals supported the Cold 

War and its progeny, the Vietnam War, when liberal Democrats held power, as during the 

Kennedy-Johnson era of 1961-1968. Nevertheless, Vietnam eventually helped to split 

American progressivism: "Cold War liberals" maintained their support for the war (with many 

of them blater becoming "neoconservatives"), while pacifists and anti-imperialistic doves 

associated with the New Left turned against the U.S. war in Vietnam and, increasingly, 

against the Cold War itself 

When the conservative Republican administration of Richard Nixon took power in 

1969, many liberals followed the left by increasingly questioning the Vietnam War and, 

eventually, the entire Cold War mentality of unquestioning global anticommunism. 

Meanwhile, many conservatives more loudly championed the Vietnam conflict because it was 
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being waged by the conservative Nixon administration. This post-1968 division of liberals and 

the left opposing the Vietnam War and conservatives and the populist right supporting it 

remained evident after the war ended; indeed, polls in the 1980s and 1990s showed that this 

polarization actually widened. 

The post-Vietnam ideological associations of liberals as doves and conservatives as 

hawks on international matters was reinforced by several domestic factors. During the late 

1960s, the antiwar movement became intertwined with liberal and leftist political, social, and 

cultural movements, while the pro-war cause became associated with traditionalist values. For 

example, the peace effort became enmeshed with the political radicals known as "the New 

Left." Disillusionment with U.S. foreign policy, especially in Vietnam, fed the New Left's 

critique of all of American politics and government. Led by college radicals centered around 

Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), the New Left crhicized the "corporate" liberal 

establishment and called for "participatory democracy" to make the U.S. government measure 

up to its ideals. By the late 1960s, New Leftists felt frustrated that America's "immoral, 

imperialistic, and genocidal" war against Vietnamese peasants had not only continued but 

escalated. Consequently, elements within the New Left degenerated into burning American 

flags and promoting violence. This rhetoric and action provoked an angry "patriotic" backlash 

against the antiwar movement in general.'^ 

The Vietnam War and the peace movement also became entangled with culturally 

modernist and radical movements in the late 1960s. "Hippies" and other members of the 
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radical "counterculture" rejected conventional middle-class lifestyles, objecting to what they 

viewed as the rigid regimentation of American society caused by the "military-industrial 

complex." Young males who valued personal self-expression were outraged that they could 

be drafted into the military against their will and sent to Vietnam to kill and possibly die. The 

counterculture' s questioning of traditional values provoked conservative outrage and widened 

the cultural "generation gap" between baby boomers and their elders. Cultural modernism also 

helped to reinvigorate feminism. Proponents of "women's liberation" opposed the Vietnam 

War because they believed it symbolized the macho militarism of America's patriarchal 

leadership. And because feminism hit so close to home (literally), it too incited an angry 

traditionalist backlash.''* 

Beginning in the late 1960s, consequently, views toward Vietnam and toward the 

antiwar movement came to serve as a litmus test for political and cultural values. Most of the 

public associated pro-war attitudes with support for maintaining "conservative" traditionalist 

political, cultural, and gender beliefs; conversely, the public usually identified opposition to 

the war with "liberal" modernist values or even-more radical beliefs. These divisions over 

Vietnam and cultural issues split the Democratic coalition, as hawkish and culturally 

conservative Democrats, especially in the South, increasingly left the party.Meanwhile, 

most hawkish "Cold War liberals" abandoned their "liberal" identity-becoming 

"neoconservatives" instead-and left the Democratic party during the 1970s. As a result, one 

of the main markers of being considered a "liberal" during the 1980-2000 period was the 

belief that the United States had been wrong to fight a full-scale war in Vietnam. Even some 
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Cold War liberals came to view Vietnam as a mistake, including one of the war's main 

architects, Robert S. McNamara, secretary of Defense under Kennedy and Johnson.'® 

Conservatives' View of Why the United States Fought the Vietnam War 

During the 1980-2000 period, conservatives' pro-war interpretation was on the 

defensive. The first influential works on Vietnam presented a negative view of U.S. 

intervention, which became the so-called "orthodox" interpretation of the conflict. The recent 

right's favorable view of the war therefore became the "revisionist" interpretation, although 

it in fact drew upon pro-war contentions propounded during the Vietnam era. Like hawks in 

the 1960s, recent conservatives insisted that America's efforts in Vietnam had been a "noble 

cause." They maintained that the United States fought to defend the freedom of its South 

Vietnamese allies. Accordingly, America had not sought territorial or economic gains, thus 

disputing radical critics who regarded U.S. actions as "imperialistic." They presented U.S. 

military intervention as a "just war" fought for defensive reasons and against evil aggressors, 

similar to World War II. However, the Vietnam context differed from that of World War II, 

making the "defensive war" theme more tenuous. 

Recent conservatives therefore focused on the "fight against evil" as the principal 

justification for why the United States fought in Vietnam. They claimed that the communist 

enemy's evil nature was confirmed both during the war and afterward, when communist 

governments in postwar Southeast Asia repressed the populace and committed genocidal 

atrocities. Dismissing notions of the Vietnam War as a localized conflict, they maintained that 
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it resulted from the Cold war, which they viewed as a fight against expansionist communism. 

They argued that attacks like that of the communist enemy in Vietnam constituted "outside 

aggression," which had to be stopped for the cause of global peace. The historical basis of this 

argument was the so-called "Munich analogy," the idea that "appeasing" aggressors 

heightened their desire for further expansion. Conservatives also appealed to the "Domino 

Theory," which asserted that, if one country fell to communism, its neighbors were more 

likely to fall, too. After the Vietnam experience, most liberals dismissed the Munich Analogy 

and the Domino Theory, but most conservatives retained their faith in them. 

By making these arguments, conservatives challenged critics who argued that the 

conflict in Vietnam had been an internal struggle, a civil war. They asserted that North and 

South Vietnam had been two distinct nations and that the NLF had not been a genuine 

"popular front" of Vietnamese nationalists but, rather, an entirely communist groups of 

insurgents infiltrated from North Vietnam and "puppets" of the North's leadership. They 

fiirther maintained that communism was diametrically opposed to genuine nationalism. Events 

during and after the Vietnam War led many non-conservatives to doubt that communism 

always constituted a monolithic, anti-nationalistic conspiracy, but many conservatives retained 

this conviction. 

Although recent conservatives focused on the "fight against evil" justification of U.S. 

intervention in Vietnam, some of them employed the "defensive war" rationale, too. They 

often claimed that North Vietnam had attacked the "sovereign nation" of South Vietnam and 

that the South had then "called in" the United States to help in their defensive struggle. The 
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recent right most frequently employed the defensive-war trope in its portrayals of U. S. troops 

in Vietnam. In fact, conservative representations of the Vietnam War focused narrowly on the 

Americans there, ignoring close examination of the Vietnamese ally and enemy. For example, 

the Academy Award-wdnning movie The Deer Hunter (1978) evoked this feeling of American 

soldiers on the defensive. The film inverted several infamous and symbolic historical images 

from the Vietnam War, thereby turning perpetrators into victims and vice versa. During the 

1980s and 1990s, the historical inversion of American soldiers as defensive victims of 

"invading" Vietnamese permeated conservative productions of mass culture. Conservative 

movies and other works of fiction helped to establish the U.S. prisoners of war (POWs) and 

missing in action (MIAs) as the chief symbols of the Vietnam War. 

Conservatives stress on the American troops in Vietnam enabled them to change the 

war debate's focus, allowing them to avoided defending the reasons for and prosecution of 

U.S. military intervention. This focus on the American troops, especially POWs held inNorth 

Vietnam, became the foundational aspect of the pro-war case during the war, in the Nixon 

era. The claim that "American boys would have died in vain" if more American soldiers did 

not continue to fight (and die) in the continuation of the same war, though logically flawed, 

proved emotionally compelling for many people, both during the war and afterward. The 

emphasis on American soldiers as the focal point for collective memory of the war was 

constructed in tangible form in the Vietnam Veterans Memorial. After it opened in 1982, the 

memorial became one of the most popular and moving sites in the capitol. Yet conservatives 

initially hated it because its somber design undermined the right's attempts to reconstitute the 
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Vietnam War into a heroic, moral crusade. But its great public popularity caused 

conservatives to try to appropriate the memorial by putting their own spin on its meaning. 

Conservatives also argued that continued U.S. military intervention in Vietnam had 

been justified because America needed to demonstrate its credibility and because U.S. 

influence had been good for Southeast Asia. Conservatives appeals to demonstrate U.S. 

commitment and credibility to its allies and enemies by sustaining the U.S. war effort were 

not surprising because traditionalism highly valued honor. Though logically circular, 

"patriotic" calls to "avoid American humiliation" by continuing to fight proved emotionally 

powerful. Many conservatives also contended that American involvement had been a positive 

experience for South Vietnam and its people. Critics disputed this claim by pointing to U.S. 

devastation of Vietnam's people, society, culture, and environment. Recent conservatives 

replied that communist aggression had been responsible for provoking U.S. firepower, the 

communist effect on the Vietnamese had proven far worse than the U.S. impact, and antiwar 

activists exaggerated America's negative impact on Vietnam. 

During the recent era, the conservative, pro-war interpretation found itself on the 

defensive, especially in scholarly literature. The first set of influential works on the Vietnam 

conflict were written during the war, mainly by liberals. These authors described U.S. military 

intervention in Vietnam negatively, portraying it as a mistake caused by an unquestioning, 

globalized, Cold War anticommunism. They argued that American policymakers, by 

disregarding Vietnamese politics, history, and culture, led the United States into an 
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unwinnable quagmire of war.'^ 

This unfavorable view of U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War became the 

"orthodox" interpretation among scholars, journalists, and other intellectuals. Its orthodox 

status was reinforced by polls in the 1980s and 1990s that showed a large majority of the 

public expressing a similarly critical view of war. A 1982 survey, for example, found that 72 

percent of Americans considered the war "fundamentally wrong and immoral."'^ Later polls 

revealed similar findings." For example, a 1993 Gallup poll showed that 68 percent of 

Americans thought that "the United States made a mistake sending troops to fight in 

Vietnam."^" As a consequence, the historiographic literature labeled as "revisionists" pro-war 

conservatives who, beginning in the late 1970s, challenged the orthodox view.^' Although 

recent conservatives' favorable interpretation of U.S. military intervention in Vietnam was on 

the defensive, it was able to draw upon pro-war contentions propounded during the conflict 

itself 

Like hawks in the 1960s, conservatives in the 1980s and 1990s insisted that America's 

efforts in Vietnam had been based on high moral principle. "It is time we recognize that ours, 

in truth, was a noble cause," Ronald Reagan declared in 1980.^^ Five years later, former 

President Richard Nixon agreed, restating a theme he had espoused in the late 1960s and early 

1970s when he had presided over U.S. policy. "Our intervention in the Vietnam War was not 

a brutal and immoral action," Nixon wrote in 1985. "That we came to the defense of innocent 

people under attack by totalitarian thugs is no moral indictment.Other recent conservatives 
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concurred and denounced anyone who disagreed. In 1985, Accuracy in Media (AIM), a right-

wing media group, broadcast on PBS a pro-war documentary, Televison's Vietnam: The Real 

Story, as a response to the network's earlier series Vietnam: A Television History (1983), 

which AIM charged had been too critical of the war. AIM's documentary concluded with the 

on-screen narrator, actor Charleton Heston, in front of the Vietnam War memorial in 

Washington, D.C. "The men whose names are chiseled into this marble [monument] were not 

sent on a fool's errand," declared Heston. "The purpose was noble but we failed."^'' 

Many recent conservatives supported the "noble cause" claim by asserting that 

America had no territorial or economic interests there. This claim also disputed critics who 

viewed U.S. actions as "imperialistic."^^ "[T]he United States went into Vietnam for the sake 

not of its own direct interests in the ordinary sense but for the sake of an ideal.... 'to make 

the world safe for democracy,'" neoconservative editor Norman Podhoretz declared in 

1982.^^ In fact, however, U.S. leaders in government and the private sector perceived the 

Vietnam war as connected to the protection of American economic interests.^^ They believed 

that securing from communism Japan, Indonesia, and other economically important areas in 

Asia and the Indian subcontinent required securing Vietnam and the rest of Southeast Asia.^^ 

Furthermore, powerful economic interests within the United States-including defense 

industries, exporting corporations, and labor unions-benefitted from the Vietnam War, even 

if the overall U.S. economy suffered. 

Like U.S. officials in the 1960s, conservatives in the 1980s and 1990s claimed that the 
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U.S. war in Vietnam had been a "noble cause" because it was a "just war." Typically, a 

military effort met the ethical standard of a "just war" if it was either self-defensive in nature 

or against evil (or both).^' For example, most Americans perceived World War II as their 

country's "good war," in part, for these two reasons. U.S. military intervention in World War 

II appeared defensive because it began with Japan's "sneak attack" on Pearl Harbor and 

Germany's "unprovoked" declaration of war against the United States. And it seemed to 

symbolize a fight against "evildoers," the expansionist regimes of Nazi Germany, imperialist 

Japan, and fascist Italy. Not surprisingly, then, a 1993 Gallup poll found that 86 percent of 

Americans regarded World War II as a just war.^° 

Unfortunately for the right, the Vietnam context substantially differed from the 

circumstances of World War II. For one thing, the "defensive war" theme proved more 

tenuous because the United States never suffered a Pearl Harbor-like attack in the Vietnam 

era. Recent conservatives therefore focused on the second justification, the "fight against 

evil." "Why, then, were we in Vietnam?" neoconservative editor Norman Podhoretz asked 

in 1982. "To say it once again: because we were trying to save the Southern half of that 

country from the evils of Communism."^' The right asserted that U.S. forces had helped the 

Vietnamese people resist the aggressive communist evildoers who were trying to enslave 

South Vietnam. North Vietnam's "leaders had a limitless capacity for barbarity and cruelty," 

former President Richard Nixon charged in 1985. "They resorted to any tactics, no matter 

how cruel, and were willing to fight indefinitely, no matter how much suffering resulted."^^ 

During the 1980-2000 period, conservatives pointed to the atrocities committed in 
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Cambodia by the Khmer Rouge and to the prison camps in postwar Vietnam as "proof that 

the communists caused more suffering than the Americans had. In 1982, neoconservative 

editor Norman Podhoretz maintained that "the peoples of Indochina have, since 1975, been 

subjected to suffering far worse than anything that was inflicted upon them by the United 

States and its allies."^^ Three years later, Reagan's secretary of State, George P. Shultz, 

surveyed the repression in postwar Vietnam and asserted that "this horror was precisely what 

we were trying to prevent." He also insisted that postwar developments substantiated the 

righteousness of U.S. intervention. "The president has called our effort a noble cause, and he 

was right," said Shultz. "No one could doubt the moralitv of our effort," because U.S. troops 

fought "to save innocent people from brutal tyranny."^'* In 1988, President Reagan put forth 

the same argument. "[AJfter more than a decade of desperate [Vietnamese] boat people, after 

the killing fields of Cambodia, after all that has happened in that unhappy part of the world, 

who can doubt that the cause for which our men fought was just?" Reagan asked 

rhetorically.^^ 

During the 1980s and 1990s, conservatives also echoed sixties-era hawks by arguing 

that the Vietnam War was part of the wider Cold War, which America was fighting against 

an aggressive, freedom-denying, monolithic communism. The right insisted that communist 

attacks in the South, which constituted "outside aggression," had to be stopped because 

foreign invasions of sovereign nations must be checked. The historical basis of this argument 

was the so-called "Munich analogy," the idea that cooperating with or "appeasing" aggressors 

heightened their desire for further expansion. According to this theory, the West's 
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appeasement of Hitler at the Munich Conference of 1938-which ceded part of 

Czechoslovakia to German control-only whetted Nazi appetite for further expansion. 

However, U.S. policymakers never seemed to question whether the premise that Soviet-led 

communism during the Cold War sought the same goals as Nazi Germany had prior to the 

Second World War. Instead, Americans conflated communism and Nazi fascism into a single, 

overarching paradigm of "totalitarianism."^^ In 1980, for example, Ronald Reagan asserted 

that the United States had been trying to help South Vietnam, "a small country newly freed 

from colonial rule," defend itself against a "totalitarian neighbor bent on conquest."^^ 

The Munich analogy was reinforced by the "Domino Theory." It asserted that, once 

a nation fell to commimist aggression, its neighbors were more likely to fall, too, and that this 

chain reaction would accelerate so that stopping later dominoes was nearly impossible. Thus, 

the United States must not allow the first domino-Vietnam, for example-to fall to 

communism, even if this nation was not important to U.S. interests, because its fall would 

initiate a chain reaction eventually endangering American interests and the United States itself. 

The Domino Theory encompassed the notion all revolutions, even alleged civil wars for 

national liberation (as in Vietnam), were connected and controlled by Moscow. Pro-war 

proponents argued that the antidote to the Munich analogy and the Domino Theory was the 

containment doctrine, which defended the entire "free world" from aggressive global 

commimism, which stood ever-poised to attack. Every president from Harry Truman through 

Richard Nixon employed the Munich analogy and the Domino Theory (or an earlier version 

of it) as justifications for U.S. intervention in Vietnam. 
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After the Vietnam experience, most liberals dismissed the Domino Theory as 

simplistic, exaggerated, and untrue, but most conservatives retained their faith in it. The 

recent right pointed out that, after Vietnam fell to communism, several other Third World 

nations did, too. "For six years after Vietnam," wrote former President Richard Nixon, "the 

dominoes fell one by one: Laos, Cambodia, and Mozambique in 1975; Angola in 1976; 

Ethiopia in 1977; South Yemen in 1978; Nicaragua in 1979," 1985.^^ The recent right used 

the Domino Theory as a rationale for U.S. military intervention in Central America and other 

areas of potentially revolutionary areas. In 1980, for example, Ronald Reagan charged that, 

if the Soviets "weren't engaged in this game of dominoes, there wouldn't be any hot spots in 

the world."^' He also reminded his fellow residents of the United States that "we are the last 

domino.'"*" 

Like pro-war proponents in the 1960s, recent conservatives disputed critics who 

argued that the conflict in Vietnam had been an internal struggle, a civil war. The right 

asserted, first of all, that North and South Vietnam had been two distinct nations. In 1982, 

President Ronald Reagan restated this contention-and, in the process, mangled the histoiy of 

Vietnam and the Geneva Accords of 1954. Reagan claimed (incorrectly) that "when France 

gave up Indochina as a colony, the leading nations of the world met in Geneva with regard 

to helping those colonies become independent nations. And since North and South Vietnam 

had been, previous to colonization, two separate countries, provisions were made that these 

two countries could by a vote of all their people together, decide whether they wanted to be 

one country or not Ho Chi Minh refused to participate in such an election.'"" Two years 
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later, Reagan repeated his inaccurate claim. "The settlement of French Indochina created two 

nations-South Vietnam and North Vietnam. They were separate nations," he said in 1984. 

"In fact back through history they had pretty much been separate countries."'*^ 

Recent conservatives also rejected the notion of Vietnam as a civil war by repeating 

sixties-era pro-war charges that South Vietnam's National Liberation Front (NLF) had not 

been a genuine "popular front" of Vietnamese nationalists who sought independence by 

overthrowing the U.S.-backed regime in Saigon. Conservatives claimed, first, that the 

revolutionaries in the South had not been self-led local fighters but, rather, insurgents 

infiltrated from North Vietnam or "puppets" of the North's leadership. "Antiwar activists 

portrayed the National Liberation Front as the soul of the Vietnamese revolution, an 

indigenous nationalist movement that had risen spontaneously against the repressive Diem 

regime," former President Richard Nixon recalled in 1985. "In reality the National Liberation 

Front was a front for North Vietnam's effort to conquer the South.'"^^ Conservatives further 

insisted that the NLF had not been a "popular front" group representing all ideologies but, 

rather, an entirely communist organization. 

The recent right maintained that communism, which sought a global worker-led 

government, was diametrically opposed to genuine nationalism. Accordingly, all communist-

led revolutions, even ones supposedly for "national liberation," were inherently "outside 

aggression." In 1991, conservative historian Ralph B. Smith argued that, by 1965, Vietnam 

was "part of a global power struggle which President Johnson could not easily have ignored" 

because of Soviet and Chinese support of Hanoi, the instability of Southeast Asia, and "a very 
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real Chinese campaign to eliminate United States power and influence not just from South 

Vietnam but from the East and Southeast Asian region.'"''' 

Put baldly, the right charged that the NLF, as a communist organization, was the 

"puppet" of a monolithic, Soviet-led communist conspiracy to conquer the world. During the 

1960s, many hawks charged that, in essence, the Soviet Union controlled the Chinese who 

controlled the North Vietnamese who controlled the South Vietnamese NLF. By the 1980-

2000 period, however, wars between these communist nations-for example, Soviet-Chinese 

border skirmishes in 1969, Vietnam's invasion of Cambodia in 1978, and China's war with 

Vietnam in 1979-made this argument much less compelling for non-conservatives. But many 

recent conservatives retained their claim that communism constituted a monolithic, anti-

nationalistic conspiracy. In 1980, for example, Ronald Reagan charged that the Soviet Union 

"underlies all the unrest that is going on." If it were not for the Soviets, claimed Reagan, 

"there wouldn't be any hot spots in the world.'"*^ 

Although recent conservatives focused on the "fight against evil" justification of U. S. 

intervention in Vietnam, some of them employed the "defensive war" rationale, too. They 

often claimed that North Vietnam had attacked the "sovereign nation" of South Vietnam and 

that the South had then "called in" the United States to help in their defensive struggle. (Pro-

war advocates elided the problematic fact that the United States had been essential in creating 

and sustaining the Republic of South Vietnam and its ruling regimes.) For example, President 

Ronald Reagan employed the defensive-war theme in his inaccurate recollections about the 
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process of U.S. military intervention in Vietnam. "[0]ur country," Reagan claimed in 1982, 

"sent military advisors to help a country which had been a colony have such things as a 

national security force, an army, you might say, or a military to defend itself. And they were 

doing this ... in civilian clothes, no weapons, until they began being blown up where they 

lived and walking down the street by people riding motorcycles and throwing pipe bombs at 

them. And then they were permitted to carry sidearms or wear uniforms.""® 

As Reagan's quote revealed, the recent right most frequently employed the defensive-

war trope in its portrayals of U.S. troops in Vietnam. In fact, conservative representations of 

the Vietnam War focused narrowly on Americans while pushing the South Vietnamese allies 

far into the background. The right's depiction of teenage GIs on the defensive, surrounded 

by wily and cruel Viet Cong "invaders," appeared most evident in such popular-culture media 

as fictional films and television shows. The theme of the besieged American obviously owed 

much to cowboy movies, wherein Indian "invaders" attacked "defensive" settlers. Indeed, it 

was significant that U.S. troops in Vietnam referred to enemy-held territory as "Indian 

country.'"^^ 

Of course, historical and logical problems beset this image of America on the 

defensive. Despite the movie depiction, in actuality, millions of Euro-Americans, fortified by 

the U.S. calvary, had swarmed into (or "invaded") Indian territory in North America, rather 

than vice versa. Similarly, hundreds of thousands of U.S. troops traveled thousands of miles 

overseas to "invade" Vietnam (it was irrelevant whether or not this invasion was "invited" by 

the South Vietnamese government, as conservatives claimed). By contrast, no Vietnamese 
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communists invaded the U. S. homeland. Despite the historical and logical incongruities of the 

defensive-war theme, the image of the United States and its soldiers as innocent victims of 

marauding hordes made emotional sense for many American onlookers-especially viewers of 

fictional works that presented the Vietnam conflict entirely from U.S. ground troops' point 

of view. (It was significant that few fictional movies or television shows were filmed from the 

point of view of pilots, bombers, and artillery operators in American planes.)"^ 

The critically and financially successful film. The Deer Hunter (1978) powerfully 

evoked this feeling of Americans on the defensive against the Vietnamese. The movie was 

directed by Michael Cimino, a conservative who claimed to have served with a Green Beret 

unit in Vietnam (but had not).''' Cimino's fictional film inverted several infamous and symbolic 

historical images from the Vietnam War.^° During the Tet Offensive of 1968, news cameras 

captured the image of South Vietnam's police chief. General Nguyen Ngoc Loan, executing 

a handcuffed NLF prisoner with a bullet threw his temple. The photographs became 

emblematic of the war. America's ally's treatment of prisoners also was displayed in pictures 

of South Vietnam's notorious "tiger cages," torturous tiny enclosures that permanently 

crippled the bodies of prisoners held in them. Americans also viewed images documenting 

U.S. war crimes. In 1969, American troops guimed down hundreds of Vietnamese civilians, 

including many women and children, at the village My Lai, and photographs of the massacre 

later appeared in Life magazine. All of these shocking images, and many others, undercut the 

pro-war position that the United States was fighting a defensive and just war. 

Cimino's The Deer Hunter, however, inverted these notorious images, thereby turning 



592 

perpetrators into victims and vice versa. The film's dramatic climax was a scene in which 

North Vietnamese captors held a gun to the temple of American POWs and then forced them 

to play Russian roulette. The fictional scene reversed the historical reality of General Loan's 

execution of anNLF prisoner. Another cinematic inversion showed the infamous tiger cages 

were shown, but now they were North Vietnam's, not South Vietnam's, and they held 

Americans POWs, not NLF prisoners. The Deer Hunter also included a scene wherein a 

North Vietnamese soldier used a machine gun to shoot up a peaceful village, killing women 

and children. The images were almost identical to those of the U.S. military's My Lai 

massacre, thereby reversing historical culpability. Many commentators took umbrage at 

Cimino's right-wing perversion of the history of the Vietnam War. Actress Jane Fonda, a 

former antiwar activist, called The Deer Hunter a "racist, Pentagon version of the war," and 

journalist Gloria Emerson charged that "Cimino has cheapened and diminished the war as no 

one else."^' Nevertheless, The Deer Hunter won several Academy Awards, including Best 

Director for Cimino. Oscar night ended in symbolic fashion with actor John Wayne presenting 

the Best Picture award to The Deer Hunter. 

Despite its historical inaccuracy, The Deer Hunter left an indelible impact on the 1980-

2000 period. It disfigured history; decades later, more than one student has asked me: "Did 

the North Vietnamese really make American prisoners play Russian roulette?" The film also 

helped to establish U.S. POWs and MIAs as the foremost symbols of the Vietnam War. And 

the historical inversion of American soldiers as defensive victims of "invading" Vietnamese 

suffused conservative productions of mass culture throughout the 1980s and 1990s. 
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The recent right's emphasis on the troops in Vietnam also enabled them to change the 

focus of the debate over the war. Conservatives avoided defending the reasons for and 

prosecution of U.S. military intervention by discussing only the young American soldiers 

besieged by murderous communists. In 1980, for example, Ronald Reagan declared: "We 

dishonor the memory of 50,000 young Americans who died in that cause when we give way 

to feelings of guilt [about the Vietnam War]"^^ After becoming president, Reagan retained his 

emphasis on the U.S. troops in his statements on Vietnam. "The [American] men and women 

of Vietnam fought for freedom in a place where liberty was in danger," he said in 1984. "They 

put their lives in danger to help people in a land far away from their own. . . . All were 

patriots who lit the world with their fidelity and courage. They were both out children and our 

heroes. We will never forget their devotion and their sacrifice."^"* 

A year later, Reagan's Secretary of State, George P. Shultz similarly contended that 

the actions of U.S. troops in Vietnam proved that the morality of American war aims. "The 

president has called our effort a noble cause, and he was right," Shultz said in 1985. "No one 

could doubt the morality of our effort," because U.S. troops fought "to save innocent people 

from brutal tyranny." He then tried to link the Vietnam conflict with earlier "good" wars like 

World War II. Shultz contended, that, "like their fathers before them, [Vietnam veterans] 

fought for what Americans have always fought for; freedom, human dignity, and justice. They 

are heroes. They honored their country, and we should show them out gratitude."^' 

It should be noted that conservatives' exploiting the sympathetic image of soldiers 

under hostile fire to bolster the pro-war cause was far from unique. Throughout history in all 
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nations, those who supported foreign intervention employed the notion of "rallying around 

the troops abroad" to gain popular backing for their hawkish policies. During the first phase 

of massive U.S. military intervention in Vietnam, during the 1965-68 period, pro-war 

proponents also used sympathy for American soldiers to bolster their argument for continued 

intervention. 

But it was conservative Richard Nixon who, after he became president in 1969, made 

the troops, especially American prisoners of war (POWs) held in North Vietnam, the 

foundational aspect of the pro-war case. The issue proved a boon for Nixon. "The PO W/MIA 

issue served two crucial functions in allowing Richard Nixon to continue the Vietnam War 

for four years, even though he had assumed office almost a year after the nation had shown 

its desperate desire for peace," H. Bruce Franklin, a historian and professor of English, wrote 

in 1992. "It was both a booby trap for the antiwar movement and a wrench to be thrown into 

the works of the Paris peace talks." Of course, Nixon's reasoning-that the U.S. troops should 

fight in Vietnam because U.S. troops had fought and were fighting in Vietnam-was entirely 

circular, as even some conservatives later realized. "Nixon and Kissinger just used the POW 

issue to prolong the war," Gloria Copin, head of VIVA, a PO W/MIA lobbying group, 

recalled in 1990. "Sometimes I feel guilty because with all our efforts, we killed more men 

than we saved."^® Nevertheless, the claim that "American boys would have died in vain" if 

more American soldiers did not continue to fight (and die) in the continuation of the same war 

proved emotionally compelling for many people, both during the war and afterwards. 
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The emphasis on American soldiers as the focal point for collective memory of the 

Vietnam War was put into tangible, material form in the Vietnam Veterans Memorial on the 

Mall in Washington, D.C. The memorial's heart, based on a winning design by Yale 

undergraduate Maya Lin, was a long, black-marble wall simply inscribed with all the names 

of U.S. personnel killed during the war. After it opened, "The Wall," which sank into the 

surrounding hillside, soon became one of the most popular and emotionally moving tourist 

locations in the capitol-"a ritual site where pilgrims enact complex relationships with 

casualties and history," observed scholar Harry W. Haines.^^ 

Yet conservatives initially hated the Vietnam memorial for several reasons. Many of 

them bristled because architect Maya Lin was female, young, and of Asian descent; after all, 

Asians had killed every American listed on the wall. More importantly, the right perceived 

Lin's design as focusing on the most negative aspect of the war (for Americans)-the U.S. 

dead. Vietnam veteran James Webb, later a high-ranking Reagan administration official, 

derided the design as "wailing wall for draft dodgers and New Lefters of the future." 

Conservatives also disliked the non-heroic design. "Are we to honor the dead and our 

sacrifices to America with a black hole?" complained Vietnam veteran Tom Carhart, a lawyer 

in the Defense Department.^^ The National Review even charged that "the V-shaped plan of 

the black retaining wall immortalized the antiwar signal, the V protest made with the 

fingers."^' Billionaire H. Ross Perot, a leading supporter of veterans issues who had ftimished 

the seed money for the memorial, called it "a monumental insult to veterans." When the 

Reagan administration took office in January 1981, Secretary James Watt of the Department 
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of the Interior, the agency in charge of the project, withdrew his support of it. Many 

conservatives in Congress also opposed the layout.®" 

Lin's somber, reflective design obviously clashed with the recent right's attempts to 

reconstitute the Vietnam War into a heroic, moral crusade in the collective American memory. 

Conservatives wanted the Vietnam site to be like others in Washington; white, above ground, 

and with statues of heroic warriors as the focal point. They complained that, by contrast, 

Lin's design served "as a monument to defeat, one that spoke more to the nation's guilt than 

to the honor of the war dead and the veterans," observed scholar Marita Sturken.®' Once the 

memorial opened, however, its great public popularity convinced conservatives that they 

should claim it as their own. They successfully lobbied to have a bronze statute, sculptor 

Frederick Hart's "Three Fightingmen," added to the memorial grounds.®^ Conservatives also 

attempted to appropriate the memorial by putting their own spin on its meaning. In 1982, for 

example, President Ronald Reagan proclaimed that, because of the wall, everyone was 

"beginning to appreciate that [the troops] were fighting for a just cause."®^ 

A final conservative justification of why the United States fought in Vietnam was that 

America needed to demonstrate its commitment and credibility to its allies and enemies, 

thereby avoiding humiliation. This reasoning was not surprising because traditionalism values 

honor highly. However, this commitment-and-credibility argument-the United States needed 

to stay and fight in Vietnam because it was already fighting in Vietnam-was circular, avoiding 

a discussion over original causes. For conservatives, this justification possessed the added 
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advantage of allowing conservatives to argue, as many did, that liberal Democratic presidents 

Kennedy and Johnson should not have gotten America so involved in the first place, but that, 

once the U.S. was involved and pledged to stay, it had to remain there to maintain credibility. 

Nonetheless, "patriotic" calls to "avoid American humiliation" by continuing to fight proved 

emotionally powerful. 

For conservatives, the various reasons outlined above justified the morality of U.S. 

intervention in Vietnam, but many of them went further, insisting that American involvement 

had been a positive experience for South Vietnam and its people. "[T]he high point of 

democracy and political liberty in Vietnam also coincided with the high point of American 

influence there," political scientist Samuel P. Huntington claimed in 1982. "The only free 

national election in the history of that country took place in 1967, when the American military 

intervention was at its peak. In Vietnam,... American intervention had a pluralizing effect 

on politics, limiting the government and encouraging and strengthening its political 

opposition."®'' 

Critics hotly disputed this claim that U.S. intervention had been positive for Vietnam. 

They denied that free elections had taken place. They also pointed out that the U.S. phase of 

the war killed 2 million Vietnamese and 300,000 Cambodians and Laotians, and it forced 15 

million Southeast Asian refugees to flee from their ancestral homes. The American presence 

also detrimentally impacted Vietnamese society, increasing prostitution and vice in cities and 

around U.S. bases. American financial intervention distorted the Vietnamese economy. In 
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addition, the war physically and environmentally damaged Vietnam (and Cambodia and Laos) 

through bombing and defoliation, destroying 9000 hamlets in South Vietnam (60 percent of 

the total), 25 million acres of farmland, and 12 million acres of jungle. 

Recent conservatives replied to critics of U.S. devastation of Vietnam in three main 

ways. First, they maintained that communist aggression had been responsible for provoking 

U.S. firepower. Second, they insisted that the communist effect on the Vietnamese had 

proven far worse than the U.S. impact. "The defeat of the United States in Vietnam and the 

exclusion of American power from Indochina were followed in three countries [of Vietnam, 

Cambodia, and Laos] by the imposition of regimes of almost total repression," Samuel 

Huntington argued.®® And third, conservatives insisted that antiwar activists grossly 

exaggerated America's deleterious impact on Vietnam. For example, conservative political 

scientists Guenter Lewy dismissed the notion promoted by some antiwar critics that America 

had fought a "genocidal" war against Vietnamese civilians.®^ In 1978, Lewy cited UN figures 

showing that the populations of both North and South Vietnam grew steadily from 1965 

through 1974, the period of heaviest U.S. military involvement. "This fact makes the charge 

of genocide a bit grotesque," he remarked.®® Lewy also rejected the contention that Vietnam 

had been an especially immoral war because more civilians were killed during it than in 

previous wars. He found that, in fact, the proportion of civilian deaths in the overall total was 

between 28 and 45 percent in Vietnam, compared to approximately 40 percent in World War 

II and 70 percent in the Korean War.®' 
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During the 1980-2000 period, these conservatives efforts to convince a majority of 

the U.S. public that the Vietnam War had been a "noble cause" proved a failure. In fact, 

surveys showed that an overwhelming majority of recent Americans disagreed with the 

conservative interpretation that Vietnam had been a "just war." For example, a 1982 survey 

found that 72 percent of Americans considered the war "fundamentally wrong and 

immoral,"™ a 1991 poll showed that 70 percent of respondents believed the same thing," and 

a 1993 Gallup survey revealed that 71 percent of Americans rejected the notion of Vietnam 

as a just war.^^ 

"Back Stabbers": Conservatives' View of Why America Lost the Vietnam War 

During the recent era, many conservatives argued that the United States would have 

won the war in Vietnam if civilians in the Democratic Kennedy-Johnson administrations had 

implemented the correct strategy, one based conventional warfare rather than 

counterinsurgency tactics. However, military scholars produced a vast literature disputing this 

these claims. Many scholars concluded that there were no means possible to "win," and even 

many conservatives disputed the assertion that U.S. armed forces had slighted conventional 

tactics in favor of counterinsurgency. Furthermore, many analysts attributed the failure of 

U.S. strategy in Vietnam to deficiencies in the military leadership, not civilians in the 

Kennedy-Johnson administrations. 

Nevertheless, recent conservative declared that the United States would have won in 

Vietnam, but that American civilians had "stabbed in the back" the military. In the 1970s, 
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many on the right faulted baby-boomer draftees in the armed forces for the failure to prevail. 

By 1980, however, most conservatives had re-embraced the Vietnam veterans. They therefore 

argued that the military had won the war but that disloyal forces within America society had 

snatched away the victory by stabbing the military in the back. The back-stabbing explanation 

of military loss was a cross-cultural myth, although it was most associated with the rise of 

Nazi Germany following World War I. The conservative claim that left-leaning groups had 

lost the war in Vietnam through disloyal-or even treasonous-actions provided a dual benefit 

for recent conservatives: it absolved them for the loss in Vietnam and smeared their liberal 

foes, both past and present. 

Conservatives charged that back stabbers included several interconnected forces: the 

Democratic-controlled Congress during the Nixon era; the civilian leadership of the Kennedy 

and Johnson administrations; the news media; and antiwar activists, the New Left, and student 

protestors. Former President Richard Nixon and some other conservatives claimed that the 

United States actually had won the war in Vietnam by 1973 but that the Democratic majority 

in Congress threw the victory away. However, most of the recent right maintained that Nixon 

had assumed the presidency too late to save the United States from the mistakes committed 

by Democratic Presidents Kennedy and Johnson. Some conservatives criticized the Kennedy 

administration for destabilizing South Vietnam by failing to maintain support for Ngo Dinh 

Diem's regime. 

But most conservatives argued that, even without Diem, the United States could have 

won the war if civilians had not stabbed the military in the back. Conservatives, including 
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high-ranking officers who had served in Vietnam, blamed the U.S. failure on civilian leaders' 

management of the war. They insisted that the Kennedy and Johnson administration had 

wrongly compelled armed forces to rely on a misguided counterinsurgency strategy, because 

the conflict had actually been a conventional war of aggression launched from outside South 

Vietnam. Conservatives also condemned Johnson's "limited war" strategy, especially the 

gradual escalation of the air war against North V ietnam, complaining that it made the military 

"fight with one hand tied behind its back." 

The conservative contention that the liberal Democrats within the Kennedy and 

Johnson administrations had lost the war played into the recent right's hatred of "big-

government elites." Consequently, a myth eventually became widespread that high-ranking 

U.S. government officials purposely conspired to cause U.S. troops to lose in Vietnam. 

Fictional television shows and films like the Rambo movies often depicted the U.S. 

government as betraying GIs in Vietnam. The notion of treasonous governmental elites 

betraying its soldiers centered around the issue of troops designated missing in action (MIA) 

in Southeast Asia. Many recent conservatives charged that antiwar proponents within the U.S. 

government abandoned the MIAs, who, in actuality were prisoners of war (PO Ws) still being 

held by the communists in Southeast Asia. Conservative forces-including the Republican 

administrations of Presidents Richard Nixon, Ronald Reagan, and George H. W. 

Bush-encouraged the myth, and it became one of the most powerful legacies of the Vietnam 

era bequeathed to the recent era. 

During the war, President Nixon began exploiting the POW/MIA issue to build 
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support for his pro-war poHcies. Nixon and his alUes focused pubhc attention regarding the 

war on the POWs and MIAs, who then became the principal rationale for continued U.S. 

intervention. This misguided notion of saving the POWs as a cause for U.S. intervention 

remained imbedded in the public psyche throughout the 1980-2000, and, like Nixon, recent 

conservatives exploited the issue in an attempt to gain retrospective support for the war. 

Nixon left another portentous legacy on the POW/MIA question by deliberately fostering the 

notion that possibly as many as two thousand U.S. soldiers remained captive in Vietnam. 

Nixon's rhetoric made MIA, POW, and "unaccounted for" interchangeable terms in the 

popular mind. Although over 2000 "unaccounted for" remained lost, all available evidence 

showed that they had died. Clouding the differences between these terms aided the pro-war 

cause, but it confused the public and inflamed the issue. During the recent period, 

consequently, many people to believe that over two thousand U.S. soldiers were still MIA in 

Vietnam, possibly held as POWs. Despite the lack of evidence, the POW/MIA myth proved 

compelling to recent conservatives. The myth made the Americans, not the Vietnamese, the 

victims, and the POW/MIA became a hero betrayed by his goverrmient and the antiwar 

movement, especially by cowardly types such as the bureaucrats in control of the government. 

Many recent conservatives also blamed the U.S. defeat in Vietnam on the fact that 

"liberal media" had also stabbed the military in the back. A few on the right charged that 

"uncensored" media compromised military operations or hampered diplomatic maneuvering. 

But most conservatives argued that the liberal media had helped lose the war by 

propagandizing antiwar opinions to the public. Military officers, especially, believed that the 
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liberal news media had weakened the pro-war cause, losing the war that the U.S. armed 

forces had allegedly won. Conservatives complained that televison coverage emphasized 

gratuitous scenes of violence from Vietnam, which hurt the pro-war cause. They maintained 

that Vietnam was typical of all wars in its level of violence but television news made it seem 

uniquely brutal. 

Recent scholarly studies, however, found that the conservative claims about "liberal 

media" sources and their impact were exaggerated or groundless. For example, the notion 

of a "living-room war" was mostly a myth. T elevision news did not show film or photographs 

of gratuitous scenes every night. In fact, less than 5 percent of television news stories on 

Vietnam showed footage of combat or its effects, such as dead or wounded soldiers. 

Additionally, analyses of news stories during and about the Vietnam War challenged the 

conservative contention that the "liberal" news media had been biased against the war from 

the start. Instead, scholars found that the media followed, rather than led, public opinion. 

Finally, it was important to note that the media's skepticism of the war after 1967 did not 

translate into media approval of the antiwar movement. The mainstream media remained 

consistently hostile to peace protests. 

During the recent era, many military officers and other conservatives presented plans 

for retrospective victory in Vietnam. Although their proposals differed somewhat, a general 

pattern emerged. To win the war, conservatives asserted, U.S. civilian leaders should have 

used conventional strategy and used the full power of the American war-making machine. 
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Specifically, President Johnson should have declared war on North Vietnam, mobilized the 

reserves, used unrestricted bombing against all targets in the North, destroyed bridges 

cormecting the North to China, and established a naval blockade of the North by mining 

Haiphong and other harbors. The conservative battle plan also included an aggressive ground 

campaign designed to force fixed battles in which superior U.S. firepower would prevail. This 

plan included using U.S. troops to invade Cambodia, Laos, and the Demilitarized Zone in 

North Vietnam, thereby cutting off the North's infiltration through the Ho Chi Minh Trail.^^ 

"The U.S. resources were there-what was missing was a bold decision, admittedly involving 

some risk, and an imaginative concept that would have allowed the United States and its allies 

to turn the strategic tables on Hanoi," Bruce Palmers, Jr., who had been an officer in 

Vietnam, concluded in 1984. This type of conventional war, conceded Palmer, might not have 

produced an absolute U.S. victory, but, at the very least, it would have provided "a better 

foundation for negotiations undertaken to end the war."^"* 

During the 1980-2000 period, scholars and military analysts produced a vast literature 

disputing this conservative claim that the United States could have "won" in Vietnam with 

traditional tactics. In fact, many scholars concluded that there were no means 

possible-including escalation of conventional warfare-that would have enabled the United 

States to achieve its political and military objectives in Vietnam, that is, a stable, secure anti-

commimist government in the South.^^ 

Furthermore, even many conservatives joined other analysts in rejecting the idea that, 

in Vietnam, the United States had eschewed conventional warfare for counterinsurgency. 
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Indeed, many analysts argued that the principal U.S. deficiency in Vietnam was that the armed 

forces had fought the war too conventionally, slighting the counterinsurgency and pacification 

campaigns/® They pointed out that the U.S. armed forces, including those fighting in 

Vietnam, had been designed for a potential conventional warfare: fighting major battles 

against Soviets in Europe. Therefore, counterinsurgency represented an implicit criticism of 

the military's entire system and, also, an entirely new method of fighting. Military leaders 

naturally felt hostility toward changing their whole way of war and resisted it every step of 

the way. Additionally, the top brass-especially in the air force-thought it unwise to transform 

their tactics for a relatively minor war like Vietnam when they should be preparing for World 

War III versus the Soviets. Consequently, scholars found that the military never fully 

implemented counterinsurgency in Vietnam.^^ For example, a leading conservative analyst, 

political scientist GuenterLewy, argued that the U.S. military relied too heavily on traditional 

military concepts that were inappropriate-counterproductive, in fact-for a "political" guerilla 

war.^^ 

Many recent scholars also attributed the failure of U.S. strategy in Vietnam to 

deficiencies in military leadership, not civilians in the Kennedy-Johnson administrations. 

Apologists for the armed forces complained that civilian leaders had restrained them. Yet 

close analyses of the war found that the military leadership fought it basically how they 

wished. For one thing, as mentioned above, U.S. armed forces in Vietnam emphasized 

traditional tactics rather than counterinsurgency. The idea that civilian leaders micromanaged 

the war also was a myth. It was true that President Johnson and other civilians selected and 
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restricted bombing targets in North Vietnam. But only 10 percent of all U.S. bombing was 

against specified targets; the other 90 percent was called in by military field commanders. And 

President Nixon authorized bombing throughout more of North Vietnam after he assumed 

power in 1969. Far fi:om being held back, as conservatives claimed, the U.S. military used 

every weapon short of nuclear weapons that it had in its arsenal. In Vietnam, a country the 

size of Arizona, U.S. planes dropped more bombs, 4.6 million tons, than had all nations in 

World War II combined. They delivered another 2 million tons of bombs on Cambodia and 

Laos. U.S. planes and helicopters also dropped 400,000 tons of napalm and sprayed 11 

million gallons of herbicides like Agent Orange on Vietnam.^' 

Despite the vast scholarly literature to the contrary, the notion that the United States 

could have won in Vietnam remained a cornerstone of conservatives' view of the war during 

the 1980s and 1990s. The question therefore turned to who deserved the blame for the U.S. 

defeat. Most prideful conservative "patriots" denied that the Vietnamese communists 

deserved credit for beating the United States, the "greatest, more powerful nation in history." 

Instead, they asserted that America had "defeated itself," an outcome President Richard 

Nixon had warned against during the war. 

In the 1970s, many on the right faulted the military for the failure to prevail in 

Vietnam. Most blamed draftees who took drugs, disobeyed and sometimes "fragged" (killed) 

their superior officers, and avoided engaging the enemy. Conservatives who had served in 

World War II were especially hostile toward Vietnam-era soldiers, believing that these baby 
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boomers lacked the self-sacrificing character of their own "greatest generation." Meanwhile, 

many junior officers and enlisted men blamed the loss on the leadership of General William 

C. Westmoreland and others in the high echelons of command. 

By 1980, however, most conservatives had re-embraced the Vietnam veterans. The 

recent right's evolving stance, from hostility to sympathy and admiration, evinced itself in 

popular culture during the late 1970s and early 1980s. The Rambo movies were emblematic 

of this evolution. In the initial film of the series. First Blood (1982), Sylvester Stallone's 

Rambo character appeared as a long-haired, hippie drifter who was abused by a small-town 

conservative sheriff. Rambo, however, turned out to be an ex-Green Beret who had served 

in Vietnam, and he proceeded to go on a violent, revengeful rampage against the conservative 

sheriff and the town. However, feelings toward Vietnam veterans by conservatives-led by 

President Ronald Reagan, "a one-man welcome-home parade," wrote veteran Robert 

Timberg^°-warmed considerably during the time between the writing and production ofFirst 

Blood and that of its sequel, Rambo: First Blood Part II (1985). As a result, the theme of the 

right-wing sheriff bashing the hippie drifter was entirely missing from the second movie. 

Instead, Rambo was now a pumped-up conservative (albeit still with long hair) sent to liberate 

American POWs by killing their communist Vietnamese and Soviet captors. 

Conservatives' adoption of the Vietnam veteran as one of their own by the early 

1980s meant that, thereafter, they seldom voiced criticism of armed-forces personnel, at either 

the high or low ranks. Indeed, the recent right usually vociferously defended the military's 

conduct in Vietnam. "In the end," former President Richard Nixon wrote in 1985, "Vietnam 
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was lost on the political front in the United States, not on the battlefield in Southeast Asia."^' 

Consequently, recent conservatives argued that the military had won the war against 

the Vietnamese enemy but that disloyal forces within America society-liberal, leftist, and 

Democratic groups, naturally-had snatched away the victory. Some conservatives depicted 

these groups as merely misguided. But most on the right portrayed them as traitors who 

"stabbed in the back" the U.S. military. The accusation first surfaced while the Vietnam War 

was being waged. "Stab-in-the-back arguments, for example, were common in the pages of 

the John Birch Society's American Opinion and William F. Buckley, Jr.'s National Review 

in 1964 and continued to appear throughout the war," historian Jeffrey P. Kimball wrote in 

1988. "Like the criticisms of Nixon and other conservatives at the time, they constituted right-

wing pressure on the Johnson administration to win the war militarily." A minor theme during 

the war, "the stab-in-the-back theme developed into a full-fledged explanation for American 

defeat after the war ended and as another, related debate unfolded over the causes of failure 

and the future of policy," concluded Kimball. 

The back-stabbing explanation of military loss was a cross-cultural myth, although it 

was most associated with the rise of Nazi Germany. Kimball observed that such legends "eire 

common responses to defeat in war, and it should not be surprising that one appeared in 

cormection with American defeat in that long and bitter conflict." Most cultures have a similar 

myth. "Reflecting an ancient mythos about the betrayal of the virtuous, heroic, and otherwise 

invincible warrior," wrote Kimball, "cultural manifestations of the stab-in-the-back legend are 
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at least as venerable as the Old Norse Nibelungensage and the Medieval German 

Nibeluneenlied. in which Hagen spears the hero Siegfried in the back. The modem, 

archetypical Dolchstoss Legende was bom after the German defeat of 1918."^^ During the 

intrawar period, the Nazis exploited the back-stabbing myth to gain popular support for their 

fascist policies of military expansionism.^" It became "a fanatical belief... which, more than 

anything else, was to undermine the Weimar Republic and pave the way for Hitler' s triumph," 

wrote historian William Shire.^^ Although the back-stabbing theme became identified with the 

twentieth-century German experience, it also appeared in U.S. history, including the War of 

1812, the Korean War, and the Civil War (for the South).Indeed, the recent right's post-

Vietnam myth closely resembled the South' s "Lost Cause" legend of the post-Civil War era.^^ 

Recent conservatives employed the back-stabbing myth in public discourse to further 

their contemporary agenda by maligning their opponents. The myth of the back stabber 

symbolized a phenomenon "whereby some losers of wars consciously or unconsciously search 

for scapegoats," explained Kimball. "This search often results in the formulation of a myth 

that is not simply another harmless academic interpretation and mush less an 'objective' 

interpretation, but is one that has significant social, political, strategic, and civil-military 

implications."^® 

The conservative claim that left-leaning groups had lost the war in Vietnam through 

disloyal-or even treasonous-actions provided a dual benefit for recent conservatives: it 

absolved them for the loss in Vietnam and smeared their liberal foes, both past and present. 

It therefore served as a popular explanation for conservatives during the 1980s and 1990s. 
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In 1985, for example, Accuracy in Media, a right-wing group, broadcast a documentary, 

Televison's Vietnam: The Real Story. It concluded with the on-screen narrator, actor 

Charleton Heston, intoning: "The purpose [in Vietnam] was noble but we failed. Our people 

and our leaders became confused and suffered a loss of will We were wrong to think the 

outcome would be decided by military strength. In the end, words, disinformation, deception 

were the deciding factors. 

Which Americans, specifically, did conservative believe had stabbed their own soldiers 

in the back, causing the nation to lose the Vietnam War? In the recent conservative view, the 

disloyal forces included an array of interconnected liberal and Democratic forces; the 

Democratic-controlled Congress during the Nixon era; the civilian leadership of the Kennedy 

and Johnson administrations; the news media; and antiwar activists, the New Left, and student 

protestors. 

During the recent era, some conservatives claimed that the United States actually had 

won the war in Vietnam by 1973 but that, over the following two years, the Democratic 

majority in Congress threw the victory away. These conservatives argued that U.S. leaders, 

especially Democratic presidents John Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson, had made some 

strategic mistakes and unwisely constrained the military for political reasons. But they 

contended that, by 1973, the forceful strategy of conservative Republican President Richard 

Nixon had been largely successfixl; U.S. and South Vietnamese forces had decimated the NLF 

and had contained the North Vietnamese army (NVA). According to this view, Nixon's 
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Linebacker I bombing campaign had turned back the NVA's Easter Offensive of 1972, and 

Linebacker II in December of that year had compelled the North to sign the Paris Peace 

Accords of January 1973. The peace agreement "was not perfect," Nixon later wrote. "But 

it was adequate to enure the survival of South Vietnam-as long as the United States stood 

ready to enforce its terms." The agreement signified that "we had won the war in Vietnam," 

he maintained. "We had attained the one political goal for which we had fought the war: The 

South Vietnamese people would have the right to determine their own political future."®" 

Conservative political scientist Timothy J. Lomperis supported Nixon's assertion that 

the United States had won the Vietnam War in 1973, only to lose it afterwards. In 1984, 

Lomperis contended that the United States had "lost while winning" and betrayed South 

Vietnam's government in the process. He depicted the principal fight between communists 

and anticommunists in South Vietnam as a struggle over who would obtain legitimacy in the 

hearts and minds of the people. Lomperis argued that the failure of the South Vietnamese 

people to rise up against the Saigon goverimient in a "people' s war," especially during the Tet 

Offensive, proved that the communists never possessed popular legitimacy in the South. After 

the failure of the people's war and the decimation of NLF guerillas during the Tet Offensive, 

the NVA resorted to conventional warfare. Beginning in 1969, asserted Lomperis, Nixon's 

Vietnamization strategy built up the South Vietnamese government, and by 1973, Saigon 

"found the tide... decidedly in its favor." Thus, the United States was on the way to victory 

in Vietnam. But the South's government never had the opportunity to build an "active 

legitimacy," he wrote, because it was overrun just two years later. Lomperis argued that 
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Hanoi's leadership unified Vietnam through force in 1975, but it never gained full popular 

legitimacy in the southern part of the country, which plagued its postwar governance there.'' 

Nixon, Lomperis, and other recent conservatives blamed the Democratic-controlled 

Congress for throwing away during the 1973-75 period the U.S. victory that Nixon had 

supposedly achieved with the Paris Peace Accords. The right argued that, had Nixon stayed 

in power and Congress not betrayed our allies in Saigon, a stronger South Vietnam aided by 

U.S. air power would have deterred or defeated North Vietnam's final offensive in 1975. "All 

that we had achieved in twelve years of fighting was thrown away in a spasm of congressional 

irresponsibility." Nixon declared in 1985. "Congress proceeded to snatch defeat from the jaws 

of victory. Once our troops were out of Vietnam, Congress initiated a total retreat from our 

commitments to the South Vietnamese people. First, it destroyed our ability to enforce the 

peace agreement, through legislation prohibiting the use of American military power in 

Indochina. Then it undercut South Vietnam's ability to defend itself, by drastically reducing 

our military aid."'^ 

During the 1980s and 1990s, some other prominent conservatives, including Reagan-

administration officials, agreed that the United States had won the war by 1973 but then 

threw it away. As a presidential candidate, Ronald Reagan often blamed the Democratic 

majority in Congress for losing the war. Reagan charged that Congress had acted 

irresponsibly in the early 1970s by failing to support a stronger military effort in Vietnam and 

by restricting Nixon hands with the War Powers Act of 1973. He therefore accused Congress 

of having Vietnamese "blood on its hands."'^ Reagan's view changed little after he became 
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president. In 1981, he maintained that U.S. troops "came home [from Vietnam] without a 

victory, not because they'd been defeated but because they'd been denied permission to 

win."^'* Four years later, the president again rejected the contention that America had lost 

militarily in Vietnam. "We continue to talk about losing that war," he remarked. "We didn't 

lose that war. We won virtually every engagement. . . . When the war was over and we'd 

come home-that's when the war was lost."^^ Other Reagan-administration officials agreed 

that the United States had not been defeated in the war. "I don't think we were driven out of 

Vietnam," Reagan's UN ambassador, Jeane J. Kirkpatrick, proclaimed in 1982. "I think we 

left.'"' 

During the recent era, however, only a minority of conservatives embraced the idea 

that the President Nixon had won the Vietnam War by 1973. Most of the recent right 

maintained instead that the conservative Nixon had assumed the presidency too late to save 

the United States from the mistakes committed during the 1960s by the liberal Democratic 

administrations of Presidents John Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson. For example, some 

conservatives put much of the blame for the loss on the Kennedy administration for 

destabilizing South Vietnam by failing to maintain strong support for Ngo Dinh Diem's 

government. In separate studies, scholars Ralph B. Smith, Ellen Hammer, and Patrick Lloyd 

Hatcher each argued that U.S. "nation-building" of S outh Vietnam' s government had proven 

relatively successful in the late 1950s and early 1960s. They therefore criticized the Kennedy 

administration for concluding-incorrectly, according to conservatives-that Diem's rule was 
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causing a crisis and for abandoning him in 1963. They insisted that Diem turned out be the 

South's most effective leader, and his overthrow led to political instability that eventually 

necessitated U.S. military intervention. Thus, conservatives maintained that Kennedy had 

botched the situation in Vietnam: there had been no real "crisis" before Diem's overthrow; 

instead, the removal of Diem caused the crisis that compelled massive U.S. military 

intervention under Presidents Johnson and Nixon.®^ 

Other recent conservatives argued that, even without Diem, the United States could 

have defeated the communists in Vietnam but that the Kennedy and Johnson administrations 

had caused U.S. defeat by employing the wrong military strategy. Conservatives, especially 

officers who had served in Vietnam, criticized civilian leaders' management of the war. They 

argued that the Kennedy and Johnson administrations had misunderstood the type of conflict 

in Vietnam, perceiving it as a southern insurgency supported by the North. Civilian leaders 

therefore ordered U.S. forces to use a strategy of counterinsurgency, which was reinforced 

by JFK's adolescent obsession with the "romance" of guerilla warfare and the Green Berets. 

Recent conservatives insisted that Kennedy and Johnson had been wrong to make the 

U.S. armed forces rely heavily on a counterinsurgency strategy. They maintained that the war 

had not been an insurgency in the South but, rather, a conventional war of aggression 

launched from the North and supported by China and the Soviet Union. The war's 

conventional nature became especially obvious, conservatives claimed, after U.S. and South 

Vietnamese forces decimated NLF guerillas in the Tet Offensive of 1968. "Tet was supposed 

to be the culmination of the people's war strategy, but the offensive was beaten back. More 
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than just a military defeat, the Tet offensive shattered the revolutionary strategy," political 

scientist Timothy Lomperis argued in 1984. "After some groping, the Communists thereafter 

essentially abandoned the people's war and took another road." Lomperis pointed out that 

the North's conventional-war strategy succeeded, with the final NVA invasion and conquest 

of the South in 1975 being a traditional military action.'^ 

Another principal conservative criticism of the liberal J ohnson administration was that 

its timid and politically minded civilian leadership had placed restraints on the actions of the 

Joint Chiefs of Staff, forcing Vietnam commander General William C. Westmoreland into a 

"no win" strategy. Many officers conceded that it might have been a mistake to intervene 

militarily in Vietnam.^^ But they argued that, once civilian leaders made the political decision 

to use force, it should have been applied quickly and decisively against the weaker 

Vietnamese forces. "It takes the full strength of a tiger to kill a rabbit," General 

Westmoreland wrote in 1979."'° 

The recent right maintained that the Johnson administration, instead of applying full 

pressure quickly, had escalated U.S. force relatively slowly. This charge had been a staple of 

conservative criticism during the war. For example, Ronald Reagan, then governor of 

California, condemned the Johnson administration for sending "its young men to fight and die 

in a war the government is afraid to let them win." After the war ended, Reagan repeated his 

earlier criticisms, claiming that greater American firepower against North Vietnam would 

have achieved victory.'"' Recent conservatives therefore denounced LBJ's "limited war" 

strategy, contending that the president's decision to raise the level of force in small increments 



616 

was naive, unrealistic, and politically cowardly. Conservatives blamed this policy on the fact 

that LB J was too concerned with the war's domestic political repercussions, its effect on his 

Great Society programs, the threat of Chinese and Soviet intervention, and world opinion. 

They also argued that gradual escalation allowed the enemy to dictate the tempo of the war 

and that Johnson's protracted war of attrition contributed to disillusionment at home, which 

was exacerbated by antiwar protests and biased reporting by the "liberal media" on the home 

front. 

After the war ended, many conservatives who had served in high-ranking positions 

during Vietnam charged that civilian mismanagement had caused the U.S. defeat. Many of 

them blamed the loss in Vietnam on the effort by civilian bureaucrats to micromanage the war. 

For example, Robert Komer, a U.S. ambassador to South Vietnam during the war, later 

concluded that "institutional factors-bureaucratic restraints" made winning impossible.'"^ 

Former General William Westmoreland in a series of articles and books sought to shift 

blame for the defeat in Vietnam from himself to civilian leaders. Westmoreland contended that 

the conflict was lost at home by oversensitive politicians following a "no-win policy" to 

accommodate "a misguided minority opposition ... masterfully manipulated by Hanoi and 

Moscow." He claimed that the enemy won "the war politically in Washington."'®^ More 

specifically, he indicted the Johnson administration, civilian strategists, diplomats, 

intellectuals, reformers, and Congress for faulty strategies, weak wills, and expedient 

policies-all of which prolonged and lost the war.Westmoreland concluded that the Johnson 

administration simply lacked fortitude: "our Achilles' heal is our resolve," he maintained.'"^ 
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Former Admiral U.S. Grant Sharp, who had been Commander in Chief Pacific from 

1964 to 1968, joined Westmoreland in criticizing civilian leadership of the Vietnam effort. In 

a 1978 book, Sharp denounced the gradual escalation of the air war, a strategy that Sharp 

blamed on President Johnson, Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara, and civilian 

"antiwar advocates" within the Defense Department's International Security Affairs. Sharp 

insisted that air power was a "potent tool... in power diplomacy through military action" 

but that Johnson's inconsistent application of it encouraged and strengthened the enemy. He 

blamed the faulty U.S. strategy on the theoretical meddling of arrogant civilian strategists who 

ignored the practical advice of experienced military officers.'"^ 

Other recent conservatives, especially military officials, also blamed Johnson's limited-

war strategy for the U.S. loss in Vietnam. In 1981, Reagan's secretary of State, Alexander 

M. Haig, Jr., an army general during the Vietnam era, argued that the war could have won 

at any of several junctures if U.S. political leaders had been willing to "apply the full range 

of American power to bring about a successful outcome." In 1984, military strategist Harry 

G. Summers, Jr., a former officer in Vietnam, argued that the Johnson administration 

handcuffed the U.S. effort by refusing to rally the U.S. people behind an all-out war. LBJ's 

"conscious political decision not to mobilize the American people for war," wrote Summers, 

was a "fundamental mistake" that prevented the nation from focusing its "full attention on the 

war." Summers, however, also blamed this "failure to invoke the national will" on the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff, who should have insisted on an all-out effort in Vietnam by threatening to 

resign.'"^ Conservative journalist Hanson S. Baldwin concluded that arguments presented by 
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Westmoreland, Sharp, and other conservative officers proved that "the blame for the lost war 

rests, not upon the men in uniform, but upon the civilian policy makers in Washington."'"^ 

During the 1980-2000 period, the conservative contention that the liberal-Democratic 

administrations of John Kennedy and, especially, Lyndon Johnson had lost the war connected 

to the populist right's fear and hatred of "big-government elites." Consequently, a myth 

eventually became widespread in America, especially in popular culture, that high-ranking 

U.S. government officials purposely conspired to cause U.S. troops to lose in Vietnam-in the 

process, killing, maiming, and psychologically damaging hundreds of thousands of mostly 

working-class American boys. This myth of treason in high places played into popular-cultural 

fantasies of dark and demonic government leaders-fantasies admittedly nurtured by the 

duplicitous and illegal actions by presidents and other U.S. officials in Vietnam, Watergate, 

and a myriad of other events during the 1960s and 1970s. 

During the recent era, fictional films and television shows often depicted the U.S. 

government as betraying GIs in Vietnam. The highly-rated television movie, Friendlv Fire 

(1979), showed government officials lying about the cause of a soldier's death to his grieving 

parents. Other fictional depictions of the government's behavior in Vietnam proved more 

sinister. The A-Team. a television series during the early 1980s, focused on a group of 

Vietnam veterans framed by "the government" for a crime that they had not committed. The 

A-Team escaped and went undercover as crime fighters in America, staying one step ahead 

of federal agents pursuing them. The highly popular Rambo films epitomized the theme of 
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government betrayal of its soldiers. At the end of First Blood (1982), Rambo declared; "It 

wasn't my war. You asked me, I didn't ask you. And I did what I had to do to win. But 

somebody wouldn't let us win." In the sequel, Rambo: First Blood II (1985), the hero was 

sent to Southeast Asia to liberate American POWs still held in Southeast Asia. Rambo's 

question, "Do we get to win this time?" became a tag line for conservatives.'®' In addition, 

several other films during the mid-1980s tapped indirectly into Vietnam myths of government 

betrayal, including Red Dawn (1985) and Amerika (1987). 

In the 1980-2000 period, the notion of treasonous governmental elites betraying 

patriotic, working-class soldiers centered around one issue: U.S. troops supposedly still 

missing in action (MIA) in Vietnam. Many recent conservatives, especially the populist right 

and the military, claimed that antiwar proponents within the U. S. government hated soldiers. 

As a result, the government callously abandoned them after the war ended, and they still were 

being held and tortured by the communist enemy in Vietnam. Conservative forces-including 

the Republican administrations of Presidents Richard Nixon, Ronald Reagan, and George H. 

W. Bush-encouraged the myth that the U.S. government had listed thousands of soldiers as 

MIA in Vietnam when they might still have been held as prisoners of war (POWs) by 

communist forces in Southeast Asia. The POW/MIA issue represented one of the most 

powerful legacies of the Vietnam era bequeathed to the recent era. 

The POW/MIA question first became a major topic in 1969, when President Nixon's 

administration and his allies exploited the issue to build support for his Vietnam policies. 
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Upon entering the White House, Nixon demanded from North Vietnam both a "full 

accounting" of U.S. MIAs and, also, the release of American POWs as a precondition for a 

peace agreement. From 1969 through 1973, the Nixon administration, allied with pro-war 

groups, aggressively promoted the POW/MIA issue to build support for his hawkish policies 

and to undercut antiwar criticism. Officials from the Nixon's State and Defense Departments 

helped build an organization of POW family members, the National League of Families of 

American Prisoners in Southeast Asia. It was chaired by Sybil Stockdale, whose husband, Jim, 

was a naval officer imprisoned in Vietnam. A wealthy Nixon supporter, billionaire Texas 

businessman H. Ross Perot, led the publicity effort. Perot bought full-page ads in the nation's 

100 largest newspapers and ran United We Stand, a program on POWs, on television stations 

throughout the country. Pro-war groups also sold more than 50 million POW/MIA bumper 

stickers during the 1969-73 period. Conservative politicians spread the message, too. In 1970, 

for example Senator Bob Dole of Kansas collaborated with Sybil Stockdale and Ross Perot 

for a large POW/MIA rally. That same year, the Nixon administration authorized the U.S. 

Post Office to issued its first POW/MIA postage stamps.''" 

The militant pro-war organization Victory in Vietnam Association (VIVA), chaired 

by Califomian Gloria Coppin, also heavily promoted the POW/MIA issue. In 1970, Coppin 

and Robert Doman, a right-wing radio host who later became a GOP congressman from 

California, began promoting the war by selling bracelets engraved with the names of POWs 

and MIAs. VIVA eventually sold 10 million of the bracelets. "Each person who wore a 

bracelet vowed never to remove it until his or her POW/MIA was either found dead or 
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returned hoe from Vietnamese imprisonment," commented MIA scholar H. Bruce Franklin. 

"Millions of people thus developed profound emotional bonds with the man on their wrist. 

Countless American schoolchildren went through their formative years linked to these 

amulets.""' 

The publicity barrage by Nixon and his pro-war allies soon focused public attention 

regarding the Vietnam War on the POWs and MlAs, who became the principal rationale for 

continued U.S. intervention. In 1971, Nixon declared that U.S. forces would remain in 

Vietnam "as long as there is one American prisoner being held by North Vietnam""^ 

Journalist Jonathan Schell recalled that, by 1972, "many people were persuaded that the 

United States was fighting in Vietnam in order to get its prisoners back." Schell noted that, 

after Nixon brought the issue came to the fore, the POWs had become "the objects of a 

virtual cult," while, ironically, little public sympathy went to "the men fighting dying on the 

front, [who] went virtually unnoticed." Schell recalled that, "[f]ollowing [Nixon's] lead, 

people began to speak as though the North Vietnamese had kidnapped four hundred 

Americans and the United States had gone to war to retrieve them.""^ This misguided notion 

of saving the POWs as a cause for U.S. intervention remained imbedded in the public psyche 

throughout the 1980-2000. 

A leading MIA critic. Professor H. Bruce Franklin, concluded that Nixon's strategy 

of focusing the Vietnam War on the POW/MIA question produced several profound political 

results. "The issue created, for the first time, sizable emotional support for the war. It 

deadlocked the Paris negotiations for four years. It counteracted the antiwar movement," 
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Franklin wrote in 2000. "The POW/MIA issue also neutralized another White House and 

Pentagon problem that had been building throughout 1968: American revulsion at the torture 

and murder of prisoners held by U.S. and Saigon forces.""'^ Supporting American POWs and 

MIAs, Franklin noted, "was something no loyal American would dare oppose. It also seemed 

easy to understand, requiring no knowledge of the history of Vietnam and the war.""^ 

Throughout the 1980-2000 period, conservatives similarly exploited the POW/MIA issue in 

an attempt to gain retrospective support for the Vietnam War. 

The Nixon administration also left a large legacy to the recent era on the POW/MIA 

issue by deliberately fostering the notion that possibly as many as two thousand U.S. soldiers 

remained captive in Vietnam after the war ended. Nixon sought to muddy the distinction 

between three separate categories of missing troops. The first category, "unaccounted for," 

encompassed MIA, POW, and those killed in action/body not recovered (KIA/BNR). The 

second category, POW, designated just those soldiers known to be held prisoner by the 

enemy. Finally, MIA meant soldiers "missing in action" who were neither KIA/BNR nor 

POW. Nixon jumbled together the three distinct groups of absent soldiers that had, before 

1969, been completely separate. 

During all of U.S. history and throughout the Vietnam War, KIA/BNR and MIA had 

been separate classifications. But the Nixon administration combined them after the Paris 

Peace Accords of 1973. This enabled the administration to renege on its pledge in the 

Accords to aid Vietnam economically if the latter identified and returned all missing U.S. 
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soldiers; obviously, a KIA/BNR soldier who was "missing" because his body had been blown 

to bits could never be identified and returned, thereby proving an impossible standard for the 

Vietnamese to meet and allowing the United States to refrain from providing promised 

financial aid to Vietnam."® Begirming in 1969, President Nixon also publicly, though 

unofficially, combined the POW and MIA classifications. Internally, the Defense Department 

retained them as two separate categories during and after the Vietnam War. "But for popular 

consumption, the Nixon administration publicly jumbled the two categories together into a 

hodgepodge called POW/MI in order to make it seem that every missing person mipht 

possibly be a prisoner," wrote MIA scholar H. Bruce Franklin. "Because the possibility 

cannot be logically disproved, the PO W/MIA invention perfectly fulfilled its original purpose: 

to create an issue that could never be resolved." 

Nixon's rhetoric made MIA, POW, and "unaccounted for" interchangeable terms in 

the popular mind-despite the very real differences between the terms-leaving portentous 

legacies for the post-Vietnam era.' Clouding the differences between these terms aided the 

pro-war cause and, therefore, support for Nixon's policies. But it confused the public and 

inflamed the issue, both during the Nixon era and throughout the following decades, by 

making it appear that many more U.S. soldiers might still be held prisoner in Southeast Asia. 

During the 1980-2000 period, this confusion led many people to believe that over two 

thousand U.S. soldiers were still MIA in Vietnam, possibly held prisoner. This number came 

about because, by 2000, there were 2,020 Americans designated as "unaccounted for" from 

the Vietnam War. This was the figure often used publicly by recent conservatives, implying 
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that two thousand Americans were still being held as POWs. In fact, however, the Defense 

Department did not classify even one of the 2,020 "unaccounted for" as a POW, a possible 

POW, or even MIA! Indeed, most of the "unaccounted for" had never been listed as POW 

or MIA in the first place, because 81 percent of the "missing" were airmen lost over the 

ocean, mountains, or jungle-many in planes that exploded."® 

Available evidence indicated that no U.S. soldiers were held prisoner in Southeast 

Asia after the war ended. In 1973, the whereabouts of fifty-six POWs on the Defense 

Department's internal lists remained unknown. Congressional committees, presidential 

commissions, federal agencies, and private organizations intensively investigated the issue by 

debriefing of returned POWs and thousands of Vietnamese refugees and defectors and by 

using aerial and satellite reconnaissance, covert raids, and huge rewards of up to $2 million. 

These investigations revealed that, by 1975, fifty-five of the POW s had died in prison and the 

other one, Robert Garwood, had defected. Thus, no evidence existed of any live Americans.' 

Considering the lack of evidence, recent conservatives' ftiror and publicity efforts over the 

POW/MIA issue seemed surprising. 

The Vietnam MIA question seemed even more surprising because it was a relatively 

minor matter in a comparative sense. The 2,020 "unaccounted for"-all of whom appeared to 

be dead-comprised a tiny number in relative terms, representing only 3.4 percent of all U.S. 

combat deaths in Vietnam. By comparison, there were 78,794 Americans "unaccounted for" 

(22 percent of combat deaths) in World War II, and 8,100 (24 percent) in the Korean War. 

Yet there was no similar outcry about GIs being held prisoner since World War II or the 
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Korean War. Moreover, the number of Vietnamese still unaccounted for from the Vietnam 

War was 200,000 to 300,000-or more than 100 times the number of Americans.'^" 

Critics of the POW/MIA myth also questioned why the Vietnamese would hold 

American for decades. The "reason" most-often offered by conservatives was that the enemy 

wanted to torture Americans, "a perfectly plausible motive," MIA scholar H. Bruce Franklin 

sardonically commented, "given the inscrutable cruelty of Asians-as depicted in a century and 

a half of Yellow Peril propaganda in American culture, including countless Hollywood 

images. Besides, these Asians are communists, so add a half century of Red Menace 

propaganda, and no further explanation is needed."'^' Another conservative rationale was that 

POWs were being held to use as "hostages" or "bargaining chips." A fundamental logical flaw 

existed with this explanation, however: the Vietnamese always denied holding any Americans, 

so they were useless as "bargaining chips." 

During the 1980-2000 period, however, many on the right continued to claim that 

communists held U.S. Vietnam troops captive in Southeast Asia, despite the lack of hard 

evidence, the relatively small numbers compared to other wars, and the absence of a rational 

motive for the communists to hold them but deny their existence. The POW/MIA myth 

proved compelling to recent conservatives for several reasons. For one thing, the Nixon, 

Reagan, and Bush administrations perpetuated the myth, as did H. Ross Perot and other 

leading politicians, business leaders, veterans groups, and forgers who made money selling 

fake "evidence" about live captives still held in Asia. 

But there were deeper reasons that made the MIA myth compelling to the right, as 
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H. Bruce Franklin pointed out in 2000. "Not all the machinations of the Pentagon, political 

opportunists, scam artists, the media, and presidents can create a true myth, however, unless 

that myth resonates with deep psychocultural needs of a society," observed Franklin. "There 

are some fairly obvious needs being met by images of American POWs tortured year after 

year by sadistic Asian communists. We, not the Vietnamese, become the victims as well as 

the good guys. The American fighting man becomes a hero betrayed by his government and 

the antiwar movement, especially by urmianly types such as the bureaucrats in control of the 

government,  the 'peaceniks, '  cowards,  and those who would rather  make love than war. . .  

. So it is no surprise that the POW/MIA myth has been functioning as a potent agent of 

militarism."'^^ 

During the 1980-2000 period, many conservatives blamed the U.S. defeat in Vietnam 

not only on back-stabbing Democrats and treasonous bureaucrats in the high ranks of 

government who betrayed the MIAs but, also, on the "disloyal, liberal media." Some on the 

right charged that "uncensored" media comprised military operations or hampered diplomatic 

maneuvering. In a 1986 study, however, political scientist Daniel C. Hallin found that there 

was "no evidence that the military considered the press a source of significant damage to 

military operations. As a strictly military problem press coverage was entirely trivial compared 

with, say, interservice rivalries." Hallin further noted: "Officials sometime complained of 

diplomatic damage done by press coverage. But again there is little evidence that this was 

extensive. 
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Consequently, recent conservatives primarily argued that the liberal media had helped 

lose the war by propagandizing the public with its antiwar opinions. "The Vietnam War was 

complicated by factors that had never before occurred in America's conduct of the war," 

former President Richard Nixon complained in his Memoirs (1978). "[T]he American news 

media had come to dominate domestic opinion about its purpose and conduct. ... In each 

night's TV news and each morning's paper the war was reported battle by battle, but little or 

no sense of the underlying purpose of the fighting was conveyed." Nixon concluded that "the 

result was a serious demoralization of the home front," which fostered opposition to the 

war.'^'' Other conservatives blamed the news media, too. As a presidential candidate, Ronald 

Reagan denounced the "liberal press" for undermining the will of the American people to 

support "wars of the Vietnam type ... in defense of freedom and our own country."'^^ 

Conservatives were particularly outraged at news coverage of the Tet Offensive of 1968, 

which they claimed had been a great victory for the U.S. side but the media portrayed it as 

a defeat.'^® 

Military officers, especially, believed that the liberal news media had weakened the 

pro-war cause. For example. General Douglas Kinnard's survey in 1974 of 173 Vietnam War 

army generals showed that a large majority of them believed that negative media coverage of 

the war had an adverse impact on pro-war sentiment among the public and government 

officials. Former top-ranking military leaders often expressed this opinion publicly. In 1978, 

former Admiral U.S. Grant Sharp implied that national disunity and feeble public support 

resulted from failed political leadership, and the antiwar movement in the streets, Congress, 
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and the Defense Department: "a skillfully waged subversive propaganda campaign, aided and 

abetted by the media's bombardment of sensationalism, rumors, and half-truths." Sharp also 

sav^ a general dearth of concern for the responsibility and honor of U.S. world leadership. 

Former General William Westmoreland agreed. In 1985, Westmoreland blamed defeat in 

Vietnam partially on the media's "no-holds-barred," misleading, and defeatist reporting. 

Westmoreland argued that the media's negative commentary adversely affected the fighting 

resolve of the public and "timid" civilian politicians.'^^ 

Conservative journalist Robert Elegant, who had covered the Vietnam conflict, also 

blamed the "liberal media," especially television reporters, for losing the war that the U.S. 

military had allegedly won. "For the first time in modern history, the outcome of a war was 

determined not on the battlefield, but on the printed page and, above all, on the television 

screen," Elegant wrote in 1981. "South Vietnamese and American forces actually won the 

military struggle. . . . None the less, the War was finally lost to the invaders after the US 

disengagement because the political pressures built up by the media had made it quite 

impossible for Washington to maintain even the minimal material and moral support that 

would have enabled the Saigon regime to continue effective resistance.""^" 

One fi-equent conservative criticism of the "liberal media" was that its coverage, 

especially on televison, emphasized gratuitous scenes of violence from Vietnam, which hurt 

the pro-war cause. In 1981, conservative journalist Robert Elegant insisted that "most 

correspondents had never seen war before their arrival in Indo-China. Many confused the 

beastliness of all war with particular war in Indo-China, which they unthinkingly concluded 



629 

was unique in human history because it was new to them." Nor did reporters stay long 

enough in Vietnam to become accustomed to war. Elegant stated that "[jjoumalists, 

particularly those serving in television, were . . . like soldiers, 'rotated' to Viet Nam. Few 

were given time to develop the knowledge, and indeed the intellectual instincts, necessary to 

report the War in the round."'^' 

Conservatives also argued that, for the first time in Vietnam, television continually 

brought the violence of combat into people's living rooms, thereby turning the populace 

against the U.S. war effort. They maintained that Vietnam was typical of all wars in its level 

of violence but television news made it seem uniquely brutal. "Television, its thrusting and 

simplistic character shaping its message, was most shocking because it was most immediate," 

wrote Robert Elegant. "The Viet Nam War was a presence in homes throughout the world. 

. . . TV crews naturally preferred the most dramatic [images]. That, after all, was their 

business-show business." Elegant argued that television's focus on the most shocking images 

distorted the viewing public' s perception of the true course of the war. "Who could doubt the 

veracity of so plausible and so moving a witness in one's own living room?" he complained.' 

The contention that scenes of death and destruction dominated network coverage of Vietnam 

remained pervasive throughout the 1980-2000 period. In 1982, for example, Time magazine 

reported that, during the war, "most Americans . . . watched the fighting and dying in 

Vietnam on television [on a regular basis]. 

However, a 1984 study by communications scholar Oscar Patterson III found that the 

notion of a "living-room war" was mostly a mj^h. Patterson analyzed a random sample of 
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CBS, NBC, and ABC news programs drawn from the period of August 1968 through August 

1973. Patterson found that stories related to Vietnam comprised 24 percent of all stories on 

the nightly news, making it the main news topic during this period. But only 2 to 4 percent 

of these V ietnam-related stories included film or photographs of combat. Patterson therefore 

concluded "that television did not show us the dead, dying or wounded nearly every night on 

the nightly news, though it did report it." He suggested that the reason that conservatives and 

others recalled a nightly bloodbath on the television news was that "a few graphic, highly 

dramatic events appear to have so impinged on the public's-and the media's-consciousness 

as to drastically alter their recall of the daily television coverage of the Vietnam war."'^" 

Analyses of news stories during and about the Vietnam War also challenged the 

conservative contention that the "liberal" news media had been biased against the war from 

the start. Scholars found that the media followed, rather than led, public opinion. The public 

and the media typically supported the war effort for several years, at least until the Tet 

Offensive of January 1968. For example, political scientist Daniel C. Hallin systematically 

analyzed war coverage in the New York Times and on the three major network news 

programs of CBS, NBC, and ABC. Hallin found that these media sources stood behind the 

U.S. effort through 1967. Afterward, stories became more skeptical. But Hallin noted that, 

by 1968, the war had become a topic of legitimate public debate. "[W]hat is really remarkable 

is that the public and the press went as far with American policy in Vietnam as the did," Hallin 

commented.Other scholarly studies also discredited conservatives myths about Vietnam 

coverage. For example, William C. Hammond's study of the news media showed that 
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coverage of the war tended to be accurate, despite conservatives claims about the "lying 

liberal media." Hammond, however, criticized war reporting, especially that on network 

television news, for lacking depth. He found that most television coverage was banal and 

stylized, and he therefore questioned its impact on public opinion.'^® 

Additionally, it was important to note that the media's skepticism of the war after 

1967 did not translate into media approval of the antiwar movement. A 1980 study of New 

Left protest by sociologist Todd Gitlin found that, even as mainstream news sources became 

more questioning of the war, they continued to express hostility toward peace protests, 

consistently depicting them in a negative manner. "[IJnreasingly the impression was conveyed 

[by the news media] that extremism was rampant and that the New Left was dangerous to the 

public good," wrote Giltin.'" 

"Flag Burners": Conservatives' View of the Antiwar Movement and Its Legacies 

As we have seen, recent conservatives attributed the U.S. defeat in Vietnam not to the 

military but to left-leaning forces within American society, including Democrats in Congress, 

the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, and the "liberal media." But the main targets of the 

right's ire were "back-stabbing" Americans who openly opposed the war and sought to 

weaken support for it: the "treasonous, anti-American, flag-buming, pro-communist" antiwar 

movement. Conservatives' hostility to the peace effort was intensified because the effort 

became entangled with other popular movements that the right despised, including the civil 

rights activism, the New Left, student protesters, the counterculture, and women's liberation. 
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Despite the internal differences within the antiwar movement, most conservatives perceived 

it as one politically and culturally "radical" effort. The right also believed that the "radical" 

antiwar movement aligned itself, both during and after the war, with Democratic politicians, 

the news media, university professors, and other "liberal elites." Although most New Leftists 

and other radicals did support the antiwar movement, often using it to promote support for 

their own causes, most ordinary Americans opposed the war simply because it appeared 

increasingly unjustifiable. 

Nevertheless, recent conservatives saw no legitimate reason to oppose U.S. military 

intervention against communist aggression in Vietnam. Consequently, most peace protestors 

were naive, selfish, hypocritical, disgruntled rich college students. Some conservatives 

perceived the antiwar movement and the New Left as an outlet for immature people 

struggling with their identity. Although some conservatives viewed campus demonstrators as 

infantile, many others, including those who had worked as professors during the late 1960s, 

viewed them as a dangerous vanguard of totalitarianism. However, scholarly analyses and 

public-survey evidence belied the right's claim opposition to the war had been a youth 

movement. In fact, the opposite was true: the older a person was, the more likely it they 

opposed the war. 

Recent conservatives often claimed that the peace movement was comprised primarily 

of anti-American activists who desired a communist victory over U.S. forces. The idea of 

antiwar protestors as traitorous had a lengthy background. Not surprisingly, conservatives 

perpetuated the notion that antiwar peace movement had been treasonous, anti-American, and 
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immoral, and they rejected the notion that New Leftists could oppose the war on principled 

grounds. Furthermore, many traditionalists also denounced the antiwar movement for its 

verbal attacks on government authority. 

Recent conservatives claimed that peace movement's supposed "anti-Americanism" 

caused them to hate U.S. soldiers. The claim that the antiwar argument was tainted by 

immoral behavior toward valiant, sympathetic American soldiers represented the right's most 

emotionally compelling pro-war arguments. Conservatives gained populist support by 

prominently embracing the Vietnam veteran and, then, pitting against a caricature of the 

antiwar protestor as a cowardly, draft-dodging, upper-middle-class traitor. Thus, 

conservatives, despite their economic policies favoring the affluent, redirected the lower 

classes' latent hostility against wealthier Americans against antiwar liberals. Some 

conservatives, despite their racially conservative policies, even played the race card against 

the antiwar movement, depicting it as comprised of white liberals who had not cared about 

minority soldiers fighting in Vietnam. 

For recent conservatives, the archetypal symbol of antiwar hostility toward veterans 

was protestors spitting on returning soldiers. Like the back-stabbing and POW/MIA myths, 

the legend of American civilians spitting on Vietnam veterans tapped into deep psycho-

cultural themes of treason and betrayal. Beginning in the late 1970s, the spitting myth became 

an increasingly pervasive theme in popular images of the Vietnam War and of the antiwar 

movement. In the late 1980s, conservative columnist Bob Greene did more than anyone else 

to publicize as factual the spitting allegations by collecting dozens of unverified spitting 
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stories in a book. Many critics pointed out the ritualized similarity of these alleged spitting 

incidents and, also, the implausibility of many of these types of stories. But recent 

conservatives nevertheless repeated the claim that antiwar demonstrators frequently spit on 

returning Vietnam veterans. By the late 1980s, much of the public accepted the urban legend 

of spitting stories as verified fact. 

However, a study by sociologist Jerry Lembcke, a Vietnam veteran himself, concluded 

that the spitting stories were an urban legend. Lembcke focused his critique on the lack of 

hard evidence, a significant absence because conservatives claimed that spitting incidents 

happened often enough to become emblematic of the antiwar movement. Furthermore, the 

entire conservative premise of the spitting incidents, that the antiwar movement hated 

Vietnam veterans, was belied by evidence showing that peace protestors overwhelmingly held 

very favorable feelings toward veterans. This does not mean that veterans were consciously 

lying about being spat upon or feeling hostility from the peace movement. Spitting became 

such a widespread urban legend that many soldiers believed it firmly enough to affect their 

own memories, a process reinforced by the extensive use of spitting images in fictional movies 

and television shows. 

Indeed, the "evidence" of the Vietnam antiwar movement's treason and villainy 

including its hostility toward and spitting on veterans, came primarily from conservatives' 

fictional products, especially films, made after the war had ended. In 1978, the theme of 

mutual hostility between peace activists and returning troops first became embedded in 

popular culture with the release of two highly visible films, The Deer Hunter and Coming 
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Home. In the 1980s, the extremely popular Rambo movies also depicted a heroic veteran 

scorned and betrayed by peace activists. The Oscar-winning film Forrest Gump (1994) 

marked the artistic and popular high point of the recent right's caricatured, negative view of 

the antiwar movement. "In mass culture, dark images of the treason and excess of the 1960s 

are not hard to find," cultural critic Thomas Frank wrote in 1997. "The fable of the doubly-

victimized soldiers in Vietnam, betrayed first by liberals and doves in goverrmient and then 

spat upon by members of the indistinguishable New Left/Counterculture has been elevated 

to cultural archetype by the Rambo movies and has since become such a routine trope that 

its invocation-and the resulting outrage-requires only the mouthing of a few standard 

references. 

The right believed that the peace movement constituted one of the main legacies that 

the Vietnam War bequeathed to the recent era. Obsessed with the sixties era and its legacies, 

the right viewed virtually every social protest during the 1980s and 1990s as a nostalgic 

attempt by the left to replay the sixties' antiwar effort, including the nuclear freeze, anti-

apartheid, anti-sweatshop, and anti-globalization movements. The "war against terrorism" in 

Afghanistan following the terrorist attacks of September 11,2001, remobilized conservatives' 

anti-antiwar hospitality. 

Conservatives also argued that, begirming in the late 1960s, "disloyal" peace activists 

had hijacked liberalism and the Democratic party. In 1972, peace Democrats helped one of 

their own. Senator George McGovern, win the party's presidential nomination. Despite 

McGovem's landslide defeat, antiwar influence continued to grow among liberal Democrats, 
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helped to push many erstwhile Cold War liberals to right, and, by the late 1970s, they had 

become known as "neoconservatives." During the 1980s and 1990s, Republicans sought to 

promote themselves and their hawkish polices by tarring their Democratic opponents as 

"unpatriotic" for opposing the Vietnam War. In the 1990s, President Bill Clinton personified 

the "destructive" legacies of the 1960s for conservative Republicans. They denounced his 

sixties-era antiwar sentiments and avoidance of service in Vietnam in the 1992 and 1996 

election campaigns and throughout his presidency. 

During the 1980s and 1990s, most conservatives principally blamed the U.S. failure 

of the U.S. military effort in Vietnam on a dishonest, "back stabbing" antiwar movement at 

home. After the war, former General William Westmoreland blamed America's defeat in 

Vietnam on "vocal anti-war elements," who denounced and demoralized the military, 

encouraged the enemy, and weakened the resolve of the executive branch and Congress to 

pursue victory. Consequently, as neoconservative author Peter Berger charged in 1980, the 

"anti-war movement was a primary causal factor in the American withdrawal from 

Indochina.""^® 

Heightening conservatives hostility to the Vietnam antiwar effort was the fact that it 

became entangled with other popular movements that the right despised-including the New 

Left, student protesters, the counterculture, and women's liberation. Racial conservatives also 

disliked Vietnam protest because peace activists based much of their strategy and tactics on 

the civil rights movement of the early 1960s and because many Black Power proponents 
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viewed both the African-American struggle for racial equality and the Vietnamese fight for 

independence as part of the same global struggle against white America's "racist imperialism." 

The Vietnam antiwar effort did overlap and intertwine with other sixties protest 

movements, but the break up of an unified "movement" after 1970 showed that these 

individual endeavors possessed their own goals, agendas, strategies, and tactics. Moreover, 

the peace movement itself was split between many factions; one could oppose the Vietnam 

War on a number of different grounds.''^' Indeed, even many conservatives came to believe 

that the United States should "win or get ouf of Vietnam, and many business interests 

increasingly turned against the war after the economic crisis of 1968.''*^ 

Despite these complexities surrounding the antiwar effort, however, most 

conservatives both in the 1960s and during the recent era lumped all these groups together; 

for them, the antiwar movement, the New Left, campus protestors, the counterculture, anti-

Americanism, etc., were all the same people. The right also believed that aligned with these 

groups were Democratic politicians, the news media, university professors, and other "liberal 

elites." Many leftist and liberal groups did oppose the Vietnam War, often using it to promote 

support for their own causes. 

In truth, however, the war simply seemed unreasonable to many ordinary Americans. 

It was difficult for public to see importance why Vietnam, a small, poor country on the other 

side of the globe, was important to U.S. interests. As the fighting dragged on year after year, 

it seemed to many Americans that the war was extreme-overkill by the mighty U.S. military 

machine against a small, poor country. By 1968, many Americans could not see the point of 
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endless slaughter; even many right wingers wanted America to "win or get out." Additionally, 

public doubts about the war were fostered by the dishonesty about the war by President 

Johnson, as The Pentagon Papers (1971) revealed, and then by President Nixon. Both 

Johnson and Nixon also seemed rigid and stubbornly unwilling to compromise. Neither 

president tried seriously to negotiate for peace until 1972, a full seven years after the 

commencement of massive U.S. troop deployment. The pro-war cause was also hurt because 

both Johnson and Nixon overreacted to serious questioning of the war; implying that anyone 

who opposed the war was disloyal. 

Nevertheless, recent conservatives saw no legitimate reason to oppose U.S. military 

intervention against communist aggression in Vietnam. Peace protestors were simply disloyal, 

childish malcontents. The anti-Vietnam era "was a time of incredible intellectual flatulence, 

when pretentious adolescents under the tutelage of Herbert Marcuse and the like affected a 

pose of moral superiority vis-a-vis their countrymen," Mackubin Thomas Owens, a 

conservative professor and Vietnam veteran, wrote in 2002. "It was a time when the 

pampered and narcissistic children of privilege spouted Max, Guevara, and Fanon and 

engaged in a no-fault acting-out. It was a time when self- styled radicals embraced the enemy 

against whom their countrymen were fighting and dying. It was a time when for many, the 

goal was to cleanse fascist, racist' Amerikkka' by 'any means necessary.' The nihilism that 

lay at the heart of this radicalism turned murderous thugs like George Jackson, Charles 

Manson, and Huey Newton into 'authentic' existentialist, revolutionary heroes."'''^ 
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The recent right argued that student protestors were hypocritical, disgruntled rich 

kids. The Vietnam years were an era of "sandbox radicalism," sneered columnist George F. 

Will. In Children of Privilege: Student Revolt in the Sixties (1984), neoconservative Cyril 

Levitt argued that the campus demonstrators were elitist in substance, despite their 

democratic rheologic, rejecting others' privileges while seeking its own. "Baldly stated," 

Levitt wrote, "the thesis [of this book] maintains that the student movement was a revolt of 

privilege against privilege."'''^ Levitt insisted that, beginning in the early 1960s, upper-middle-

class "children of privilege" were rudely awakened when they entered college. They were 

shocked to discover that they and millions of other baby boomers had entered mass 

multiversities, which were democratizing privilege and showing little respect for aspiring 

upper-middle-class mandarins, when they had expected to find themselves in comfortable 

institutions of higher learning that would ensure them a privileged post-college life. Dismayed 

and angered, students rebelled against, first, their own universities and, then, the wider 

society, j oining the ranks of the New Left. Consequently, student protestors, despite their use 

of egalitarian, universal rhetoric, were worried solely about their own station in society. For 

example, Levitt characterized the New Left's founding manifesto, SDS's Port Huron 

Statement (1962), as the "product of a particular group of people concerned about their own 

changing position in society."'''® For Levitt, then, the student movement of the 1960s resulted 

from a form of upper-middle-class status anxiety. However, historians of the student peace 

movement have challenged this depiction of the movement. For example, historian Kenneth 

Heineman, a Republican from a working-class background, disputed the nation that rich kids 
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Ivy League schools and other elite universities comprised the leadership of the student antiwar 

movement.'"'^ 

Other recent conservatives perceived the antiwar movement and the New Left as an 

outlet for immature people struggling with their identity. In 1982, for example, conservatives 

Stanley Rothman and S. Robert Lichter argued that emotional deficiency drove many youths, 

especially Jews, to join the New Left. They claimed that "the identification of some Jewish 

males and females with... with the black underclass or third world nations during the 1960s 

was the result of the... desire to fill narcissistic deficits. Males could identify with a powerful 

cause to quiet doubts about their masculinity. Jewish women ... could satisfy those power 

needs that other women achieved by identifying with their husbands and lovers."'"*^ 

The recent right often characterized the peace effort and the New Left as naive and 

self-centered. Henry Kissinger, who had been President Nixon's chief foreign-policy advisor, 

viewed the Vietnam antiwar movement as naive. "America's moral righteousness inhibited 

flexible diplomacy," Kissinger complained in 1994. "Vietnam presented at best imperfect 

alternatives and heartbreaking choices. The intuitive impulse of the Peace Movement was to 

recoil from that world, seeking surcease in America's original vision of itself as the unsullied 

pillar of virtue.'""^ 

Conservative columnist George F. Will viewed the New Left as naively self-centered. 

"The radicalism of the left did not seek power; it purported to despise power," Will wrote in 

1997. "Whereas the left in the 1930s exhorted its adherents to organize, the left in the 1960s 

celebrated spontaneity. The left in the 193 Os was produced by hard material conditions. In the 
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1960s social abundance and personal affluence were the prerequisites for, and contributing 

causes of, the campus-based rebellion. That radicalism sought a revolution in 'consciousness,' 

sometimes with chemical assistance." Will insisted that "a revolution interested primarily in 

'consciousness' is bound to be self-absorbed-each revolutionary looking inward. . . . The 

shaping of the 'self is apt to be a more fascinating project for the 'consciousness 

revolutionary' than any mere social reform."'^" 

Although some conservatives viewed campus demonstrators as infantile, many others 

viewed them as a dangerous vanguard of totalitarianism. Many conservatives who worked 

as professors during the late 1960s harshly condemned student protestors. Neoconservative 

Allan Bloom had been a professor at Cornell University in 1969 during the height of student 

protesting, hi 1987, Bloom compared sixties-eraNew Leftists to Nazis, likening the student's 

questioning of the university and its faculty to the Nazis assault on German professors. 

"Whether it be Nuremberg or Woodstock, the principle is the same," he wrote. Bloom 

charged that Cornell's president, who capitulated to student demands, was "of the moral 

stamp of those who were angry with Poland for resisting Hitler because this precipitated the 

war." He concluded that the New Left and student protestors had ruined higher education. 

"So far as universities are concerned, I know of nothing positive coming from that period; it 

was an unmitigated disaster for them."'^' Other conservative professors agreed. In 1997, 

Harvey C. Mansfield of Harvard recalled: "I suffered through the sixties and now live with 

their legacy at a university I once admired, and I feel a personal loss that sharpens the edge 

of my anger over what was done to our country." Mansfield claimed that "the radicals of the 
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late sixties. . . . mounted a political and cultural assault."'^^ 

However, public-survey evidence belied the right's claim opposition to the war had 

been a youth movement. In fact, the opposite was true: the older a person was, the more 

likely it they opposed the war. In a 1965 Gallup poll, 76 percent of Americans under thirty 

years of age approved of the war, compared with 64 percent of those between the ages of 

thirty and fifty, and 51 percent over fifty. In 1968, 45 percent of Americans under thirty 

backed the war, compared to 39 percent of those age thirty to fifty, and 27 percent over fifty. 

In 1971, 34 percent of Americans under thirty were pro-war, compared to 30 percent age 

thirty to fifty, and 23 percent over fifty.'" Nevertheless, the recent right usually maintained 

that opposition to the war was the product of adolescent rage at the Americans society's 

parental figures. 

Recent conservatives often claimed that the peace movement was comprised primarily 

of anti-American activists who desired a communist victory over U.S. forces. The idea of 

antiwar protestors as traitorous had a lengthy background. Throughout history, the ideology 

of nationalism ("patriotism") has served as a powerful weapon for interventionists against 

their "isolationist" foes. Eighteenth-century British critic Dr. Samuel Johnson declared that 

patriotism was the last refuge of the scoundrel, but patriotism typically was the first resort for 

interventionist hawks. Even liberals and interventionist leftists who claimed to embrace 

"universal brotherhood" often smeared their "isolationist" opponents as "unpatriotic," as 

many of them did prior to World War II. Yet patriotic nationalism is usually associated with 
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conservatism; indeed, loyalty to one's homeland constitutes a core value of traditionalism. 

Not surprisingly, then, conservatives perpetuated the notion that Vietnam antiwar 

peace movement had been traitorous and anti-American. During the war, Ronald Reagan, 

then governor of California, referred to peace protestors as "Communists," agents of an 

"international conspiracy," and "cowardly little fascist bands.Reagan and other 

conservatives retained this view of the antiwar movement during the 1980s and 1990s. In a 

1982 book, neoconservative editor Norman Podhoretz claimed that opponents of the war 

acted immorally themselves by giving aid and comfort to the enemy, ignoring the totalitarian 

nature of the communists, and exaggerating the damage done by U.S. air raids on North 

Vietnam.In 1985, Reagan's Secretary of State George Shultz castigated antiwar 

protestors as anti-American apologists for communism. Shultz asked sarcastically: "Do the 

American people really accept the notion that ̂  and our friends, are the representatives of 

evii?"i56 

Harvey C. Mansfield, a professor of goverrmient at Harvard, claimed that antiwar 

activists not only wanted the communists to win in Vietnam but, also, denied America and its 

allies the right to "defend" themselves. "The Vietnam War was America's, to be sure, but in 

Europe too, general hostility to the policies and even to the very idea of self-defense by liberal 

democracies was voiced by the activists of the late sixties and accepted by their passive 

followers, at least whenever it came time to act," Mansfield wrote in 1997. He argued that 

hedonistic radicals opposed U.S. intervention in Vietnam because they favored the communist 

cause. "'Make love, not war' was a slogan of the time, so we must now look at what was 
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being rejected while the sexual gymnasts were performing their stunts," wrote Mansfield. 

"Opposition to the war in Vietnam was not merely to that war, nor was it general pacifism. 

It was wrong to carry on that war, the radicals said, because the Communists in Vietnam were 

not our enemy; they were nationalists, and not merely benign but progressive. The United 

States' effort was not just imprudent-it was not, as a general said at the time, the wrong war 

at the wrong time in the wrong place-but morally (meaning 'absolutely') wrong, and the 

American military was deservedly defeated."'" 

The right viewed the peace movement as immoral and treasonous. In 2001, 

neoconservative activist David Horowitz claimed that "[t]he blood of hundreds of thousands 

of Vietnamese and tens of thousands of Americans is on the hands of the anti-war activists 

who prolonged the struggle and gave victory to the Communists," he wrote. Horowitz had 

been an antiwar opponent himself, but he complained that "this country was too tolerant 

toward the treason of its enemies within."'^^ 

Conservatives rejected the notion that New Leftists could oppose the Vietnam War 

on principled grounds. "Adorning that conclusion were certain professorial doctrines of civil 

disobedience and selective conscientious objection (being a pacifist only when confronting 

Communists) that are best buried in oblivion, even though some of them merit mention in the 

annals of special pleading," contended Harvey Mansfield. "Other disgracefiilly unpatriotic 

statements from that time require being confessed." Mansfield concluded by asserting that 

"[t]he notion that communism was healthy nationalism was decisively refuted by the boat 

people, who left Vietnam after we did. They nobly risked their lives to escape after Americans 
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departed the premises."'^' 

In 1997, conservative policy analyst Ernest W. Lefever also denounced antiwar critics 

who, he alleged, held anti-American views. "The cynical view of our involvement in Vietnam 

became part of a larger culture of shame, guilt, self-flagellation that erupted in flag-burning 

and other attacks on traditional institutions," charged Lefever.'^" 

Despite the strength of anti-govemment sentiment within the recent right, many 

traditionalist-inclined commentators also denounced the antiwar movement for its verbal 

attacks on government authority. In 1992, neoconservative journalist Michael Barone blamed 

the antiwar movement for allegedly beginning the recent trend toward "delegitimizing" one's 

political opponents. "Since the late 1960s, Democrats, Republicans and the press have all 

succumb to the temptation to delegitimize election winners, to argue that they are not 

rightfully in office," wrote Barone. "The urge to delegitimize animated the organizers of the 

Vietnam moratorium in 1969, which mounted massive protests to stop Nixon's war policy."'®' 

Recent conservatives claimed that peace movement's anti-Americanism caused them 

to hate U.S. soldiers for being "genocidal baby killers." The right's emphasis on the 

experience of Vietnam veterans allowed them to turn the morality argument against their 

opponents, the antiwar movement. Conservatives claimed that war critics had acted immorally 

by treating heroic, young soldiers in despicable fashion-even though the historical evidence 

does not seem to support this claim. But whether or not peace activists treated soldiers and 

veterans poorly, the argument about constituted a deceptive stratagem by conservatives-an 
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attempt to change the focus of debate away from the merits of the war itself and toward the 

soldiers who fought it. Obviously, the right's emphasis on the "Vietnam vet" avoided the 

basic question of the war itself: if there had been no Vietnam War, there would have been no 

Vietnam veterans, so they could not have been "abused" by peace activists. 

Despite its logical flaws and historical inaccuracy, this notion that the antiwar 

argument was tainted by immoral behavior toward valiant, sympathetic American soldiers 

represented the right's most emotionally compelling pro-war argument during the 1980-2000 

period. "[Vietnam veterans] suffered abuse when they came home," insisted George P. Shultz. 

"But like their fathers before them, they fought for what Americans have always fought for: 

freedom, human dignity, and justice. They are heroes. They honored their country, and we 

should show them out gratitude."'®^ 

The right's emphasis on the troops and on their alleged mistreatment further bolstered 

the conservative argument in two ways. First, it allowed pro-war forces to portray themselves 

as the defenders of the troops (even though it was pro-war proponents who had put them in 

harm's way, in a hostile Vietnam, in the first place). And second, conservatives gained 

populist support by prominently embracing the Vietnam veteran and, then, pitting a caricature 

of him as a brave working-class patriot versus a caricature of the antiwar protestor as a 

cowardly, draft-dodging, upper-middle-class traitor who was housed either in an elite 

university or in the highest ranks of the Democratic party and the U.S. government. Thus, 

conservatives-despite their economic policies favoring the affluent-ironically redirected the 

lower classes latent hostility against wealthier Americans against antiwar liberal Democrats, 
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whom the right caricatured as the selfish rich. "Those who were better off economically did 

not carry put their obligations," declared GOP Senator John McCain of Arizona, a former 

Vietnam veteran and PO W. Leaving the fighting to the less privileged "was the greatest crime 

and injustice of the Vietnam War."'®'^ 

Some conservatives-despite their racially conservative policies-even played the race 

card against the antiwar movement. The right typically depicted soldiers and other working-

class patriots as white, but some conservatives argued that antiwar, upper-middle-class 

"limousine liberals" had betrayed African-American soldiers, who disproportionately served 

in Vietnam. Thus, conservatives maintained that hypocritical white liberals exploited the 

resentments of blacks yet sent them off to die in place of themselves. General Colin Powell, 

a Vietnam veteran and the first African American to become chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 

Staff and secretary of State, remained bitter about it. "I can never forgive a leadership that 

said in effect: These young men-poorer, less educated, less privileged-are expandable 

(someone once described them as 'economic cannon-fodder') but the rest are too good to 

risk," Powell wrote in 1995. "I am angry that so many of the sons of the powerful and well 

placed . . . managed to wrangle slots in Reserve and National Guard units."'^^ 

For recent conservatives, the archetypal symbol of antiwar hostility toward veterans 

was protestors spitting on returning soldiers. Like the back-stabbing and POW/MIA myths, 

the legend of American civilians spitting on Vietnam veterans played into deep psycho-

cultural themes of treason and betrayal. Spitting symbolized ultimate hostility and disrespect, 
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reaching deep into human history. For example, the Bible reported that Romans and Jews spit 

on Jesus as he went to his crucifixion. In addition, "[sjtories of war veterans being spat upon 

occur frequently in modem histories," sociologist Jerry Lembcke, a Vietnam veteran, wrote 

in 1998. "Many of these stories are about veterans who fought on losing sides in wars, their 

abusers said to be 'fifth columnists' or traitors to the national cause. Following Germany's 

loss in World War I, for example, German fascists exploited such rumors to arouse anger 

toward groups and individuals who had opposed the war."'®® During the 1920s and 1930s, 

Nazi propagandists exploited the image of the abused, spit-upon veteran to gain popular 

support for their expansionist policies designed, in part, to restore the dignity of the German 

military. Like World War I for Germany, Vietnam symbolized a humiliating defeat for the 

United States. 

It was unsurprising, therefore, that much of American culture in the 1980s and 1990s 

accepted the claim that antiwar protestors frequently had spit on returning Vietnam veterans. 

Beginning in the late 1970s, it became an increasingly pervasive theme in popular images of 

the Vietnam War and of the antiwar movement, with many fictional films and television shows 

alluding to it. But not until more than a decade after the war had ended did the spit-upon 

image become imbedded as substantiated historical fact in the public mind. 

Conservative columnist Bob Greene did more than anyone else to publicize as factual 

the spitting allegations. In the mid-1980s, Greene in his nationally syndicated column asked 

Vietnam-era soldiers to write and tell him whether they had been spat on after they returned 

home. "The response was astonishing," resulting in over one thousand letters, Greene recalled 
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in 1989. After reading them, he concluded "I now have no doubt that many returning 

veterans were spat upon-literally-as part of their welcome home. There were simply too 

many letters, going into too fine a detail, to deny the fact." Greene retold the stories to his 

nationwide audience, provoking in an emotional outpouring from readers. He attributed the 

response to "the shocking premise behind all of this-the idea that American civilians actually 

did spit upon returning American veterans." Certainly, it was shocking-if true. But he never 

independently confirmed the authenticity of any of the stories.'^' 

Nevertheless, Greene collected dozens of them in a book. Homecoming (1989V "Yes, 

1 was spat on," former marine Scott Brooks-Miller wrote in the book. While in the Los 

Angeles airport, recalled Brooks-Miller, "I encountered a young man, no older than myself 

I'm sure, who looked me in the eye and without hesitation spit on my ribbons." Naval veteran 

Chester J. LeBlanc also was spat on in the Los Angeles airport. "I was stopped by a young 

lady wearing typical flower child attire," remembered LeBlanc. "She stopped me and, seeing 

my campaign ribbons, asked if I had been in Vietnam. When I told her I was just coming from 

there, she spat upon my uniform and ran off." Army veteran David S. Wieck recalled being 

in San Francisco with several solders buddies when he was assaulted. "[A] guy in his mid-

twenties walked up. He looked at each of us in turn, said, 'You fucking baby killers don't 

look so bad,' and then he spit on me.'" Alvin L. Long remembered: "when I was returning 

home from Vietnam, a 'lady' spat at me in the airport in San Francisco. She also called me 

a baby killer."'®' 

Many critics pointed out the ritualized similarity of these alleged spitting incidents and. 
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also, the implausibility of many of these types of stories,'®' but recent conservatives 

nevertheless repeated the claim that antiwar demonstrators frequently spit on returning 

Vietnam veterans. Soon, the public accepted the spitting stories as gospel. In 1990, during 

the U.S. troop deployment for the Gulf War, an unidentified soldier said: "If I go back home 

like the Vietnam vets did and somebody spits on me, I swear to God I'll kill them."'™ The 

myth was so pervasive that even many peace activists believed it. For example. Gulf War 

opponents vowed that their demonstrations would differ from those of the V ietnam era. "You 

won't see protestors spitting on soldiers as they come of the plane," predicted Greg Sommers 

of the pacifist Quaker House organization. 

Why would antiwar protestors spit on soldiers returning from Vietnam? Conservative 

columnist Bob Greene blamed the sixties, viewing it as a uniquely evil period in U.S. history. 

"Undoubtably it was an unprecedented event in U.S. history, and the fact that it sometimes 

happened tells us much about the time," Greene wrote in 1989.'^^ Other conservatives 

asserted that spitting resulted from antiwar hatred of veterans. "[T]he peace movement was 

not just against the goverimient, but also against us fools who served this country loyally," 

charged Alvin L. Long, a Vietnam veteran who claimed that an antiwar protestor had spit on 

him.'" 

Despite the recent right's charge that antiwar protestors frequently spit on returning 

soldiers, sociologist Jerry Lembcke, a Vietnam veteran himself, concluded it was untrue. 

Certainly, it was possible that, somewhere, sometime, an unprovoked antiwar protestor spat 

on a returning Vietnam veteran. But after a thorough investigation, Lembcke found no 
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evidence besides claims by veterans, and many of these claims were hearsay, second- or third-

hand at best. It was, in short, an "urban legend."'^'' 

Lembcke focused his critique of the spitting myth on the lack of hard evidence 

supporting it. This absence was significant because conservatives claimed that spitting 

incidents happened often enough to become emblematic of the antiwar movement. But 

Lembcke's analysis of several types ofpossible evidence discredited this accusation. First, the 

spitting-on-soldiers theme did not play a significant part of discussions on the war while it was 

being waged. Only after the war ended did the spitting myth become widespread. Second, no 

know photographs or film existed of a spitting incident, a surprising absence if spitting had 

been common. "GIs returned fi-om Vietnam heavily armed with Pentax cameras bought at 

base PXs, so it is likely that such photos would exist," noted Lembcke. Similarly, no 

contemporaneous newspapers or magazines revealed photographs of spitting on returning 

veterans. FBI agents also used photographic surveillance of the antiwar movement, but the 

agency never presented any photos of spitting during its attempt to discredit the movement. 

Third, contemporaneous police and court records do not show arrests for spitting or 

otherwise assaulting veterans.Finally, a detailed study of 495 stories that included 

interactions between Vietnam protesters and veterans that had appeared in the New York 

Times. Los Angeles Times. San Francisco Chronicle, and other sources showed no reports 

of spitting incidents. 

Furthermore, the entire conservative premise of the spitting incidents-that the antiwar 

movement hated the "baby killing" soldiers who returned from Vietnam-was belied by bulk 
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of the evidence of peace protestors feelings toward veterans. A study of 495 newspaper 

stories found that only 6 percent of them contained anj^hing that could even remotely be 

labeled as antagonistic behavior by peace protestors toward GIs. During the war, moreover, 

returning soldiers did not complain of hostility directed toward them by other Americans. A 

1971 Harris survey, for example, found that only 3 percent of returning troops described their 

reception at home as "not at all friendly." Polls also showed that demonstrators held warm 

feelings toward veterans. A 1979 survey of 237 "antiwar activists" showed that they gave 

very favorable rating-an average of 8.9 on a 1 to 10 scale-to veterans, a higher score than 

they gave to any other group. In fact, antiwar activists gave soldiers a higher rating than they 

the one (7.7) that they gave to themselves, "people who demonstrated against the war in 

Vietnam"! In addition, conservatives refused to admit that veterans and antiwar protestors 

were sometimes one and the same, with ex-soldiers joining Vietnam Veterans Against the 

War and participating in peace marches and other demonstrations.'^^ 

This does not mean that veterans were consciously lying about being spat upon or 

feeling hostility from the peace movement. Many returning soldiers felt as if they had been spit 

on. For example. Bob Greene noted that many veterans who wrote to him thought that the 

question of whether they had been literally spit upon "was irrelevant." Greene wrote: "They 

said it didn't matter whether a civilian actually worked up sputum and propelled it toward 

them-they said they were made to feel small and unwanted in so many other ways it felt like 

being spat upon."'^^ In addition, spitting became such a widespread urban legend that many 

soldiers believed it firmly enough to affect their own memories, a process reinforced by the 
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Indeed, the "evidence" of the Vietnam antiwar movement's treason and 

perfidy-including its hostility toward and spitting on veterans-came primarily from 

conservatives' fictional products, especially films, made after the war had ended. Like Ronald 

Reagan, many Americans became confused about the differences between reality and what 

they had seen in the movies. The late 1970s saw the beginning of conservatives re-writing of 

history of Vietnam and the antiwar movement on the big screen. According to sociologist 

Jerry Lembcke, the film Tracks (1977) was the first movie to focus on the supposed mutual 

hostility between veterans and peace activists. In it, a returning soldier blamed the antiwar 

movement for the U.S. loss and the death of his "buddies" in Vietnam. "What is remarkable 

about this first on-screen attempt at an explanation of why the United States lost the war," 

commented Lembcke, "is that after more than a decade of film in which Vietnam veterans and 

the anti-war movement were almost never juxtaposed, they are now, a mere one year after 

the war's loss, portrayed at being at each other's throats."'^" 

A year later, in 1978, the theme of mutual hostility between peace activists and 

returning troops first became embedded in popular culture with the release of two highly 

publicized, critically acclaimed, and financially successfiil films, The Deer Hunter and Coming 

Home. Directed by conservative army veteran Michael Cimino, The Deer Hunter portrayed 

working-class soldiers as disdained and betrayed by elitist, hippie antiwar protestors. Cominp 

Home was commissioned by, and starred, Jane Fonda, the peace activist despised by 
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conservatives as "Hanoi Jane" for her travels to North Vietnam during the war. Despite's 

Fonda's antiwar pedigree, Coming Home, like The Deer Hunter, depicted mutual hostility 

between soldiers and activists. In the film's opening scene, a Vietnam veteran "comes home" 

to a peace protest against himself and his fellow soldiers. "Where's all the demonstrators?" 

he asked. "The asshole on the plane told us there would be a bunch of flowerheads out here." 

He was then accosted by group of protestors chanting "One, Two, Three, Four, we don't 

want your rotten war!"'^' The Deer Hunter and Coming Home both won several Academy 

Awards, with The Deer Hunter capturing Best Picture. They also garnered widespread media 

coverage and, during the following decades, shaped popular-culture views of the antiwar 

hostility toward Vietnam veterans. 

In the 1980s, the extremely popular Rambo movies also depicted a heroic veteran 

scorned and betrayed by peace activists. At the end of First Blood (1982), Sylvester 

Stallone's Rambo character confronted his former commanding officer. Rambo told him that 

the U.S. government forced him to fight in Vietnam (though it sabotaged any chance of 

victory) and, because he did fight, peace protestors despised and abused him. "It wasn't my 

war," insisted Rambo. "You asked me, I didn't ask you. And I did what I had to do to win. 

But somebody wouldn't let us win. Then I come back to the world and I see all the maggots 

at the airport. Protesting me. Spitting. Calling me baby killer, and all kinds of vile crap. Who 

are they to protest me?" In the sequel, Rambo: First Blood Part II. Rambo explained why he 

went on a mission to save American MIAs still held prisoner in Southeast Asia: both the U.S. 

government and antiwar activists had betrayed and forsaken them, leaving in the clutches of 
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communists torturers, and only a fellow vet like Rambo would take the risk to save the. 

"When I came back to the States, I found another war going on," he said. "A war against the 

soldiers retuming."'^^ 

The Oscar-wirming film Forrest Gump (1994) marked the artistic and popular high 

point of the recent right's caricatured, negative view of the antiwar movement. The movie 

was a cultural phenomenon, becoming the highest grossing film of the year and won Academy 

Awards for Best Picture, Best Director, Best Actor, and several other categories. "The 

exceedingly successful movie Forrest Gump transformed into archetype the rest of 

conservatives' understanding of the decade," observed cultural critic Thomas Frank, 

"depicting youth movements of the sixties in a particularly malevolent light and their leaders 

(a demagogue modeled on Abbie Hoffman, a sinister group of Black Panthers, and an SDS 

commissar who is attired ... in a Nazi tunic) as diabolic charlatans, architects of a national 

madness from which the movie's characters only recover under the benevolent presidency of 

Ronald Reagan."'^^ 

The notion that the antiwar movement, along with large segments of U. S. society and 

government, had been hostile to veterans left profound legacies for the post-Vietnam army 

of the 1980s and 1990s. The Vietnam experience weakened the coimection between the 

armed forces and the rest of society, creating an even more insular, conservative culture. 

After Vietnam, the all-volunteer military "withdrew into itself, with new ideas about its duty 

to civilian government which it believed had betrayed it in Vietnam," wrote commentator 

William Pfaff. "Military communities more than ever came to resemble a dream of America's 



656 

past, fenced off and self-sufficient, protected by military police posts from the turbulence of 

the siirrounding American society."'®'' 

The right believed that the peace movement constituted one of the main legacies that 

the Vietnam War bequeathed to the recent era. "Since Vietnam, Ivory Tower disdain for the 

military and national-security agencies has been a fact of life on many campuses," Marine 

officer Dan Sullivan wrote in 2001. "As anyone who has attended a top college in the past 

three decades knows, patriotism in the eyes of many professors is synonymous with a lack of 

sophistication at best, racism at worst. I believe this attitude influences students and creates 

a kind of elitism."'®' 

Obsessed with the sixties era and its legacies, the right viewed virtually every social 

protest during the 1980s and 1990s as a nostalgic attempt by the left to replay the sixties' 

antiwar effort. For example, conservatives viewed the nuclear-freeze movement of the 1980s 

as led by a bunch of "retreads" from the 1960s. The right also saw student protests against 

such things as U.S. corporate investment in apartheid South Africa in the 1980s and in Nike 

sweatshops in the 1990s as a replay of campus activism during Vietnam. The anti-

globalization demonstrations of the late 1990s drew perhaps the most comparisons to sixties-

era protest. 

The catalyzing event of the anti-globalization movement was the so-called "Battle in 

Seattle," when demonstrators marched against a World Trade Organization (WTO) meeting 

in December 1999. For conservatives, it was 1960s redux. "These anti-W.T.O. protestors 
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[are]... yuppies looking for their 1960s fix," claimed columnist Thomas Friedman. Other 

conservatives agreed. "[A]t the core of the anti-trade movement is the leftover left, [fi-om the 

1960s]," remarked columnist Charles Krauthammer. "[T]he demonstrations of yesteryear 

opposed military intervention in places like Vietnam, El Salvador and Nicaragua.... Today 

it is the bogeyman of globalization and world trade that bring out their own kooky crowd."'^^ 

The "war against terrorism" in Afghanistan and elsewhere following the terrorist 

attacks of September 11,2001, remobilized conservatives' anti-antiwar hospitality, reviving 

memories of Vietnam-era antipathy. After the attacks, conservative William Bennett, former 

secretary of Education, created a pro-war organization, "Americans for Victory Over 

Terrorism." Bennett and other members pledged to take the fight against antiwar activists "to 

campuses, salons, oratorical societies, editorial pages and televison." Bennett claimed that 

"[t]here was more unanimity and less dissent in the early days of the Vietnam War in the early 

'60s than there is now." As columnist Walter Shapiro noted, however, antiwar sentiment 

against the war on terrorism proved so sparse that Bennett and other conservatives had 

trouble finding an influential critics of the war.' Even minor cracks in the pro-war consensus 

drew heated comparisons to the Vietnam era. In 2002, for example, a Nashville radio 

commentator likened country-rock musician Steve Earle to Jane Fonda in her "Hanoi Jane" 

days during Vietnam after Earle released a song, "John Walker's Blues," written from the 

perspective of the so-called American Taliban, John Walker Lindh.'^® 

Beginning in the 1970s and continuing through the 1990s, conservatives viewed the 
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Vietnam antiwar movement as the driving force behind not just campus protests, street 

demonstrations, and popular culture; they also argued that "disloyal" peace activists had 

hijacked liberalism and the Democratic party. Liberal Democrats' questioning of a globalized 

anticommunism in the wake of the Vietnam War helped to mobilize the neoconservative 

movement.During the Cold War, liberal foreign policy had been staunchly anticommunist. 

But the Vietnam fiasco led many liberals to question unthinking anticommunism, especially 

after Republican conservative Richard Nixon entered the White House in 1969. By 1972, 

antiwar liberals had successfully nominated one of their own, Senator George McGovern, as 

the Democratic presidential candidate. McGovern criticized the Vietnam War in outspoken 

fashion, charging, for example, that "the Nixon bombing in Indochina is the most barbaric 

action that any country has committed since Hitler's efforts to exterminate the Jews in 

Germany in the 1930s."''" Cold Warriors perceived McGovern an isolationist pacifist, a 

notion fostered by his "Come Home America" campaign slogan. Despite McGovern's 

landslide defeat, antiwar influence continued to grow among liberal Democrats, helped to 

push many erstwhile Cold War liberals to right, and, by the late 1970s, they had become 

known as "neoconservatives."'®^ 

During the 1980s and 1990s, neoconservatives and other Republicans sought to 

promote themselves and their hawkish polices by tarring their Democratic opponents as 

"unpatriotic" for opposing the Vietnam War. At the 1984 GOP national convention, for 

example, Reagan's Ambassador to the UN, neoconservative Jeane Kirkpatrick, criticized the 

"dovish" Democratic party, which had convened in San Francisco. In her speech to 
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Republican delegates, Kirkpatrick contemptuously referred to the opposition party as "the 

San Francisco Democrats"-"as if it were a party of the spoiled, effeminate, and the anti-

American," journalist David Halberstam later recalled.''^ 

In 1988, during the next presidential campaign, Republican George H. W. Bush 

repeatedly caricatured his Democratic opponent, Governor Michael Dukakis of 

Massachusetts, as an unrepentant "sixties liberal.Bush further charged that "much" of the 

Democratic leadership consisted of "a remnant of the 60's, the new left, those campus radicals 

grown old, the peace marchers and... activists."'"'^ Bush eschewed substantive issues in the 

campaign, preferring to malign his opponent's patriotism instead. Bush stressed such issues 

as Dukakis's refusal to force make teachers in Massachusetts to recite the pledge of alliance. 

He also called for a constitutional amendment to ban burning the American flag, which 

Dukakis opposed. The Bush campaign also mocked Dukakis for riding in a tank and spread 

rumors that his wife Kitty Dukakis had burned an American flag during an protest against the 

Vietnam War.'^® 

For 1990s-era conservatives. President Bill Clinton personified the "destructive" 

legacies of the 1960s. The right focused on Clinton's opposition to the Vietnam War, 

including his protesting against it when he was overseas as a Rhodes scholar at Oxford. 

Beginning in the 1992 presidential campaign, GOP candidate President George FI. W. Bush 

and other conservatives Republicans criticized Clinton's antiwar sentiments and condemned 

Clinton's avoidance of service in Vietnam-even though Bush's rurming mate in 1988 and 

1992, Vice President Dan Quayle, had also evaded the war. For example, Mary Matalin, a top 
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Bush strategist, called Clinton a "philandering, pot-smoking draft dodger." After Clinton 

charged that Bush's economic policy had made the United States "the mockery of the world," 

Quayle declared, "I'm a little sick and tired of people running down America." He demanded 

an apology from Clinton and proclaimed, "America is still the greatest country in the 

world.With the 1992 campaign winding down and Clinton seemingly assured of victory. 

Bush considered using an advertisement juxtaposing photographs of a bearded Vietnam-era 

Clinton with a crew-cut Bush in World War II. The Bush campaign also spread rumors of a 

the supposed existence of a photograph showing either Bill or Hillary Clinton burning an 

American flag during an Vietnam antiwar protest. Like Bush in 1992, GOP candidate Bob 

Dole in 1996 sought to highlight his heroic World War II experience with Clinton's 

opposition to the war and dodging the draft during Vietnam. 

For the recent right, one of the most pernicious legacies of the antiwar movement was 

the so-called "Vietnam syndrome," a "dovish, isolationist" attitude toward foreign policy that 

had resulted from the U.S. experience in Vietnam. 

The "Vietnam Syndrome": Conservatives' View of the War's Principal Legacy 

The Vietnam War, of event during the 1960s, left the most substantial legacy to the 

1980-2000 period. The war decisively shaped the U. S. foreign policy of the 1980s and 1990s, 

providing the backdrop for every discussion involving possible U.S. military intervention 

abroad. "Significantly, not even the end of the Cold War and the subsequent collapse of the 

Soviet Union have managed to dislodge Vietnam from its position as the functional prism 
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through which all argument for, or against, the use of U.S. military power must ultimately 

pass," historian Robert J. McMahon observed in 2002.'®' 

The recent right endeavored to construct a narrative of the Vietnam War and its 

"lessons" that would rehabilitate the war and, in so doing, build support for contemporary 

conservatives' hawkish foreign polices. Rehabilitating the Vietnam experience to the public 

proved a tough sell, however. Hence, a few recent conservatives argued that Vietnam should 

be forgotten because it was aberration in U.S. history that provided no. Most conservatives, 

however, realized that the collective memory of Vietnam could not be wished away, so, 

instead, they tried to inculcate their own partisan view of the war into the public 

consciousness. 

Based on their partisan interpretation of the Vietnam War, conservatives derived 

several major historical lessons to be applied in current and future foreign policy. First, they 

argued that the United States must emerge victorious from any war it in which it becomes 

involved. Second, they maintained that, to win future wars, the military, not political leaders, 

must devise the battle plan. Third, they insisted that the Vietnam experience had demonstrated 

the necessity for civilian leaders to gird the nation for war before the fighting commenced. 

Finally, they argued that the Vietnam experience, and its aftermath, taught the lesson that 

America must maintain its pledges to its allies to retain its credibility. These lessons differed 

from the ones that liberals drew from the war. 

Consequently, conservatives charged that liberals believed and promulgated "myths' 

about the Vietnam War, a which had produced a misguided, pacifistic, isolationist view of 
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world affairs known as "the Vietnam syndrome." Conservatives complained that the 

syndrome had crippled effective U.S. foreign policy. The Democratic majority in Congress 

passed several laws in the 1970s to reassert its authority in foreign policy. Conservatives 

denounced these changes as dangerous to national security because they restricted the 

president's ability to conduct foreign affairs. During the late 1970s, they charged that the 

Vietnam syndrome had paralyzed President Jimmy Carter's foreign policy, which left the 

Soviets and their allies unencumbered to expand their influence. After Ronald Reagan became 

president in 1981, his administration worked relentlessly to undermine the Vietnam syndrome 

and, thereby, gain congressional and popular support to use U.S. military intervention, if 

necessary, to combat communist expansion. Thus, Reagan's international agenda was founded 

in reaction to the legacy of Vietnam. For example, the president's most important foreign-

policy pronouncement, the "Reagan Doctrine," constituted a direct retort to the Vietnam 

syndrome. 

During the 1980-2000 period, the Vietnam's War greatest impact was in U.S.

Vietnam relations. American bitterness over the war kept the United States from normalizing 

relations with Vietnam until 1995. The issue of American MIAs possibly still being held as 

POWs in Southeast Asia served as the primary justification for the U.S. refusal to recognize 

Vietnam's communist government. Ronald Reagan's election of president brought into the 

White House a true believer in the POW/MIA myth. The Reagan administration worked 

closely with both POW/MIA lobbying organizations and mercenary rescue groups. 

Hollywood joined Reagan in publicizing the conservative claim that Vietnam veterans 
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remained prisoner in Southeast Asia. Despite eight years of effort, however, the Reagan 

administration never rescued, or even located, a single American MIA held prisoner in 

Southeast Asia. Ironically, Reagan's failure only heightened the right's belief that sinister 

forces in the federal bureaucracy were covering up the truth, even from the president, about 

POW/MIAs. 

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the POW/MIA myth decisively shaped U.S.

Vietnam relations, serving as the main U.S. justification to refuse to recognize the communist 

government. By the time Reagan had left office in 1989, the recent right's POW/MIA myth 

had become embedded in the public mind. The myth constrained U.S. policymakers, including 

many Republicans, and their allies in business who desired normalized relations with Vietnam. 

But PO Ws had friends in high places, with several recent presidential candidates were closely 

identified with the POW/MIA issue, and infiuential conservatives used the POW/MIA issue 

to oppose normalizing relations with Vietnam. Even when the Clinton administration did 

restore relations in 1995, it felt compelled to declare that the primary motive was to search 

more easily for American POW/MIAs in Southeast Asia. 

During the 1980-2000 period, the Vietnam War's legacy impacted not just U.S.

Vietnam relations but all of U.S. foreign policy. Conservatives sought to overwhelm liberal 

warnings that American military intervention against communists and other foes would lead 

to "another Vietnam." The Reagan administration focused on Central America as the site to 

overturn the Vietnam syndrome. However, most non-conservatives used the Vietnam 

example to oppose U.S. military intervention in Central America. Unable to overcome 
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memories of Vietnam, the Reagan administration found itself on the defensive. The 

administration's resort to illegal practices in the Iran-Contra scandal revealed its frustration 

with congressional refusal, based on the Vietnam example, to authorize military intervention 

in Central America. Despite Reagan's eight years as president, the Vietnam syndrome 

remained as strong as ever when he left office. 

President George H. W. Bush also sought to overcome the legacies of the Vietnam 

War. The Bush administration used the Vietnam experience as a negative example of using 

military force. In 1989, for example, the administration rej ected Vietnam's gradual escalation 

and applied overwhelming force the U.S. invasion of Panama. Bush viewed the Gulf War of 

1990-91 as the perfect opportunity to bury the Vietnam syndrome. During the war, he sought 

to assure the American public that he and his administration had learned the "conservative" 

lessons of Vietnam. The military leadership also appeared eager to erase the Vietnam loss 

with a victory over Iraq. The stunning and overpowering U.S. victory led President Bush to 

boast that Vietnam's legacy had been erased. In truth, however, the Gulf War had been a poor 

test of the Vietnam syndrome, and it retained a strong hold on U.S. foreign policy. After the 

Gulf War, the United States never militarily intervened in a massive, sustained manner at any 

point during the rest of the 1990s. In fact, both the Bush and Clinton administration, spooked 

by the legacy of the Vietnam quagmire, hesitated to commit the any ground troops at all in 

such hot spots as Somalia, Haiti, Rwanda, Bosnia, and Kosovo. 

During the 1990s, conservatives viewed President Bill Clinton as the personification 

of the "destructive legacies" of the 1960s, and indeed, he was baby boomer who had opposed 
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the war and dodged the draft in the Vietnam era. In addition, many key members of his 

foreign-poUcy team had served during Vietnam in the Johnson administration. The legacy of 

Vietnam reared its head in late 1993 during a bloody U.S. military engagement Somalia. The 

Somalia debacle reinforced the Vietnam syndrome, and Clinton proved wary of introducing 

troops into other foreign hot spots like Bosnia, Rwanda, Haiti, and Kosovo. Throughout the 

late 1990s, conservatives charged that Vietnam's legacy shaped Clinton's foreign policy. On 

the one hand, conservatives identified the president's foreign policy with the antiwar 

movement, which allegedly was cowardly, naive, dovish, isolationist, fearful of employing 

U.S. power abroad, and consumed by the Vietnam syndrome. On the other hand, 

conservatives maintained that the Democratic president was repeating the mistakes that his 

predecessor, Lyndon Johnson, had allegedly made during the Vietnam era. 

As mentioned above, most recent conservatives argued that the United States could 

and should have won the Vietnam War. The question was, why did the argue this? One 

answer, of course, was that they honestly believed it. For most observers, however, the right's 

attempts to reconstitute the Vietnam debacle into a "noble cause" (in Ronald Reagan's words) 

was analogous to trying to make a silk purse out a sow's ear. 

In fact, a few recent conservatives tacitly acknowledged that Vietnam was beyond 

rehabilitation and should be forgotten. They argued that the Vietnam War had been 

aberrational, so it furnished no practical lessons. Republican President Gerald R. Ford, for 

example, argued that the United States could only regain its national self-respect and unity 
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by putting aside divisive debates about the controversial war. "Americans can reclaim the 

sense of pride that existed before Vietnam," Ford said in April 1975, a week before the 

communist takeover of South Vietnam. "But it cannot be achieved by reflghting a war that 

is fmished."^"" Clearly, President Ford wanted to change the subject from Vietnam to avoid 

being blamed for its fall to communism on his watch. 

But other recent conservatives also viewed focusing on Vietnam as unhealthy. In his 

1989 inaugural address, President George H. W. Bush showed his desire to bury memories 

of Vietnam. "[T]he war cleaves us still," he said. "But friends, that war began in earnest a 

quarter of a century ago, and surely the statute of limitation has been reached." Bush further 

declared: "This is a fact: The final lesson of Vietnam is that no great nation can long afford 

to be sundered by a memory."^"' During the 1990s, the right still bemoaned that the war's 

legacy remained a substantial force in all recent debates over foreign policy. "Vietnam won't 

go away," conservative policy analyst Ernest W. LeFeber complained in 1997. "Its ghosts still 

haunt the American psyche like fragments of a twisted nightmare. 

Most conservatives, however, realized that the collective memory of Vietnam could 

not be wished away, so, instead, they tried to inculcate their own partisan view of the war into 

the public consciousness. The right was keenly aware that the present and future course of 

U.S. foreign policy relied heavily on how the recent public interpreted the Vietnam War. In 

1985, for example, Reagan's Secretary of State George P. Shultz argued that an accurate 

contemporary evaluation of the Vietnam War was "not merely a historical exercise" but. 
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rather, was a essential undertaking for formulating and judging America's foreign policies. 

"Our understanding of the past affects our conduct in the present, and thus, in part, 

determines our future," Shultz asserted. 

Recent conservatives consciously fashioned a history of the war designed to shape 

popular memories to build support for their contemporary agenda. "Memory, collective and 

individual, is never purely the unfiltered recollection of past events," historian Robert J. 

McMahon commented in 2002. "Rather, it is a constructed phenomenon as much as it is a 

reconstructed one; and an individual's or society's memories are invariably constructed to 

serve present needs." McMahon remarked that "it was probably inevitable that the early 

struggle over the collective memory of the Vietnam War would be inseparable from the 

ongoing debate about America's present, and future, role in the world. And, indeed, the 

contest over the significance and lessons to be derived from the Vietnam experience has, from 

the first, been intimately tied to practical, presentist questions about when and where to use 

U.S. power outside the country, and especially about the efficacy of overseas military 

intervention. 

As noted above, conservatives' interpretations of why the United States lost the 

Vietnam War usually centered on liberal and leftist groups within America who had stabbed 

the military in the back. "The stab-in-the-back theory is more than merely a historiographically 

revisionist argument in the postwar debate over the causes and lessons of Vietnam and more 

than simply a folk response to defeat," historian Jeffrey P. Kimball argued in 1988. "It appears 

also to be an excrescences of containment militarism, which has intellectual, social economic. 
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political, and institutional roots in past and present elite struggles for and over political power, 

national strategy, and military and foreign policy. Its proponents stem from sectors of the 

military, the right wing of the Republican ... party, militant national security managers, and 

the right-wing press and intelligentsia."^"^ 

In short, the reason why recent conservatives worked diligently to construct and 

popularize in public memory their partisan interpretation of the Vietnam War was clear. They 

were "rewriting the record of failed military interventionism in the 1950 to 1975 era in order 

to build support for interventionism in the 1980s," wrote historian Walter LeFeber.^°® The 

right admitted as much. "Should the conservative revisions of yesterday, even today, become 

the conventional view tomorrow, we might be looking toward a new era in the nation's 

relations to the world," conservative scholar Robert W. Tucker wrote in 1981.^°^ 

During the 1980-2000 period, conservatives declared that they had derived several 

major historical lessons from the Vietnam War that should be applied in current and future 

foreign policy. First, they argued that the United States must emerge victorious from any war 

it gets involved in. In 1988, for example. President Ronald Reagan proclaimed that "we can 

all agree that we've learned one lesson [from Vietnam]; that young Americans must never 

again be sent to fight and die unless we are prepared to let them win."^"®* 

Second, the right maintained that, to win future wars, the military, not political 

leaders, must devise the battle plan. They argued that the United States had failed to triumph 

in Vietnam because liberal Democrats in Kennedy and Johnson administration had restrained 
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the armed forces by making strategic and tactical military decisions based on political 

considerations. Having learned this putative "Vietnam lesson," conservatives during the recent 

era often denounced what they viewed as the politically influenced management of war by 

civilian leaders (especially Democratic administrations). In 1999, for example, GOP Senator 

Gordon Smith of Oregon held hearings on the Clinton administration's conduct of the war 

in Kosovo because he said he was "troubled over the degree to which political considerations 

affected NATO's military strategy."^"' 

Third, the right, especially military officers, insisted that the Vietnam experience had 

demonstrated the necessity for civilian leaders to gird the nation for war before the fighting 

commenced. "Never again must the president commit American men to combat without first 

fully defining the nation's war aims and then rallying Congress and the nation for war," 

military strategist and former Vietnam officer Harry G. Summers, Jr., wrote in 1984. 

"Otherwise, the courageous Americans who fought and died in defense of South Vietnam will 

truly have done so in vain."^'° 

Fourth and finally, recent conservatives maintained that the Vietnam experience, and 

its aftermath, taught the lesson that America must maintain its pledges to its allies, rather than 

"cutting and ruiming," to keep its credibility with both allies and enemies. "[0]ur erstwhile 

honorable country betrayed and deserted the Republic of [South] Vietnam," former General 

William Westmoreland declared in 1979. "It was a shabby performance by America, ablemish 

on our history and a possible blight on out future. Our credibility has been damaged."^" Other 

conservatives agreed. "America is no longer the America it was," former General Alexander 
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Haig asserted after the war, and "that is largely attributable to the mistakes of Vietnam."^'^ 

Conservatives therefore professed their determination to supportU.S. allies. During the 1980 

campaign, GOP candidate Ronald Reagan declared that, if he were elected president, "[tjhere 

will be no more Vietnams. There will be no more betrayals of friends by the United States. 

While recent conservatives promulgated for public consumption the lessons that they 

had drawn from the Vietnam War, they simultaneously sought to discredit the precepts that 

recent liberals had taken from the war. Conservatives delighted in attempting to prove that 

liberal lessons about Vietnam were falsehoods. For example, former President Richard Nixon 

began his 1985 book, No More Vietnams with a chapter entitled "The Myths of Vietnam." 

In it, he listed of twenty-two conventional liberal statements about the war and then declared; 

"All of these statements are false."^"* 

Other conservatives also argued that liberals had misinterpreted Vietnam's lessons. 

"For most Americans, the memory of Viet Nam festers a haunting nightmare of failure," 

conservative political scientist Timothy J. Lomperis wrote in 1984. "Far from being a simple 

and abject failure, though, the American intervention in Viet Nam was one of rich variegation. 

As in the case of Mark Twain's cat drawing the wrong conclusion from sitting on a hot stove 

and therefore unquestioningly assuming that stoves are at all times and places hot, the burners 

of Viet Nam were hot and cold from time to time and place to place." Lomperis rejected the 

liberal contention that Vietnam showed the futility of fighting a civil war with guerilla 

tactics.^'^ 
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Beginning in the 1970s and continuing through the end of the 1990s, the right 

charged that the liberal belief in Vietnam "myths," which had served as the foundation for 

Democrats' antiwar position since the 1960s, also had produced a misguided, pacifistic, 

isolationist view of world affairs that conservatives derisively labeled as "the Vietnam 

syndrome."^'® The recent right complained that the syndrome had crippled effective U.S. 

foreign policy. The alleged syndrome encompassed several specific propositions. It began 

with the idea that the Vietnam War was characterized by a vague goals, a local conflict or 

civil war, guerilla warfare, inhospitable terrain, a lengthy duration, high U.S. causality figures, 

and ultimate defeat. Because of this Vietnam legacy, a "syndrome" had infected America's 

politicians, media, and public: since the Vietnam era, they refused to send troops to fight 

overseas in similar circumstances, even when U.S. military intervention was essential to 

secure America's "vital interests." Conservatives viewed the "isolationist" Vietnam syndrome 

as resulting to cowardly, dishonorable behavior by U.S. leaders. The right believed that the 

liberal Democrats' acceptance of the Vietnam syndrome showed that the antiwar movement 

had hijacked the party. 

The Vietnam syndrome taught policymakers that the United States should have "no 

more Vietnams." Conservatives agreed that the war had ended badly and that there should 

be "no more Vietnams," but they argued that liberals completely misunderstood the factors 

causing the failure. In his 1985 book. No More Vietnams. for example, former President 

Richard Nixon rejected as "isolationist" the liberal hesitancy for America to engage in 

overseas military operations. "[I]t is vital that we learn the right lessons from that defeat," 
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insisted Nixon. "In Vietnam, we tried and failed in ajust cause. 'Nomore Vietnams' canmean 

that we will not try again. It should mean that we will not again. 

Conservatives complained that the Vietnam syndrome resulted in the hamstringing of 

presidential leadership in foreign policy. In the wake of Vietnam and Watergate, liberal 

Democrats sought to check the "imperial presidency." This executive aggrandizement "was 

essentially the creation of foreign policy," historian Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., wrote in 1973. 

"A combination of doctrines and emotions-belief in permanent and universal crisis, fear of 

communism, faith in the duty and the right of the United States to intervene swiftly in every 

part of the world-had brought about the unprecedented centralization of decisions over war 

and peace in the Presidency."^'^ The liberal attack on the imperial presidency was bolstered 

by congressional investigations of nefarious U.S. actions overseas, especially by the CIA. The 

most publicized hearings on the CIA were those in the Senate chaired by Frank Church of 

Idaho. 

As a result, the Democratic majority in Congress passed several laws in the 1970s to 

reassert its authority in foreign policy, hoping to avoid future Vietnam-type wars. The Case-

Zablocki Act of 1972 required all executive agreement to be reported to Congress. The War 

Powers Act of 1973-passed over Nixon's veto-directed the president to inform Congress 

within forty-eight hours of the introduction of troops into areas of hostilities. The president 

had to specify to Congress the reasons for deploying troops and the scope and duration of the 

commitment. It required the president to terminate the use of troops within sixty days unless 

Congress authorized it. In 1974, Congress strengthened the Freedom of Information Act to 
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provide for judicial review of classified documents, and it required that all arms sales be 

reported to Congress. The Hughes-Ryan Amendment of 1974 required the president to report 

in "a timely fashion" all CIA covert operations other than intelligence gathering to Congress. 

To facilitate this, legislation created the Select Intelligence Committee in the Senate in 1976 

and in the House in 1977.^'^ 

Congress also passed legislation forbidding or cutting back appropriations for covert 

military operations in certain places. For example, the Clark Amendment of 1976 prohibited 

assistance for military operations in Angola. "Critics of the Vietnam policy were wary of 

sending troops to fight in Third World countries where the goals were not clearly defined and 

the conflict was unpopular at home," political scientist Kenneth E. Sharpe later observed. 

"Many were opposed to supporting corrupt, repressive regimes and sought instead to 

condition foreign military and economic aid on a regime's human rights performance."^^" 

Conservatives denounced these changes as dangerous to national security because they 

restricted the president's ability to conduct foreign affairs. 

During the late 1970s, conservatives also charged that the Vietnam syndrome 

informed the foreign policy of President Jimmy Carter and his Democratic administration. It 

was true that Carter, like other reformers, initially believed that the Vietnam fiasco had 

illustrated the dangers of an unthinking anticommunism. "Being confident of our own future," 

he announced in 1977, "we are now free of that inordinate fear of Communism which once 

led us to embrace any dictator who joined us in that fear."^^' Promtoing human rights abroad 

as one of his main goals, Carter condemned previous U.S. policy, as in the Vietnam, that had 
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"supported right-wing monarchs and dictators."^^^ However, the administration's allegiance 

to a new foreign policy was far from absolute, and it ended midway through Carter's 

presidency. National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski called for a more hawkish course, 

especially against the Soviet Union. After the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in December 

1979, Carter listened more to Brzezinski and ended the detente era. Another assault on U.S. 

prestige, Iran's capture of 53 hostages in the American embassy in Teheran, reinforced the 

administration's hard line. The crises in Afghanistan and Iran "completed Carter's conversion 

into a Cold Warrior," historian Robert Schulzinger later observed.^^^ 

Although Carter had become more hawkish after 1979, conservatives and 

neoconservatives argued that his stewardship proved the harmful results of the Vietnam 

syndrome. In the late 1970s, neoconservatives joined others on the right in arguing that the 

Vietnam syndrome was paralyzing U.S. policymakers, including the Carter administration. 

They claimed this paralysis left the Soviets and their allies unencumbered to expand their 

influence. "[T]he neoconservatives turned violently against Carter and, with Commentary as 

their main platform, began an unceasing attack on him, his policies, and his advisors," 

historian John Ehrman later observed.^^'' In 1980, Commentary published a series of essays 

disparaging the Vietnam syndrome because of its allegedly disastrous possible effects on the 

United States. For example, neoconservative editor Norman Podhoretz argued that, if 

Vietnam's legacy inhibited future U.S. interventions, it "could mean abandoning basic 

American values.In another 1980 Commentary essay, neoconservative Charles Horner 

condemned President Carter's contention that Vietnam had exposed the limits of U.S. power 
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in the world. "That view," charged Horner, "is the single greatest restraint on our capacity 

to deal with the world, and that capacity will not increase unless the view behind it is changed, 

thoroughly and profoundly. 

Conservative Republicans agreed with the neoconservative contention that the 

Vietnam syndrome had immobilized the Carter administration. The end of the Vietnam War 

in 1975 did not "produce a more peaceful world," insisted former President Richard Nixon. 

"Our defeat in Vietnam paralyzed America's will to act in other Third World trouble spots 

and therefore encouraged aggression on the part of those who had made them trouble spots 

to begin with. Over the next five years, Soviet clients and proxy forces unleashed a 

geopolitical offensive that led to stunning reversals for the United States in virtually every 

region of the world."^^' Nixon insisted that "[o]ne lesson we must learn from Vietnam is that 

if we do not exercise power for the good, there are plenty of [communist leaders] who will 

gladly exorcize it for evil purposes.The contention that the Vietnam syndrome was 

damaging U.S. foreign policy became a keystone of Ronald Reagan's critique of Carter. 

During the 1980 campaign against Carter, for example, Reagan declared that "we must rid 

ourselves of the 'Vietnam syndrome. 

After Reagan became president in 1981, his administration worked relentlessly to 

undermine the "paralyzing" Vietnam syndrome and, thereby, gain congressional and popular 

support to use U.S. military intervention, if necessary, to combat communist expansion. Thus, 

Reagan's international agenda was founded in reaction to the legacy of Vietnam. For 
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example, the president's most important foreign-policy pronouncement, the "Reagan 

Doctrine," constituted a direct retort to the Vietnam syndrome. In 1985, Reagan described 

his doctrine. "Our mission is to nourish and defend freedom and democracy, and to 

communicate these ideals everywhere we can," he proclaimed. "We must stand by our 

democratic allies. And we must not break faith with those who are risking their lives-on every 

continent, from Afghanistan to Nicaragua-to defy Soviet-supported aggression and secure 

rights.. .. Support for freedom fighters is self-defense. 

The Vietnam War had discredited unquestioning anticommunism, so the Reagan 

administration sought to revive the pre-Vietnam Cold War atmosphere. The president 

declared that the Soviet Union was "an evil force" and it was "the focus of evil in the modern 

world ... and evil empire." Soviet leaders, claimed Reagan, were prepared "to commit any 

crime, to lie, to cheat" to achieve global communist domination.^^' Reagan also resurrected 

a key justification for the Vietnam War, the Domino Theory, which theorized that allowing 

a communist takeover of one country would cause its neighbors to fall to communism, 

resulting in an unstoppable chain reaction. During the 1980 campaign, Reagan charged that 

the expansionist Soviet Union "underlies all the rest that is going on. If they weren't engaged 

in this game of dominoes, there wouldn't be any hot spots in the world."^^^ As president a 

year later, Reagan reminded Americans that "we are the last domino.Other administration 

officials used metaphors similar to the Domino Theory. In 1987, for example. Secretary of 

State George Shultz claimed that the Soviet Union was trying to use Nicaragua as a "stepping 

stone" to spread its influence through Central America.^^'* 
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The Vietnam's War greatest impact on the foreign policy of the 1980-2000 period 

was, of course, in U.S.-Vietnam relations. American bitterness over the war kept the United 

States from normalizing relations with Vietnam until 1995, fully two decades after the war 

had ended. The issue of American MIAs possibly still being held prisoner by the Vietnamese 

served as the primary justification for the U.S. refusal to recognize Vietnam's communist 

government. As noted above, the POW/MIA question first erupted as a salient political issue 

during the war, when President Richard Nixon promoted and exploited it to gain public 

support for its hawkish policies in Vietnam. To publicize the POW/MIA mj^h, the Nixon 

administration worked closely with militant pro-war groups like the National League of 

Families of American Prisoners and Missing in Southeast Asia and the Victory in Vietnam 

Association (VIVA).^^^ 

The MIA issue remained potent even after President Nixon left office in 1974 and the 

Vietnam War ended a year later. Both the National League and VIVA continued to lobby 

Washington to force the Vietnamese government to release the supposed U. S. prisoners. MIA 

groups found a champion in Congressman Gillespie "Sonny" Montgomery of Mississippi, who 

in 1975 convinced the House to create, with him as chair, the Select Committee on Missing 

Persons in Southeast Asia. After an exhaustive investigation, however, the committee' s final 

statement reported that "no Americans are still being held alive as prisoners in Indochina, or 

elsewhere, as a result of the war in Indochina." The report concluded that "a total accounting 

by the Indochinese Governments is not possible and should not be expected.... [TJhere are 

no examples in world history to compare with the accounting now being requested."^^® 
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PO W/MIA groups immediately denounced the committee, which they had once championed, 

for its "betrayal." 

Despite the House committee's report, the emotional PO W/MIA subject still proved 

tempting for political exploitation during the late 1970s. In the 1976 presidential campaign, 

for example. President Gerald Ford's main challengers. Republican Ronald Reagan and 

Democrat Jimmy Carter, criticized his administration for being too soft with Vietnam on the 

issue. After Carter became president, one of his first acts was appointing a special presidential 

commission, chaired by former union leader Leonard Woodcock, to go directly to Vietnam 

to seek a resolution of the MIA issue. However, the Woodcock commission's final report, 

like the earlier House committee's, concluded that no American veterans remained prisoner 

in Southeast Asia. Again, POW/MIA organizations cried betrayal and claimed that 

government conspirators were covering up the evidence. During the late 1970s, conservative 

hawks, led by Ronald Reagan, continued to exploit the POW/MIA issue wished to rally the 

American public to a more hawkish, interventionist foreign policy.^" 

Ronald Reagan's election of president brought into the White House a true believer 

in the myth that U.S. veterans still languished in communist prison camps in Southeast Asia. 

Despite eight years of effort, however, the Reagan administration never rescued, or even 

located, a single American MIA held prisoner in Southeast Asia. Ironically, Reagan's abject 

failure on the issue only heightened the recent right's belief that nefarious forces in the federal 

bureaucracy were covering up the truth. "By 1980 the POW myth envisioned a conspiracy 

high in the government to deny the existence of American prisoners. The villains were 
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government bureaucrats, devious CIA operatives, and liberal politicians, personified by 

President Jimmy Carter," MIA critic H. Bruce Franklin wrote later. "With the inauguration 

of Reagan in early 1981, the myth evolved a new twist: the good president walled off by a 

cabal of scheming bureaucrats and liberals now know collectively as the 'gatekeepers. 

The Reagan administration worked closely with both POW/MIA lobbying 

organizations and mercenary rescue groups. In 1981, the administration sent Congressmen 

Bill Hendon and John LeBoutillier to Laos, partly to prepare a raid by soldiers of fortune led 

by James "Bo" Gritz, a retired Green Beret colonel.^^' Gritz worked closely with Reagan 

administration liaisons and National League of Families head Ann Mills Griffith to created 

Skyhook II, an organization that raised large sums of money to free POWs. "This byzantine, 

illegal funding of covert operations outdid the Iran-Contra scheme, for it included a self-

sustaining mechanism," MIA critic H. Bruce Franklin later remarked. "The Xao resistence' 

produced a stream of phony evidence of living POWs for Leboutillier to use in his Skyhook 

II propaganda to raise more funds for the 'Lao resistance,' which was then able to supply still 

more phony evidence of living POWs to raise more funds, and so on."^'*° Conservative movie 

star Clint Eastwood contributed $30,000 to help fund the Gritz's raid into Laos, and the 

Reagan administration secretly arranged funding and logistics. On November 27,1982, 

Eastwood met with (or telephoned) President Reagan to discuss Gritz's planned raid into 

Laos. Reagan reportedly told Eastwood: "If you bring out one U.S., I will start World War 

III to get the rest out." 

When Gritz's team entered Laos, however, it was ambushed and routed by 
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anticommunist Laotian guerillas, who earlier had been offended by Gritz's men during the 

raid's preparation stage. Gritz's team fled back into Thailand and, ironically, had to pay a 

$ 17,500 ransom to recover a captured U.S. team member.^'*' Gritz's raid resulted in complete 

failure, but he had achieved one of his main goals: "We have heightened public awareness of 

the POW question," he boasted.^''^ 

Meanwhile, the Reagan administration worked with POW/MIA groups to 

systematically publicize the issue, too. In 1982, the POW/MIA flag was permanently raised 

above the White House, the only flag other than the American one ever to fly over the 

presidential mansion. In January 1983, Reagan announced that he had ordered "the 

government bureaucracy" to made the POW/MIA issue "the highest national priority."^''^ In 

1989, a Reagan administration interagency report concluded that the POW/MIA publicity 

campaign had been successful. "From its inception in 1982, the public awareness campaign 

steadily gained momentum," the report stated. This "aggressive public awareness campaign. 

. . . in coordination with the National League of POW/MIA Families . . . raised domestic 

consciousness of this issue to the highest level since the end of the war." As a result of the 

campaign, the report commented "media coverage" about the issue increased "dramatically." 

244 

Beginning in the 1980s, Hollywood joined Reagan in publicizing the conservative 

claim that U.S. Vietnam veterans remained prisoner in Southeast Asia. Significantly, few-if 

any-of the films' plots concerned POWs who had actually been held in captivity for up to 
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eight years during the 1965-73 period. Instead, they focused on present-day attempts to go 

to Southeast Asia to find fictional POWs and MIAs still being held prisoner. The first major 

POW/MIA movie was Uncommon Valor (1983). It showed American as run by bureaucrats, 

politicians, and secret agents who reviled and betrayed its warrior heroes. The lead character, 

a retired army colonel played by Gene Hackman, appeared to be based on Bo Gritz. 

Hackman's character attempted to rescue his MIA son, but his efforts were hampered by 

politicians and government agents. He therefore recruited a team composed of Vietnam 

veterans who each have been victimized by American society in some manner since they 

returned home from the war. The rescue traveled to Southeast Asia and free Hackman's son 

and other MIAs being held captive. The popularity of the Uncommon Valor, which opened 

in December 1983, surprised reviewers because it seemed like a run-of-the-mill action film. 

The best explanation of its success, wrote journalist Aljean Harmetz, came from "an ordinary 

moviegoer who said with satisfaction of the bloody ending in which dozens of enemy are 

mowed down by Americans, 'We get to win the Vietnam War.'"^''^ 

Conservatives' popular-culture theme that rescuing MIAs fi^om their communist 

captors would win the Vietnam War for America was even more obvious in later films. 

Conservative actor Chuck Norris starred in one such movie. The bluntness of the conservative 

message was apparent in its title. Missing in Action, and in the slogan that ran on its 

promotional posters: "The War's Not Over Until the Last Man Comes Home!" In the movie, 

Norris played a retired Green Beret colonel, apparently modeled on Bo Gritz. Norris's 

character used his martial-arts and weapons skills to bring back, single-handily, American 
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MIAs held captive in Southeast Asia?"*® 

Rambo: First Blood Part II (1985), starring conservative movie-superstar Sylvester 

Stallone, epitomized the conservative revenge fantasy. In it, Rambo turned on back-stabbing 

U.S. government bureaucrats, rescued MIAs held prisoner by slaughtering their communist 

captors-thereby re-fighting and winning the Vietnam War. Having turned himself into the 

authorities in the prequel, First Blood. Rambo began the film in prison, fully alienated from 

American society and its government, who despised rather than valued his patriotism and 

warrior skills used to protect his homeland. Rambo was released from prison to go on a 

mission to rescue MIAs in Southeast Asia. A mythic warrior hero, Rambo used his skill as an 

ex-Green Beret, plus his "German-Indian" heritage, to save his fellow Vietnam vets through 

such weapons as a knife, bow-and-arrow, and numerous automatic rifles, including a gigantic 

machine gun. The film ended when Rambo attacked a U.S. government bureaucrat who had 

conspired with others against U.S. soldiers in the Vietnam War. 

Rambo and its lead character became a popular-culture phenomenon. Toy producers 

flooded the market with Rambo "action figures" (not "dolls"), watches, walkie-talkies, water 

guns, bubble gum, pinball machines, video games, camouflaged clothing and headbands, and 

even "Rambo-Grams," messages delivered by musclemen wearing fatigues. "The advent of 

Rambo helped make the MIA religion not only a prominent feature of American culture but 

also a lucrative market," H. Bruce Franklin observed in 2000.^''^ Not surprisingly. President 

Reagan caught Rambo-mania. "I saw Rambo last night," he said into an open radio 

microphone. "Now I know what to do the next time [U.S. hostages are taken]. 
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Rambo helped the MIA theme became pervasive in conservative productions of 

popular culture. It was followed by a spate of action films based around heroic American 

warriors rescuing MIAs held prisoner by cruel Vietnamese communists.^''^ Fictional televison 

movies, like The Forgotten (1989), also promulgated right-wing myths about POWs in 

Vietnam. The plot of The Forgotten showed high-ranking U.S. government officials 

conspiring to torture and assassinate POWs held by Vietnam to keep them from revealing that 

these officials had concluded with the communists to sabotage a POW rescue mission during 

the war. The MIA issue also was popular with conservative pulp fiction. In 1985, author Jack 

Buchanan began his M.I.A. Hunter series of novels. It featured the character of Mark Stone, 

a former Green Beret who "has only activity that gives meaning to his life-finding America's 

forgotten fighting men, the P.O. W. 's the government has conveniently labeled M.I.A. 's, and 

bringing them back from their hell on earth."^^° By 1991, Buchanan had produced fifteen 

volumes of the M.I.A. Hunter series. Comic books also depicted the right-wing myth of MIAs 

still held captive. In 1987, there appeared the first issue of Vietnam Journal a comic book 

that prominently displayed the POW/MIA logo and focused on the issue. 

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the powerful POW/MIA myth profoundly affected 

U.S.-Vietnam relations. For two decades after the war ended, until 1995, it served as the main 

justification for the U.S. refusal to recognize communist government. Rather than getting 

over the war, the U.S. government repeatedly vetoed Vietnam's attempts to become a 

member of the United Nations, and it placed a strict embargo on trade with Vietnam, a form 
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of economic warfare. During Reagan's presidency, as we have seen, his administration fueled 

the PO W/MIA myth. When Reagan left office in 1989, the recent right's PO W/MIA myth had 

become embedded in the public mind, which constrained U.S. policymakers, including many 

Republicans, and their allies in business who desired normalized relations with Vietnam. "By 

the end of the 1980s, the POW/MIA myth had emerged from American popular culture in the 

shape of an ominous Frankenstein's monster beginning to haunt its ingenious creators in 

Washington," commented H. Bruce Franklin. "The monster became a more serious problem 

as corporations from Europe and Asia staked out major investments in Vietnam, barred to 

American corporations by the U.S. embargo. 

During the post-Reagan era, influential conservatives pushing the POW/MIA cause 

opposed any steps toward normalizing U.S. Vietnam relations. POWs had friends in high 

places. For example, several recent presidential candidates were closely identified with the 

POW/MIA issue. Billionaire businessman and naval veteran H. Ross Perot had been a leading 

proponent of the issue since the Nixon era, and he publicized it during the media frenzies 

surrounding his 1992 and 1996 presidential campaigns. Perot showed how much the subject 

meant to him by choosing former Admiral Jim Stockdale as his 1992 running mate. Stockdale 

was totally unqualified as a candidate, as he publicly admitted during a vice-presidential 

debate, but he had been the highest ranking naval POW in Vietnam, and his wife Sybil was 

cofounder and chairperson of National League of Families of American Prisoners in Southeast 

Asia.^^^ Perot also chose ex-POW Orson Swindle as his campaign manager. Additionally, 

POW/MIA groups proved crucial organizational support for Perot's grassroots, third-party 
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campaigns. 

Other conservative presidential candidates were identified with the POW issue. The 

1996 GOP presidential candidate, Senator Bob Dole of Kansas was an army veteran who had 

supported the POW/MIA issue since the Nixon era. In 1970, for example. Dole had 

collaborated with Ross Perot and Sybil Stockdale for a large POW/MIA rally.^^'' In the 2000 

GOP primaries, Senator John McCain of Arizona emerged from obscurity to become a 

political and pop-culture hero, primarily on the basis of his former status as a POW in 

Vietnam. 

During President George H. W. Bush's administration, influential conservatives used 

the POW/MIA issue to oppose normalizing relations with Vietnam. In April 1991, the Bush 

administration announced a "Road Map" toward renewing U. S.-Vietnam relations within two 

y e a r s ,  c o n t i n g e n t  o n  p r o g r e s s  t o w a r d  r e s o l v i n g  " a l l  r e m a i n i n g  P O W / M I A  c a s e s . R i g h t  

wingers were outraged. GOP Senator Jesse Helms of North Carolina released a report 

claiming that Vietnam still held "5000" U.S. prisoners, and GOP Senator Bob Smith of New 

Hampshire called for congressional hearings. On July 17, 1991, a photograph purportedly 

showing three U.S. POWs still held in Southeast Asia came about, igniting a media 

flrestorm.^^'' A month later, a poll found that 69 percent of Americans believed that Vietnam 

veterans were still POWs in Southeast Asia and 52 percent though that the government was 

derelict for getting them back.^^^ By July 1992, the photographs had been proven to be 

shoddy forgeries. Nevertheless, conservatives continue to use the POW/MIA subj ect to fight 

normalization with Vietnam. In December 1992, for example, former President RichardNixon 
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sent a memo to the Smith's Senate Select Committee. In it, Nixon insisted that "it would be 

a diplomatic travesty and human tragedy to go forward with normalization" until Vietnam 

"fully accounts for the MIAs."^^^ 

Eventually, however, the United States normalized relations with Vietnam. In the end, 

libertarians associated with business interests combined with non-conservatives who thought 

that U.S. punishment of Vietnam should end to override the objections of traditionalists 

obsessed with the POW/MIA myth. Near the end of Bush's presidency, his administration 

quietly allowed U.S. businesses to negotiate with Vietnam. "This left the [incoming] Clinton 

administration in a curious position in its early months," H. Bruce Franklin later observed, "as 

U.S. corporate interests, which had supported and profited from the Vietnam War, furtively 

leaned on the former antiwar demonstrator to end the war. Even the Wall Street Journal, for 

decades one of the master builders of the POW/MIA myth, ran a major editorial [urging 

Clinton to normalize relations].In addition, several Vietnam veterans in the 

Senate-including Democrats John Kerry of Massachusetts and Bob Kerrey of Nebraska and 

Republican John McCain-supported normalization.^^" Even with this corporate and Vietnam-

veteran backing, the Clinton administration still felt compelled to acquiesce on the POW/MIA 

issue. In 1995, upon resumption of U.S.-Vietnam relations, President Clinton declared that 

the primary motive for normalization was to further "progress on the issue of Americans who 

were missing in action or held prisoners of war."^®' 

During the 1980-2000 period, the legacy of the Vietnam War deeply impacted not just 
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U.S.-Vietnam relations but all of U.S. foreign policy. Conservatives sought to overwhelm 

liberal warnings that American military intervention against communists and other foes would 

lead to "another Vietnam." The Reagan administration focused on Central America as the site 

to overturn the Vietnam syndrome. In 1985, Secretary of State George Shultz directly linked 

U.S. actions in Vietnam in the 1960s with Reagan administration policy in the 1980s against 

communism in Central America. "Our goals in Central America are like those we had in 

Vietnam," such as "democracy, economic progress, and security against aggression." Shultz 

argued that, although the United States had suffered a "setback" in Vietnam, "the noble cause 

of defending freedom is still our cause.The administration, blaming the region's turmoil 

on the "Moscow-Havana axis," strove to defeat leftist insurgents in El Salvador, overthrow 

the Marxist Sandinista government of Nicaragua, and draw Guatemala and Honduras into a 

closer anti-communist military alliances with the United States."President Reagan seemed 

to think that victory denied in Vietnam could be achieved in El Salvador," historian Thomas 

G. Paterson commented in 1988.^®'' 

Reagan's conservative allies supported his policies in Central America. In 1985, 

former President RichardNixon also noted parallels between southeast Asia in the 1960s and 

Central America in the 1980s. "In El Salvador we are witnessing a technique similar to that 

used in Vietnam-a guerilla insurgency without broad-based popular support and with no 

chance to survive, much less prevail, without the logistic support it receives from Nicaragua, 

the Soviet Union, and Cuba," he wrote. 

Unfortunately for the Reagan administration's Central American policy, the legacy of 
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Vietnam retained its powerful influence during the 1980s. Most non-conservatives used the 

Vietnam example to oppose U.S. military intervention in Central America. George Ball, a 

former Johnson administration official, charged that Reagan's policy toward El Salvador was 

a case of "plagerization" of the same mistakes U.S. presidents had made in with Vietnam.^^^ 

Democratic Congressman Clarence D. Long of Maryland said that "the similarity of Vietnam 

is so close it is almost uncanny. There is the unwillingness of people to fight, incompetent, 

corrupt leadership, and calling everyone a Communist."^''^ Democratic Senator Christopher 

Dodd of Connecticut criticized the "ignorance" of Reagan administration officials, who 

seemed "to know as little about Central America in 1983 as we knew about Indochina in 

1963."^®^ In 1982, Democratic Congressman Edward Boland of Massachusetts introduced 

the Boland Amendment, which prohibited the use of funds "for the purpose of overthrowing 

the goverrraient of Nicaragua." A large majority of the public similarly used the lessons of 

Vietnam to object to large-scale U.S. military intervention in Central America. "No More 

Vietnams; U.S. Out of El Salvador" and "El Salvador is Spanish for Vietnam," read two 

popular bumper stickers. Analyzing public-survey answers on U.S. policy in El Salvador, 

political scientist Philip Converse found a "sort of Vietnam pall across these numbers. People 

have less support reflex than they would have, pre-Vietnam."^^' 

Conservatives were angered that the Vietnam syndrome had survived into the 1980s, 

the putative Reagan Era. "The ghost of Vietnam still haunts the debate over aid to the 

government of El Salvador and to the anti-Communist contras in Nicaragua," former 

President Richard Nixon complained in 1985. "We must purge ourselves of the paralyzing 
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sickness of the Vietnam syndrome if we are to avoid other defeats" in the Cold War.^™ 

Unable to overcome memories of the Vietnam War, the Reagan administration found 

itself on the defensive. "The White House did not appreciate how rapidly El Salvador would 

take off in the minds ofthe press as a Vietnam," conceded a presidential assistant.^^' In 1983, 

President Reagan testily denied that the problems of Vietnam would recur in El Salvador. 

"There is no comparison with Vietnam. There isn't going to be anything like that in this," he 

said.™ 

The Reagan administration's resort to illegal practices in the Iran-Contra scandal 

revealed its frustration with congressional refusal, based on the Vietnam example, to 

authorize military intervention in Central America. Many of the Reagan officials who carried 

out the scheme had been combat veterans two decades earlier. "Vietnam was the common 

link in the backgrounds of [Marine] Lt. Col. Oliver North, his boss [former marine] Robert 

McFarlane, former Air Force Maj. Gen. Richard Secord, and others involved in the secret 

arms sales to Iran and the murky 'Enterprise' network that illegally supplied arms to 

Nicaragua [contra] rebels fighting against left-wing Sandinista government," wrote author 

Arnold R. Isaacs.Vietnam's impact on Oliver North was particularly noticeable. McFarlane 

testified before Congress that the Vietnam experience had left North "quite cynical about 

government." In North's congressional testimony, he justified Iran-contra on the grounds that 

it had be meant to keep America's promises to its ally. His discussion of congressional 

responsibility to the Nicaraguan contras purposely echoed the conservative argument about 

the U. S. government's "betrayal" of the South Vietnamese-and America's own soldiers there. 
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"The Congress of the United States allowed the Executive to encourage them to do battle and 

then abandoned them," he asserted. "The Congress of the United States left soldiers in the 

field unsupported and vulnerable to their Communist enemies. 

Despite Reagan's eight years as president, the Vietnam syndrome remained as strong 

as ever when he left office. In 1988, a Reagan administration defense commission report 

concluded: "Our failure in Vietnam still casts a shadow over U.S. intervention anywhere." 

Unless the Vietnam syndrome was overcome and an interventionist spirit and policy revived, 

claimed the report, "America's ability to defend its interest in the most vital regions" would 

be undermined.In short, the Reagan Doctrine, which pledged U.S. support for anti-

communist "freedom fighters" anywhere, had been trumped by the Vietnam syndrome. During 

the Reagan era, the United States funded anti-leftist guerillas throughout the world, but it 

never deployed abroad mass numbers of U.S. ground troops, as it had in the Vietnam Wars. 

Vietnam's legacy helped to scuttle any plans for major U.S. military intervention in hostile 

areas of Central America, with the exception of the American invasion of the tiny Caribbean 

island of Grenada.^''' After a terrorist bomb killed 241 U.S. marines stationed in Lebanon, 

moreover, Reagan did exactly what conservatives had criticized liberals for doing in 

Vietnam-he "cut and ran," removing all of the remaining marines from Lebanon a few months 

after the bombing. Thus, the Vietnam syndrome outlived Reagan's presidency. In fact, it 

remained in force throughout the remainder of the twentieth century. 

Like his predecessor, President George H. W. Bush sought to overcome the legacies 
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of the Vietnam War. The Bush administration used the Vietnam experience as amodel ofhow 

not to proceed when using military force. For example, the administration believed the 

conservative claim that Democratic Presidents John Kermedy and Lyndon Johnson had erred 

by applying "gradual escalation" of firepower, which "held back" the armed forces. In 1989, 

consequently, the U.S. military employed overpowering strength in Operation Just Cause, an 

invasion of Panama designed to arrest its president, Manuel Noriega. "The calculation of 

hitting all the major PDF [Panama Defense Force] units simultaneously with overwhelming 

force would destroy their combat capacity and prompt all concerned to accept the United 

States' replacement of the Noriega regime... was correct," concluded conservative historian 

Lorenzo M. Crowell, a Vietnam-era veteran. "Soldiers, not bureaucrats, planned this 

operation. 

The Bush administration and other conservatives viewed the Gulf War of 1990-91 as 

the perfect opportunity to bury the Vietnam syndrome. After Iraq's invasion of Kuwait, the 

administration deployed half a million troops to the Persian Gulf in Operation Desert 

Shield/Desert Storm, nearly the same number that had served in Vietnam at the height of U.S. 

involvement there. The specter of Vietnam stalked the entire Gulf War operation. For 

example. Congressman John Murtha of Pennsylvania, a Vietnam veteran, visited U.S. troops 

stationed in Saudi Arabia. "The aura of Vietnam hangs over these kids," Murtha told a 

reporter. "They've seen the movies. They worry, they wonder" whether the Gulf War would 

turn into another Vietnam.^'^ 

President Bush sought to assure the American public that he and his administration 
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had learned the "conservative" lessons of the Vietnam War, which would allow him to avoid 

repeating the alleged mistakes of the Kermedy and Johnson administrations, which included 

constraining the military. "I've told the American people before that this will not be another 

Vietnam, and I repeat it her tonight," Bush declared in a televised speech announcing the 

opening of the air war on January 16, 1991. "Our troops will have the best possible support 

in the entire world, and they will not be asked to fight with one arm tied behind their back.^'® 

The military leadership also appeared eager to erase the Vietnam loss with a victory 

over Iraq. "The group of leaders who are in key positions, we were all about the same rank 

during the Vietnam days, majors and lieutenant colonels, and I think all of us were shape by 

the low point in the military [after Vietnam]," said Army Chief of Staff, General Carl E. 

Vuono.^^° General Colin Powell, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, had been a junior 

officer in Vietnam. Powell implicitly criticized the earlier war's "gradual escalation" strategy 

that had been designed to get North Vietnam to negotiate by declaring that, in a war, "you 

go in to win decisively, not to force people to the negotiating table.The air force's chief 

strategist, Colonel John Warden, was a Vietnam veteran still bitter over President Johnson's 

incremental use of air power in Operation Rolling Thunder. In a symbolic retort. Warden 

named the Gulf War's bombing campaign "Instant Thunder." "This is not your Rolling 

Thunder," Warden told his junior officers. "This is a real war, and one of the things we want 

to emphasize right from the start is that this is not Vietnam! This is doing it right!"^®^ Yet the 

Vietnam legacy rebounded on Warden himself Another Vietnam veteran, Air Force Lt. 

General Charles Horner, commander of all U.S. air power in the war, complained to the 
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overall commander, Army General Norman Schwarzkopf, about the key role played by 

Warden, who was stationed in Washington. "Sir, the last thing we want is a repeat of Vietnam 

where Washington picked the targets! This the job of your air commander," Horner told 

Schwarzkopf^®^ 

The stunning and overpowering U.S. victory over Iraq in the Persian Gulf war led 

many conservatives to boast that Vietnam's legacy had been erased, but the facts undermined 

this contention. President Bush declared that "[t]he specter of Vietnam has been buried 

forever in the sands of the Arabian Peninsula,"^®'' and he claimed: "By God, we've kicked the 

Vietnam syndrome once and for all."^®^ Bush was wrong: the syndrome lived on. The Vietnam 

syndrome began with the idea that the Vietnam War had been characterized by a vague goals, 

a lengthy duration, inhospitable terrain, high U.S. causality figures, and ultimate defeat. In 

sharp contrast to Vietnam, the Gulf War was strictly limited in its aims, quick, conducted on 

favorable terrain, low in U.S. causalities, and overwhelmingly victorious in achieving its 

limited aims. In sum, the Gulf War had been a poor test of the Vietnam syndrome. Despite 

Bush's claims, legacy of Vietnam retained its strong hold throughout the rest of the 1990s. 

Even after the Gulf War, the Bush and Clinton administrations. Congress, and the 

American public remained wary getting the nation involved in a Vietnam-type situation. 

Consequently, the United States did not militarily intervene in a massive, sustained manner 

at any point during the rest of the 1990s. In fact. Bush and his presidential successor Bill 

Clinton hesitated to commit the military at all in such hot spots as Somalia, Haiti, Rwanda, 
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Bosnia, and Kosovo. Vietnam's legacy played a major role in the most vexing international 

dilemma of the Bush-Clinton era, the war in the Balkans region of southern Europe. After the 

end of the Cold War, Yugoslavia began to break up as the ethnic groups that composed the 

nation sought their own independent states. In 1991, war commenced between the Serbian, 

Croatian, and Muslim populations. However, the Bush administration declined to intervene 

with U.S. troops. "When I thought of what might happen if we intervened, what I always 

feared was Vietnam-the tar baby," recalled Bush's Secretary of State Lawrence Eagleburger. 

"Something that started small but kept growing."^^® Many other observers similarly viewed 

the Balkans as another potential Vietnam. 

Beginning in 1993, the Clinton administration took charge over foreign policy. 

Conservatives viewed President Bill Clinton as the personification of the "destructive 

legacies" of the 1960s and, indeed, he was baby boomer who had opposed the war and 

dodged the draft in the Vietnam era. As a consequence, the right perceived him as the 

embodiment of all the wrongheadedness of the dovish post-Vietnam Democratic party, even 

though Clinton had presented himself as a somewhat hawkish "New Democrat" during the 

1992 campaign. The legacy of Vietnam also was evidenced in the fact that many of the key 

members of Clinton's foreign-policy team-including Secretary of Defense Les Aspin, National 

Security Advisor Anthony Lake, andU.S. Ambassador to the UN Richard C. Holbrooke-had 

served during the war in the junior levels in the Johnson administration.^^^ 

The hawkishness Clinton had demonstrated during the 1992 campaign soon 

evaporated, as the legacy of Vietnam reared its head during a U.S. military engagement in the 
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East African nation of Somalia. In 1992, Bush had sent American troops to Somalia to 

protect a UN humanitarian mission from warlord-led gangs. The troops remained in Somalia 

after Clinton became president. In October 1993, a bloody battle occurred in the capital of 

Mogadishu, which left eighteen U.S. soldiers dead and seventy-five wounded. Television 

news repeatedly showed video clips of a dead American body being dragged through the 

streets after the battle. Sensing the specter of Vietnam, Clinton eventually removed all U.S. 

forces from Somalia. Not only did the Vietnam syndrome live on after the Gulf War, then, but 

the Somalia debacle had actually reinforced it, with Clinton official Richard Holbrooke now 

terming it the "Viet-malia syndrome. 

Remembering Vietnam and Somalia, the Clinton administration proved wary of 

introducing troops into foreign hot spots. In fact, not a single U.S. soldier was killed in 

overseas combat for the remainder of Clinton's seven years in office. As a consequence, the 

administration was wary of missions into hostile territory. In Rwanda, Clinton did little to 

combat the genocidal war there. In 1994, the United States sent a small groups of Green 

Berets to assess the refugee crisis in Rwanda. "We are here to help, but not at any cost to the 

American soldiers," announced Captain Dave Duffy, the commander of the group. The 

Special Forces ixnit then left the country.^^® In Haiti, similarly, the administration hesitated, 

actually turning back a troop ship that appeared to face opposition upon landing. Eventually, 

the administration arranged a settlement ending Haiti's military dictatorship and allowing a 

contingent of U.S. peacekeeping troops to enter the country in 1995, where they stayed until 

1999. 
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Like tlie Bush administration, Clinton's foreign-policy team worried that Yugoslavia 

was a prime place for a possible Vietnam-type quagmire. As the United States hesitated, 

gruesome ethnic warfare continued in the republic of Bosnia, where ethnic Serbians allied 

with Serbia's leader Slobodan Milosevic committed many atrocities, including a massacre at 

Srebrenica. In 1995, after 200,000 people had been killed in Bosnia, Clinton ordered U.S. and 

NATO bombing of Serbian forces, which brought Milosevic to the bargaining table. The 

result was a peace settlement, the U.S.-brokered Dayton Accords, in Bosnia between the 

Serbian, Muslim, and Croatian factions. 

In the late 1990s, brutal fighting again broke out in the Balkans. Insurgents in Kosovo, 

a Muslim-majority province of Serbia, began battling for their independence. The Kosovo 

Liberation Army (KLA) began guerilla attacks against Serb police and government official. 

The Kosovo situation represented "the ultimate Serbian nightmare: its own Vietnam," 

observed writer Tim Judah. "That was ironic since Serbian leaders had long promised the 

West its own Balkan Vietnam should its forces intervene."^'" Harsh Serbian reprisals against 

the Kosovar population inflamed the situation. In March 1999, the Clinton administration 

ordered U.S. and NATO bombing of targets in Serbia. But the Vietnam legacy remained 

strong, causing Clinton to announce: "I do not plan to put our troops in Kosovo to fight a 

[ground] war."^®' However, the bombing ended Serbian control of Kosovo, and a 

international peacekeeping force was sent in. 

Recent conservatives claimed that Vietnam's legacy entirely shaped the Clinton 
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administration's foreign policy. Showing its inconsistency, the right used the analogy of 

Vietnam to criticize Clinton in two diametrically opposed ways. On the one hand, 

conservatives identified the president's foreign policy with the antiwar movement-allegedly 

cowardly, naive, dovish, isolationist, fearful of employing U.S. power abroad, and consumed 

by the Vietnam syndrome. "The formative experiences of the Clinton administration's key 

personnel were... in the trenches of the Vietnam protest movement," wrote former secretary 

of State Henry A. Kissinger. "Suspicious of the role of power in foreign policy, they use it 

ineffectively and without conviction. They emphasize the so-called 'soft' issues, like the 

environment, and have little concern with notions of international equilibrium or of traditional 

U.S. interests."'^' 

On the other hand, conservatives applied the Vietnam example to accuse Clinton of 

sins of an opposite kind. They maintained that the Democratic president was repeating the 

mistakes that his predecessor, Lyndon Johnson, had allegedly made during the Vietnam era. 

Like Johnson, claimed the right, Clinton sought to use the military for "nation-building" 

missions abroad, thereby employing the armed forces on too many overseas missions. In the 

2000 presidential campaign, for example, George W. Bush criticized Clinton's interventionism 

and called for curbing U.S. commitments and a withdrawal of some forces from overseas. 

"America's armed forces are not a global police force, they are not the world's 911," declared 

Condoleezza Rice, Bush's national security advisor. 

The right's inconsistency on Vietnam and Clinton-criticizing the president for acting 

like the pro-war LB J and, also, like LBJ's opponents, the antiwar movement-often revealed 
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itself within the same conservatives, sometimes in the very same argument. In a 1999 column 

on the Kosovo war, for example, neoconservative Charles Krathammer criticized the allegedly 

timid, antiwar side of Clinton, sneering that the president was "terrified of becoming Lyndon 

Johnson, stuck in a ground war with no exit." However, Krathammer also claimed that 

Clinton was following LB J's weak bombing strategy, which supposedly lost the Vietnam War. 

He charged that the Clinton administration "responded with the feeblest of aerial escalation, 

recapitulating the disastrous gradualism of Vietnam." Yet, incredibly, Krathammer in the same 

column also criticized Clinton for considering further intervention, including a ground war; 

indeed, the main point of Krathammer's argument was, as its title indicated, "No to a Ground 

War." "Better a face-saving deal that alleviates some of the suffering than a charge up Kosovo 

hills," he wrote?'' 

In sum, the Vietnam syndrome lasted throughout the 1980s and 1990s, despite 

conservatives' promises to kill it during the Reagan and Bush administration. Even the 

stunning U.S. victory in the Gulf War of 1990-91 did not enable America to "kick the 

Vietnam syndrome," as Bush had declared. Near the end of the period, consequently, the right 

still complained about Vietnam's hold over contemporaneous U.S. foreign policy. The 

Vietnam Syndrome "all but paralyzed America from using military force abroad," 

conservative policy analyst Ernest W. Lefever remarked in 1997. "We have yet to recover 

fully our pre-Vietnam confidence and our willingness to shoulder the heavy burdens of a 

humane superpower." Like others on the right, Lefever argued that the conservative version 
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of the Vietnam War had to be seared into the American psyche for the good of the nation's 

future. "To be healthy and courageous in facing th external world," he claimed, "we need to 

forge a more cohesive national memory of Vietnam" similar to the consensus Americans 

displayed about World Wars I and II and the Korean War-as struggles to preserve global 

freedom and peace. 

In 2002, historian Robert J. McMahon argued that the recent right realized that their 

attempts to inculcate in the public mind their slanted view of the Vietnam War and its legacies 

had failed. "[F]or all their bluster, [recent conservatives]... betray a dep-seated unease about 

the prevailing state of the nation's collective memory," wrote McMahon. "Indeed, their 

special pleas on behalf of a reclaimed Vietnam War are probably best read as part of a 

defensive, rear-guard action against a decidedly different societal memory. Advocates of a 

redeemed Vietnam War narrative are quite consciously seeking to alter memories that, much 

to their often acknowledged frustration, remain largely shaped by widespread feelings of 

anguish, revulsion, and opprobrium toward the whole Vietnam experience."^'® 

Sensing the failure of the pro-war argument, the recent right often sought to advance 

its contemporary agenda by embracing aspects of the anti-Vietnam argument dtiring the 1980s 

and, especially, the 1990s-an ironic circumstance examined in the following section. 

Conservatives' Appropriation of Aspects of the Vietnam Antiwar Movement 

During the 1980-2000 period, conservative Republicans exploited the association of 

liberal Democrats as "unpatriotic, draft-dodging, antiwar activists," so it was surprising to 
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note that virtually none of the GOP's recent leadership had served in the military in 

Vietnam-much less served in combat-even though they were of draft age during the 1960s. 

In their public propaganda, conservatives maintained that, during the 1960s, "real Americans" 

(meaning conservatives) served in Vietnam while "cowardly elites" (meaning liberals) did not. 

The right further claimed that only selfish, cowardly antiwar liberals had "dodged" the draft 

through student deferments, medical exemptions, or National Guard service. In fact, however, 

leading Republicans and conservatives dodged military service by using these very same 

means. Equally surprising, some conservatives expressed few regrets about dodging military 

service during the Vietnam era. 

Along with draft dodging, the recent right ironically resembled the sixites left by being 

afflicted with the "Vietnam syndrome," often opposing U.S. military intervention abroad 

because they too feared it could develop into "another Vietnam." One influential conservative 

institution, the armed forces, wanted no more involvements like Vietnam. During the Reagan-

Bush administrations, the armed forces and their conservative allies developed a strict set of 

criteria for troop deployment, which became known as the Powell Doctrine, after General 

Colin Powell. The Vietnam-obsessed Powell led the faction of the military brass who opposed 

U.S. troop deployment into various hot spots. Powell's views carried much weight when he 

served as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) from 1989 to 1993, where he opposed 

U.S. military intervention in Bosnia and other international hot spots. Even after Powell's 

departure in 1993, much of the military's top echelon remained spooked by their experiences 

as junior officers in Vietnam. Shaken by Vietnam, much of the military's top bras opposed 
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intervention in Bosnia, Haiti, Rwanda, and Kosovo, too. 

During the 1990s, many conservatives also ironically echoed the New Left antiwar 

movement of the late 1960s. Like the military, many others on the right appeared afflicted 

with the Vietnam syndrome. These conservatives opposed U.S. intervention overseas by 

utilizing "isolationist" arguments almost identical to those used by anti-Vietnam activists 

during the 1960s. For example, they echoed antiwar liberals by arguing that the United States 

was in danger of "imperial overstretch." The right's antiwar sentiment most closely resembled 

that of the New Left during the House of Representatives' debate over U.S. military 

intervention in Kosovo in 1999, in which they repeated arguments that Vietnam antiwar 

protestors had used decades earlier. Many conservatives also used the Vietnam legacy to 

oppose U.S. aid to Columbia. Even more radically, the recent right expressed "anti-

American" contempt for the U.S. military leaders, the government establishment, and the 

values of Middle America that many New Leftists had voiced in the late 1960s. 

In the 1980s and 1990s, conservatives, especially the populist right, claimed that, 

during the 1960s, "real Americans" served in Vietnam while "cowardly elites" did not. More 

specifically, they insisted that hardworking, patriotic conservatives who loyally supported the 

war had volunteered or accepted being drafted into the military. By contrast, self-centered, 

frightened "limousine liberals" who treasonously opposed the war had never volunteered and 

"dodged" the draft. With the hawkish lessons that recent conservatives drew from the 

Vietnam experience, moreover, one would expect that they had spent their young adulthood 
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during the 1960s in a Green Beret unit in the rise paddies of Southeast Asia. 

During the recent era, however, virtually none of the top echelon of the Republican 

party or the conservative movement served in the military in Vietnam, much less served in 

combat, even though they were of draft age during the 1960s. Excluding the two candidates 

from the World War II generation, every GOP presidential or vice-presidential candidate 

during the four elections of 1988 through 2000 avoided service in Vietnam-Dan Quayle, Jack 

Kemp, George W. Bush, and Dick Cheney. And it should be remembered that these were the 

very same elections in which Republicans's campaign strategy focused on maligning the 

patriotism of their Democratic opponents. Additionally, the GOP's leadership in the House 

and Senate during the 1990s-including Newl: Gingrich, Dick Armey, Dennis Hastert, and 

Tom Delay in the House and Trent Lott in the Senate-also was comprised almost entirely by 

men who had never served in Vietnam even though they had been the right age, their early 

twenties, to serve.^^^ Despite these facts, conservatives showed little shame in their vilification 

as "draft dodgers" Democrats who had avoided service. President Bill Clinton, most notably. 

The conservative myth asserted that, during the Vietnam era, it was only selfish, 

cowardly antiwar liberals who had dodged the draft by requesting student deferments, finding 

a doctor to declare them physically unfit, or using their influence to obtain a rare National 

Guard spot, which everyone knew would keep them from serving in Vietnam. In fact, 

however, leading Republicans and conservatives dodged military service by using these very 

same means. Armey, William Bennett, Pat Buchanan, Bush, Cheney, DeLay, Gingrich, Phil 

Gramm, Lott, Quayle, Clarence Thomas, and George F. Will each avoided the draft through 
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a student deferment for college and/or graduate school. Buchanan, Hastert, Rush Limbaugh, 

and Thomas each escaped with medical deferments. Bush, Kemp, and Quayle each used 

influence to acquire a coveted National Guard placement; Bush and Quayle received theirs 

through the leverage of their influential families and Kemp used his status as a professional 

athlete.^^^ Tom DeLay, a top-ranking House Republican, gave the most imaginative 

explanation for why he had failed to serve in the armed forces during Vietnam. In 1988, 

DeLay told a group of reporters that, when he tried to sign up in 1970 after finishing college 

(and losing his student deferment), so many minority youths had volunteered for the well-

paying military positions to escape poverty and the ghetto that no open slots existed for 

patriotic whites like himself^'® 

Some conservatives expressed surprisingly few regrets about dodging military service 

during the Vietnam era, despite their pro-war convictions. "I had other priorities in the sixties 

than military service," said Vice President Dick Cheney.^°° Senator Phil Gramm of Texas 

offered a similar explanation. "I thought what I was doing at Texas A&M [in graduate school] 

was important," he said. Gramm sought to distance himself from another famous draft 

dodger, declaring that "the difference between Bill Clinton and me is I wasn't out protesting 

the war.^°' Liberals viewed it as the epitome of hypocrisy that Gramm and many other 

conservatives believed that it was less ethical to avoid a war you opposed, like Clinton did, 

than one you supported, like they did. For conservatives, however, patriotism trumped 

hypocrisy: the crucial thing was to support America in wartime; whether you served in the 

military yourself was on a lesser plane of importance. 
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During the 1980-2000 period, conservatives showed themselves to be more like their 

caricature of dovish sixties-era liberals than their depiction of hawkish conservatives in other 

ways, too. The recent right incessantly complained that the Vietnam syndrome-a disorder 

allegedly based on myths and faulty lessons that liberals had drawn from the war-kept 

America from militarily intervening abroad even when the "national interest" was at stake. 

The consequence of this, argued conservatives, was a dovish isolationism that made the world 

more dangerous for America by encouraging its enemies. A close examination of the recent 

era, however, reveals that many recent conservatives themselves suffered from a form of the 

syndrome, and consequently, they often opposed U.S. military intervention abroad because 

they too feared it could develop into "another Vietnam." 

One influential conservative institution, the armed forces, "wanted no more 

involvements such as Vietnam, which had nearly destroyed the morale of, and public trust in, 

the military," historian Walter LeFeber noted. During the Reagan-Bush administrations, the 

armed forces and their conservative allies in the Defense Department and Congress developed 

a strict set of criteria, each of which needed to be met before deploying U.S. troops abroad. 

In a 1984 speech, Reagan's Defense Secretary Casper W. Weinberger announced the criteria: 

first, the war aims had to be vital for U.S. or alliance interests; second, it must be fought 

"wholeheartedly, and with clear intentions of winning"; third, war objectives had to be clearly 

defined; fourth, leaders needed to make constant reassessments of the military commitment; 

fifth, popular and congressional support of the commitment had to be reasonably certain; and 

sixth, the use of force should be viewed as the last resort.^"^ These strict criteria for military 
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intervention became known as, first, the "Weinberger Doctrine" and, later, the "Powell 

Doctrine," after General Colin Powell. 

The Powell Doctrine was clearly a legacy of the Vietnam War, reflecting the military 

establishment's fear of being dragged into another Vietnam-type war. Throughout the early 

1990s, the Vietnam-obsessed Powell led the faction of the military brass who opposed U.S. 

troop deployment into various hot spots. "[T]he key to Colin Powell is Vietnam," concluded 

a close friend. "He is the angry Vietnam vet, still carrying all those scars.Powell wrote 

that, when his generation's "turn came to call the shots, we would not quietly acquiesce in 

halfhearted warfare for half-baked reasons that the American people could not understand or 

support."'®' 

Powell's views carried much weight when he served as chairman of the Joint Chiefs 

of Staff (JCS) from 1989 to 1993. "Powell came to the job with an agenda," journalists John 

Barry and Evan Thomas argued in 2000. "Simply put, Powell's goal has been to keep naive 

and untrustworthy civilians from dragging the Army into another quagmire like Vietnam." 

Barry and Thomas noted: "He largely succeeded." During the Gulf War, Powell's voice was 

one of the most cautious, and he recommended that the American forces refrain from moving 

into Baghdad against Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein. Instead, the United States ended its 

ground offensive after just four days. Powell also opposed using U.S. military force in Bosnia. 

In 1993, Clinton's UN Ambassador Madeleine Albright chastised Powell's Vietnam-induced 

aversion to committing troops. "What's the point of having this superb military you're always 

talking about if we can't use it?" Albright demanded of him. Powell did recommend sending 
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U.S. forces into Somalia. But his deputy. Admiral David Jeremiah, later admitted that Powell 

feared that Clinton wanted to put troops in Bosnia. Powell therefore chose Somalia because 

he concluded that protecting food shipments there would be far less dangerous than fighting 

in mountain terrain against Serbian guerillas in the Balkans.^"^ 

Even after Powell's departure in 1993, much of the military's top echelon remained 

spooked by their experiences as junior officers in Vietnam. In 1993, General John 

Shalikashvili, Vietnam verteran, succeeded Powell as JCS chairman. Like his mentor Powell, 

Shalikashvili held skeptical views about military intervention. "At first Shalikashvili had not 

been eager to move on Bosnia. Quite the reverse," journalist David Halberstam wrote. "He 

was as apprehensive as Powell about deepening America's involvement."^"® Other high-

ranking military officers agreed that Bosnia could become another Vietnam. Admiral Leighton 

"Snuffy" Smith, commander of all U.S. forces in southern Europe, expressed no enthusiasm 

for intervention in the Balkans. "We don't have a dog in this fight," Smith said. In fact, he 

even resisted using U.S. air power in the Bosnian war.^°^ 

Shaken by Vietnam, much of the military's top bras opposed intervention in Haiti, 

Rwanda, and Kosovo, too. High-ranking military resistance to committing troops continued 

even after the beginning of the air war against Serbian forces in the Kosovo war of 1999. 

During the fighting. General Wes Clark, the U.S. commander in the field, requested Apache 

helicopters from the Joint Chiefs. But Army Chief of Staff General Dennis Reimer, backed 

by JCS Chairman General H. Hugh Shelton (a Vietnam veteran who had replaced 

Shalikashvili in 1997), delayed and changed the order because they feared it would get U.S. 
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forces more heavily involved in a Vietnam-type quagmire. "For Reimer, and others, the 

Apaches were the first step toward a ground war," observed journalist David Halberstam. 

During the 1990s, many non-military conservatives also opposed U.S. intervention 

overseas, utilizing "isolationist" arguments almost identical to those used by anti-Vietnam 

activists during the 1960s. Many recent conservatives echoed Vietnam-era New Leftists by 

arguing that the United States was in danger of "imperial overstretch," as Patrick Buchanan 

termed it in his 1999 book, A Republic. Not an Empire.Like Great Society liberals, many 

conservatives worried that the U.S. international commitments could leave little attention and 

energy to address domestic problems. "The new world order also is a threat to American 

families," Christian conservative Howard Phillips wrote in 1996.^°^ Scholarly conservatives 

such as political scientist Samuel P. Huntington and foreign-policy analyst Robert D. Kagan 

also warned that America could not afford to "police the world." Similarly, Republican James 

Schlesinger, Gerald Ford's secretary of Defense, argued that America was headed for decline 

because of a combination of "internal weakness" and "national hubris." And Richard Haass, 

a former Bush official and an advisor to George W. Bush's 2000 campaign, argued that, 

because of America's over-commitment abroad, "U.S. superiority will not last." 

Republican politicians also expressed views that sounded like the "isolationist" New 

Leftists of the Vietnam era. Senator Kay Bailey Hutchinson of Texas complained that 

America's policy of "gunpoint diplomacy" was "draining our own resources." Congressman 

George Nethercutt argued that America suffered from "imperial overstretch." Congressman 
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John J. Duncan, Jr., claimed: "All we are doing is wasting billions of dollars and making 

enemies all over the world."^" And House Majority Leader Dick Army complained that "the 

nation has gone too far in the direction of globalism and lost sight of its essential footings, and 

we must correct that."^'^ 

The recent right's antiwar sentiment most closely resembled that of the Vietnam-era 

New Left during the House of Representatives' debate over U.S. military intervention in 

Kosovo in 1999. "The House's debate reflected the peculiar role-reversal that has defined the 

politics of Kosovo," noted journalist Eliza Newlin Carney. "Many Hawkish, pro-defense 

Republicans are calling for Americans to withdraw." In so doing, they repeated arguments 

that Vietnam antiwar protestors had used decades earlier. Dana Rohrabacher of California 

argued that "[t]he United States cannot be the policeman of the world." Tom Campbell of 

New Mexico claimed that "[a]ll the arguments about inherent power of the President as 

commander in chief are based on the premise of an emergency.. .. And none of those are 

present here."^" Charlie Norwood of Georgia, a Vietnam veteran, implicitly referred to the 

Vietnam precedent, maintaining that he opposed the Kosovo war because it would "allow our 

nation to plunge into a quagmire from which there will be no exit."^''' 

GOP House Whip Tom DeLay, a staunch supporter of the Vietnam War, most closely 

echoed the 1960s antiwar movement, which claimed that President Johnson and Nixon lied 

about the war constituting outside aggression. DeLay charged: "We have a president I don't 

trust. . . . We have a civil war that was falsely described." DeLay also employed another 

antiwar argument popular in the 1960s. He complained that "many who argue we cannot pull 
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out say we should stay to save face, if for no other reason. I would like to ask these people, 

was it worth it to stay in Vietnam just to save face?"^'^ 

On April 28,1999, the Republican House majority in a series of votes on the Kosovo 

war went further in withholding congressional approval of presidential action than antiwar 

liberal Democratic majority ever had during the Vietnam War. The House votes rejected a 

resolution supporting the ongoing war campaign, prohibited the president from sending 

ground forces into Kosovo without congressional approval, and rejected a declaration of war 

(the first such vote since World War 11).^'® 

During the Kosovo debates, other conservative Republicans also sounded like sixties-

era critics of the Vietnam War. "I believe we are coming close to starting World War Three," 

warned Senator Ted Stevens of Alaska.^'^ Similarly, prominent conservatives including 

Senator Jesse Helms of North Carolina and GOP presidential candidates Pat Buchanan, Gary 

Bauer, and Dan Quayle opposed U.S. military intervention in Kosovo and Serbia. "It is not 

America's war," declared Buchanan, sounding as "isolationisf as any Vietnam-era 

"peacenik."^' ̂  And Senate Majority Leader Trent Lott of Mississippi used one of the Vietnam 

antiwar movement's most famous slogans, telling President Clinton to "give peace a 

chance."^'' 

In 2000, many conservatives also used the Vietnam legacy to oppose U.S. aid to 

Columbia. Conservative Ralph Peters, a former army officer, argued that "the salient lesson 

of Vietnam is that no amount of U.S. largess or American might can save itself We can only 

prolong the gruesome status quo," wrote Peters.^^° GOP Senator Slade Gorton complained 
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that the Columbian aid bill "says let's get in a war now and justify it later." Referring to the 

Vietnam experience, Gorton declared: "It just seems impossible to me ... with all the lesson 

we have learned . . . about how easy it is to get in and how hard it is to get out, we will 

blithely make this downpayment."^^' Former vice president Dan Quayle called U.S. 

intervention on behalf of the Kosovars a "mistake from the get go ... a war that didn't have 

to take place. 

Even more radically, the recent right echoed the "anti-American" contempt for the 

U.S. military leaders and the government establishment that many New Leftists had voiced 

in the late 1960s. During the Vietnam War, some antiwar protestors maligned the integrity 

of military leaders like General William Westmoreland. Three decades later, right-wingers 

Paul Weyrich, Gary Bauer, Ralph Reed, and Grover Norquist questioned General Colin 

Powell's character in the mid-1990s.^^^ Similarly, televangelists Pat Robertson and Jerry 

Falwell smeared war hero John McCain during the 2000 GOP presidential primaries.^^'' 

Recent conservatives also sounded like New Leftists when attacking other parts of the 

American establishment. "Ifyou're looking for pure hatred of goverrmient and the 'elites' that 

run it-the anger aimed at Robert McNamara and the rest of the Ivy-League-educated Vietnam 

policy architects of the 60's-look only as far as the anti-establishment barking of Tom DeLay, 

Bob Barr and other warriors of the Contract With America that shut down the Government 

during Newt Gingrich's short-lived 'revolution,'" columnist Frank Rich observed in 1999.^^^ 

The recent right also sounded like the "anti-American" New Left by denouncing the 
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values held by Middle America. "If you want to find the kind of holier-than-thou scorn that 

60's protestors heaped on what they saw as the immoral 'silent majority' who supported the 

Vietnam War, you can find it, too, on the right; the 'death of outrage' amen corner 

apocalyptically decries the immorality and vulgarity of the current American majority who 

refuse to support the prosecution of the President," wrote columnist Frank Rich.^^® After 

President Clinton's acquittal in 1999, leading traditionalist conservatives like Moral Majority 

organizer Paul Weyrich, author William Bennett, Judge Robert Bork, and columnist Cal 

Thomas each complained that immorality permeated American culture. "I do not believe that 

a majority of Americans actually shares our values," Weyrich wrote in an open letter to other 

conservatives. Some other conservatives complained of this traditionalist defeatism. "To ask 

[fellow conservatives] to walk away now in disgust and despair is to repeat the errors of the 

1960s' left," libertarian columnist Paul Gigot asserted in 1999. "Liberals then believed they 

could totally remake the world by the force of their moral arguments. And when they failed 

they denounced America as corrupt and unworthy of their patriotism. It's taken the left 30 

years to recover." Gigot concluded: "Conservatives can't save America by becoming anti-

American."^^^ Six weeks later, journalist Nancy Gibbs also commented on the ironic 

developments. "'America, love it or leave it.' It used to be the right's battle cry," wrote 

Gibbs. "Now it's the right's dilemma."^^^ 
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CHAPTER 8 

"SEX, DRUGS, AND ROCK 'N' ROLL": 

THE "HIPPIE" COUNTERCULTURE 

For recent Americans, the term "the 1960s" provoked a collage of images: civil-rights 

marches, Martin Luther King, Jr's speeches, John F. Kennedy's assassination, ghetto rioting, 

and U.S. soldiers in Vietnam, to name but a few. For the politically interested, meanwhile, the 

term "the sixties" symbolized the zenith of liberal government activism of the Great Society 

and the Warren Court. Yet, the public mind linked nothing more closely to "the 1960s" than 

the so-called "counterculture," a style and belief system that included rock stars, hippie 

potheads, student protestors, "women's libbers," and the like. For most recent Americans, in 

fact, "the sixties" and "the counterculture" were nearly synonymous. In 1998, for example, 

the U. S. Postal Service polled the public to discover "the subj ects that best commemorate the 

1960s." The poll's results showed Americans' close association of the sixties with the 

counterculture, as the top three subjects named were each "hippie" icons: the Beatles, the 

rock band most responsible for popularizing counterculture values, including the glorification 

of drug use, in popular music and mainstream culture; Woodstock, the legendary 1969 

concert that symbolized the "sex, drugs, and rock 'n' roll" of the countercultural community 

that became known as the "Woodstock nation"; and Star Trek, the pacifistic, integrationist 

television series that stressed the commonality and potential harmony of all humanity and, 

indeed, of all intelligent life in the universe.' As this poll revealed, most Americans closely 
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identified "the sixties" with "the countercuhure," a practice adopted by most conservatives, 

too. 

In addition, many on the recent right also conflated the counterculture with 1960s 

liberalism. For example, conservative Judge Robert Bork used the term "modern liberalism" 

as synonymous with "sixties counterculture" throughout his 1996 book. Slouching toward 

Gomorrah.^ Similarly, conservative columnist George F. Will argued that the sixties 

counterculture and Great Society liberalism sprang from the same source: a naive, Utopian 

sense of limitlessness. "In the middle of the 1960s, the United States, or at least the leading 

members of its [liberal] political class, acknowledged few limits on the nation's power or their 

competence," Will wrote in 1997. "The United States could fight a war, and engage in 

'nation-building' in the nation where the war was being fought, and build a Great Society at 

home, simultaneously. And the 1960s counterculture, which fancied itself at daggers drawn 

with the 'establishment,' partook of the same central assumption; that limits, sometimes 

known as hang-ups or repressions or bourgeois values, were to be ignored, confounded, 

transcended, abolished." Will thus concluded that "[t]he makers of the nation's Vietnam 

policy may have had more in common with their most vociferous critics than either the policy 

makers or their critics could comfortably admit."^ 

In 1997, liberal social critic Thomas Frank criticized this tendency by recent 

conservatives, including Republican Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich, to conflate the 

counterculture with liberalism and the New Left. "Former history professor Newt Gingrich 

is the most assiduous and prominent antagonist of 'the sixties,' imagining it as a time of 
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'countercultural McGoverniks,' whom he holds responsible not only for the demise of 

traditional values and the various deeds of the New Left, but (illogically and anachronistically) 

for the hated policies of the Great Society as well," wrote Frank. "The conservatives' version 

of'the sixties' is not without interest, particularly when it is an account of a given person's 

revulsion from the culture of an era. Their usefulness as history, however is undermined by 

their insistence on understanding 'the sixties' as a causal force in and of itself and their 

curious blurring of the lines between various historical actors: counterculture equals Great 

Society equals New Left equals 'the sixties generation,' all of them driven by some mysterious 

impulse to tear down Western Civilization.'"* Despite the inconsistencies mentioned by Frank, 

recent conservatives clung to the idea that countercultural values underlay all of the liberal 

and leftist movements of the 1960s and post-1960s era. Furthermore, conservative politicians 

discovered that tarring their liberal and Democratic opponents with the stain of the 

counterculture was a profitable political strategy. 

Most recent conservatives viewed the counterculture of the late 1960s as an 

unprecedented, detestable movement that destroyed the glorious culture of the 1950s-even 

though the attributes most associated with the counterculture ("sex, drugs, and rock 'n' roll") 

were foreshadowed in the fifties. Most conservatives argued that the sixties counterculture 

sprang from the hedonistic urges of an elite group of spoiled and pampered youth born during 

the postwar baby boom. However, some problems beset this conservative interpretation that 

faulted permissive parenting for the anti-authority behavior of young people in the late 1960s. 
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Still, recent conservatives continued to criticized baby boomers' "hippie" values and their 

destructive legacy to recent American culture. Many conservatives maintained that the 

counterculture resulted simply from an irrational outburst by spoiled adolescents. Others on 

the right, however, viewed the counterculture as a sinister Marxist-inspired plot to overthrow 

the bourgeois values. 

Recent conservatives viewed the counterculture as negatively affecting America in the 

1960s. But their depiction of the deleterious impact of the counterculture on the decades that 

followed was, if anything, even more alarming. The right often expressed annoyance that the 

1960s counterculture pervaded mass culture throughout the recent era. Conservatives 

complained that, because of liberals' nostalgic depictions of the hippie 1960s continued to 

pervade U.S. culture, too many young people aped the sixties counterculture. Consequently, 

many on the right sought to refute the widespread nostalgic "myths" of the hippie sixties. 

Most conservatives blamed the roots of all of America's recent cultural problems on 

the legacy of the 1960s counterculture. The notion of the alleged decline of American culture 

since the 1960s became a staple of cultural conservatives' rhetoric during the recent era. 

Many conservatives claimed that the 1960s counterculture was a movement of pampered 

elites. A main conservative argument was that the "elitist" sixties counterculture had left a 

terrible legacy as a negative role model by advertising their values system to the "underclass" 

of the recent era, thereby leading to disastrous consequences. For some commentators, the 

main legacy of the sixties counterculture was the reaction it provoked on the right, 

invigorating both the neoconservative movement and the New Right. Part of the reason that 
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conservatives appeared so obsessed with denigrating the counterculture was the fact that 

many of them believed that they were losing the "culture war" against contemporary liberals, 

whom they saw as heirs to the 1960s counterculture. 

The legacy of the 1960s counterculture profoundly influenced the politics during the 

recent era, especially in the 1990s when the baby-boom generation took control of 

government. The conservative claim that the counterculture was responsible for every 

negative consequence that had occurred in the 1960s and after was politically popular. 

Conservative Republicans claimed that the Democratic party of the recent era embodied the 

values of the counterculture, and many of them sought to portray their Democratic opponents 

as unreconstructed hippies. Presidents Bill Clinton and George W. Bush were each baby 

boomers whose political identities closely connected with their inferred views on the 

counterculture. During the 1990s, conservatives led by Newt Gingrich claimed that Clinton 

and his wife Hillary personified the countercultural excesses of the baby-boomer generation. 

They depicted Bill as a pot-smoking draft-dodging, womanizing rock 'n' roller, and they 

portrayed Hillary as a lesbian, man-hating. New Leftist women's libber. Meanwhile, 

conservative Republican George W. Bush portrayed himself as the a foe of the 1960s 

counterculture as embodied by Bill and Hillary Clinton-despite Bush's own past as a hard-

partying baby boomer. 

Recent conservatives often depicted the "sixties counterculture" as a monolithic 

menace, but they also criticized specific legacies of the counterculture, including the sexual 

revolution, tolerance for homosexuality, feminism, rock music, crime, moral relativism. 
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secular humanism, New Age religion, and educational decline. Conservatives blamed the 

sexual revolution on the counterculture, and they argued that its "free love" values had left 

a ruinous legacy to the recent period by leading to a decline in decency and upsurge in 

pornographic material. Conservatives sought to discredit their political opponents by linking 

them with the sexual revolution, and during the 1990s, they typically characterized President 

Bill Clinton as the personification of the legacy of the sexual revolution. Conservatives also 

condemned homosexuality and the gay-rights movement, which had emerged in the late 

1960s. They argued that homosexuality was a logical consequence of the counterculture's 

sexual permissiveness of encouraging everyone to "do what feels good." The right argued that 

contemporary feminism still embodied all the negative aspects of the sixties movement, 

including Utopian thinking, a militant and bullying political style, narcissism, and anger. 

Conservatives also depicted drug use as one of the main destructive legacies that the 

1960s counterculture had left to the recent era. Recreational drugs, especially the use of 

marijuana, was widespread, but conservatives sought to cormect only their liberal opponents 

with it. Not surprisingly, many on the right criticized rock music and its effects on recent 

American popular culture. Some conservatives bemoaned the fact that rock music had 

supplanted swing music in popular culture. Others, however, embraced the 1950s rock 'n' roll 

exemplified by Elvis Presley, while expressing contempt for 1960s rock music. They argued 

that the rock music of the late 1960s had perverted the rock of the 1950s, leading to the punk 

rock of the 1970s and 1980s and the grunge rock and gangsta rap of the 1990s that debased 

recent popular culture. 
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Conservatives also sought to link the counterculture's "amoral" values of "sex, drugs, 

and rock 'n' roll" with liberal "permissiveness" for criminals, thereby exploiting the fear 

caused by a skyrocketing rate of violent crime that began in the 1960s. They often argued that 

the countercultural elite, though its alleged control of popular-culture media like television 

and film, disseminated their "immoral" lifestyles to the masses. Additionally, conservatives 

often claimed that "permissive" liberal judges and lawyers, imbued with the values of the 

"anything goes" counterculture, enabled criminal behavior among lower-class individuals, 

especially minorities. They sought to connect criminal behavior, including murderous 

violence, directly to members of the 1960s counterculture, especially Charles Manson. 

Recent conservatives also argued that the counterculture had left a pernicious legacy 

in the areas of religion and education. The right accused the counterculture of subverting 

religious values, especially those of conservative Christianity, by promoting "secular 

humanism" and "New Age" spirituality, throughout American culture. Conservatives also 

maintained that the 1960s counterculture and its permissive values had left a ruinous legacy 

to American education. They maintained that, as a result of the counterculture's "moral 

relativism, schools no longer taught their primary lesson: morality and ethics. They claimed 

that the counterculture had replaced old-fashioned character-building with faddish, "politically 

correct" pedagogical methods, such as multiculuturalism and bilingualsism. Conservatives 

also argued that the 1960s counterculture had left a destructive legacy to U. S. universities by 

undermining scholarship, turning it into left-wing propaganda, while displaying a 

"postmodern" sensibility that embraced "moral relativism" and rejected obvious truths. 
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Conservatives further claimed that the counterculture had brought postmodernism and moral 

relativism to the hard sciences and art, as well as the humanities. 

During the 1980s, the notion that the anti-authority hippies of the 1960s had "sold 

out" to the establishment-migrating from "yippie" in the 1960s to "yuppie" in the 198 Os-was 

a pervasive image. By the 1990s, Bill and Hillary Clinton had come to personify for 

conservatives the anti-establishment counterculture of the 1960s. A main focus of the 

conservative charge that the counterculture had "sold out" to "bourgeois America" was the 

commercialization during the recent era of companies, products, and business methods 

associated with sixties counterculture. The pop-culture apotheosis of the "yippie-to-yuppie 

sell-out" was The Big Chill (1983). In reality, however, not all "yippies" became "yuppies," 

as many sixties activists retained their old values throughout the recent era. By the 1990s, 

moreover, the right's main criticism of their opponents their liberal baby-boomer cohort 

remained "stuck in the sixties." 

Most conservatives denounced the 1960s counterculture and its legacies to recent 

period, but, at the same time, many on the right ironically appropriated the style and substance 

of the counterculture. For example, conservatives' rhetorical style echoed that of the 1960s 

counterculture in its insolence, vulgarity, and incivility. Conservative students, Hollywood 

producers of movies, television, and cartoons, and many movie stars were conservative 

Republicans. The recent right's appropriation of the anti-authoritarian, sometimes vulgar style 

of the 1960s was evident in politics, too. For instance, many commentators noted the ironic 

similarity between Republican Newt Gingrich's style and that of the sixties left. Many 
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conservatives also ironically adopted the premise that conservatism was the new embattled, 

minority "counterculture" in an American mainstream culture dominated by "liberal" values. 

By the late 1990s, in fact, some influential conservatives emulated sixties leftists by calling on 

their brethren to forsake "immoral" mainstream American culture in favor "dropping out" into 

their own countercultural "beloved community." 

Recent conservatives ironically appropriated the substance of the 1960s 

counterculture as well as its style. Many recent conservatives engaged in personal behavior 

consonant with the "sex, drugs, and rock 'n' roll" values of the counterculture. For instance, 

many of President Bill Clinton's main detractors during the Monica Lewinsky sex scandal 

were leading Republicans who had admitted to committing adultery, including Newt Gingrich. 

On the issue of homosexuality, many conservatives also displayed behavior consistent with 

the tolerant values of the counterculture. The right also ironically appropriated some of the 

values associated with modern feminism, a philosophy that many of them believed sprang 

from the 1960s counterculture's "women's liberation" movement. Illegal recreational drugs 

constituted another behavior that some conservatives indulged in or supported, despite its 

association with the 1960s counterculture. 

Many recent conservatives also ironically championed rock music. Some of them even 

celebrated countercultural icon Bob Dylan. Many more conservatives venerated the Beatles 

rock group, despite the fact that the band was closely association with the development of the 

counterculture. Right-wing rock guitarist Ted Nugent claimed to despise hippies, but he 

embraced the style and much of the substance of the sixties counterculture. In addition, many 
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commentators contended that punk rock was, in fact, a right-wing reaction to the hippie 

pacificism and art-rock pretentiousness of the late sixties and early seventies. Perhaps the 

most peculiar conservative appropriation of a legacy of the 1960s counterculture was 

"Christian rock" music. However, there were still many on the right reacted coolly to fellow 

conservatives' affinity for rock, a form of music associated with the sixties counterculture. 

Corporate America also evinced a style and values that resembled those of the 1960s 

counterculture. On the one hand, some recent commentators challenged the widespread 

conviction that the counterculture had been anti-business. On the other hand, many recent 

observers commented that corporate America during the recent era had appropriated values 

and styles associated with the sixties counterculture. In addition, huge multinational 

corporations employed sixties-influenced countercultural themes to sell their products. 

By the 1990s, conservative journalist David Brooks and other commentators had 

begun to note that many Americans sought to combine the "bohemian" values associated with 

the 1960s with "bourgeois" qualities associated with the 1950s and 1980s. Brooks used the 

term "bobos" for these "bohemian bourgeoisie." Like Bobos, another group on the recent 

right, "crunchy conservatives," also blended conservative politics with earthy, hippie-

influenced "crunchy-granola" cultural values. 

Conservatives' View of the Origins and Characteristics of the Counterculture 

During the recent era, the great majority of conservatives generally agreed upon a 

single account to explain the origins of the counterculture. The right portrayed the cultural 
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changes that emerged in the late 1960s as unprecedented and abhorrent, a catastrophic event 

that destroyed the glorious age of the 1950s that was not only simpler and better than the 

decade that followed but, also, less Utopian and more practical, too. Conservatives also 

disputed any suggestion that the colorful counterculture of the 1960s brought any 

improvement over the culture of the 1950s. It was therefore ironic that the attributes most 

associated with the counterculture-"sex, drugs, and rock 'n' roll"-were foreshadowed in the 

1950s. Conservatives, however, downplayed this connection between the values of the 1950s 

and 1960s. 

Most conservatives argued that the sixties counterculture sprang from the hedonistic 

urges of an elite group of privileged youth born during the postwar baby boom. They insisted 

that the "anything goes" values of the counterculture had been inculcated in baby boomers 

by the allegedly "permissive" child-rearing practices promulgated by Dr. Benjamin Spock and 

other postwar-era pediatricians. Just as conservatives contrasted the 1960s negatively with 

the 1950s, they similarly negatively contrasted the "pampered" baby-boom generation with 

the "greatest generation" that came of age in World War II. However, some problems beset 

this conservative interpretation that faulted permissive parenting for the anti-authority 

behavior of young people in the late 1960s. First of all, this argument pointed the accusing 

finger at the baby-boomers parents-the so-called "greatest generation" much beloved by the 

right. Secondly, the baby-boom generation-born between 1946 and 1964-was, in fact, too 

young to have solely caused the momentous cultural changes of the 1960s. Finally, identifying 

the counterculture with the baby-boom generation was problematic for the conservative 
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movement because, by the 1990s, its leadership was composed mainly of baby boomers. 

Nevertheless, the right thrived by criticized baby boomers' "hippie" values and their 

destructive legacy to recent American culture. 

The conservative description of the counterculture's main values differed little from 

that of liberals', although conservatives put a negative spin on those values. Both right and 

left agreed that members of the counterculture rejected the traditional bourgeois morality of 

thrift, hard work, and sexual self-denial and, instead, prized the bohemian values as tolerance, 

self-indulgence, and such "post-materialistic" qualities as individual liberty, self-expression, 

and sexual relativism. Conservatives, however, disagreed among themselves over what the 

impetus for these values had been. Many conservatives maintained that the counterculture 

resulted simply from an irrational outburst by spoiled adolescents. Others on the right, 

however, viewed the counterculture as a sinister Marxist-inspired plot to overthrow the 

bourgeois values that they believed underlay capitalism, American culture, and indeed, all of 

western civilization. During the recent era, conservatives fervently promulgated their 

unfavorable view of the counterculture and its legacy to the present. 

Where did the origins of the sixties counterculture lie, according to the recent right? 

Many conservatives depicted it as arriving out of nowhere during the late 1960s. This claim 

bolstered their allegation that the counterculture constituted an alien, unprecedented 

movement in the history of American culture. To reinforce this claim, the right made much 

of the contrast between what they called the "Golden Age" of the "Fabulous Fifties"-an era 
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that supposedly symbolized the culminating apex of hundreds of years of American 

culture-with the "dreadful" following decade, which forever ruined this idyllic culture. In 

1996, for example, neoconservative Republican speechwriter Peggy Noonan asked those of 

her generation to "remember your boomer childhood in the towns and suburbs" when "you 

were safe" and "the cities were better," back before "society strained and cracked," under the 

assault of the 1960s counterculture.^ 

Right-wing activist and politician Patrick J. Buchanan personified cultural 

conservatives' love of the 1950 and hatred of the 1960s. "Buchanan is pure Fifties," 

conservative columnist Lance Morrow observed in 1999. "To him, America in the Fifties was 

a golden age, never to come again, but always to be cherished as a model, a time of American 

power, American morality, a ceratin manliness and cleanliness." Buchanan openly expressed 

his affection for the 1950s in his 1988 autobiography. "It was a great time to be alive," he 

recalled. Morrow noted that this "sense of loss of all that is what gives Buchanan his edge, 

his anger, his scorn, his rather unattractive zeal. It was the Sixties that ended his America. 

Buchanan hates the Sixties."'' 

Not surprisingly, most social conservatives joined Buchanan in strenuously rejecting 

the suggestion made by many liberals that the culture of the 1960s was in any way superior 

to that of the 1950s. "It's an article of faith among many Sixties people that the 1950s were 

a period of great fear, oppression and unchecked Ozzie-and-Harrietism," conservative 

columnist John Leo complained in 1995. Leo sought to rebut this negative portrayal of the 

fifties by arguing that much that was good about the mainstream culture was lost forever in 
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the tumuh of the following decades. He argued that life in the 1950s was "built around very 

limited choices, long-lasting relationships and a bustling communal life that presupposed rules, 

authority and a sense of rottenness in neighborhoods. That rootedness meant clubs, saloon 

life, PTAs, union meetings, the Holy Name Society and, in the suburbs, service organizations. 

Little League and welcome wagon." He concluded that, unfortunately, "[a]ll that was swept 

in the 1960s. . . . [T]he cultural revolution of the '60s, hostile to all rules and authority, 

produced the hyperindividualism and the narrow generational worship of 'rights' and 

'choice. 

Other conservatives echoed Leo in defending the culture of the 1950s against skeptical 

liberal interpretations. In 1997, foreign-policy expert Lawrence F. Kaplan criticized several 

cultural histories of the early Cold War period written by liberal scholars. According to 

Kaplan, liberal historians portrayed the 1950s as "an age of anxiety and repression, in which 

fear of the atom bomb addicts the middle class to a steady diet of candy-coated cultural fare." 

He also contended that liberals viewed the 1960s as an important corrective to the 1950s. 

"Thankfully, the banality of evil was recognized by a select few [dissident leftists].... The 

story, as we already know, ends happily. By the late 1960s, the pop culture of dissent had 

triumphed." Kaplan maintained that the "weakness" of this liberal argument "is the weakness 

of cultural history as it is conceived today. The rise of 'cultural studies,' with its 

deconstructionist baggage, impenetrable jargon, and postmodern contempt for the historical 

method, has crippled a once-vibrant subdiscipline." This argument, he continued, represented 

"a collection of critical vignettes that tells us more about the 1990s than the 1950s."^ 
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While most on the right perceived American culture in the 1950s as a simpler and 

better time than the 1960s and after, some conservatives rejected the notion that the fifties 

was an age of naivete; instead, they argued that it was the sixties counterculture deserved this 

description. "Whence comes this journalistic commonplace, this idea that the 1950s were a 

time of innocence' ?" conservative movie critic James Bowman complained in a 1994 review 

of recent films set in the 1950s. "Compared to the innocence of the world a decade later, 

when overgrown children were convinced that life was about cleaving firmly to what feels 

good and that 'love is all you need,' 1959 seems an 'age' of maturity and sophistication." 

Bowman claimed that the "myth of 1950s innocence" resulted from depictions in the media 

and entertainment world, which Bowman claimed were controlled by baby boomers who 

associated their own childhood innocence in the fifties with a more general cultural naivete. 

"[I]t is the people who believe most strongly in the innocence 1950s who are most likely to 

use be innocents themselves; nostalgic hippies who never seem to tire of making pictures that 

use the 1950s to symbolize innocence," declared Bowman.' 

Conservatives even disputed the notion widespread in popular culture that the 

"psychedelic 1960s" supplied some much needed color that had been lacking in the "gray 

1950s." In 1998, for example, conservative columnist Daniel Wattenberg criticized the film 

Pleasantville. directed by Gary Ross, as a "countercultural fable" because it allegedly depicted 

1950s suburban life as a "gray-scale world." Every character in the fictional suburb of 

Pleasantville, complained Wattenberg, is "sexually and emotionally repressed, intellectually 

and aesthetically barren. Parents are invincibly ignorant, their children precociously wise. It's 
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lily white and male-dominated: Challenge town fathers, and you'll discover the brown shirts 

beneath the white collars." Wattenberg claimed that director Gary Ross negatively depicted 

the 1950s to support his implict "countercultural" message: "What this town needs is some 

sex, drugs, and rock 'n' roll." Wattenberg derided Ross's interpretation as a fundamental 

misconstruing the complexities of the 1950s, and he commented that this interpretation 

"should sound familiar. It's the 1960s counterculture's idealized view of itself as the brave 

guerilla fighters of America's domestic liberation movement.""' 

Despite recent conservatives' allegations, the sixties generation did not, of course, 

invent the bohemian cultural tradition in America. It was ironic, moreover, that the 

characteristics most identified with and celebrated by the 1960s counterculture-"sex, drugs, 

and rock 'n' roH"-were, in fact, prefigured in the recent right's favorite decade, the 1950s. 

Even some conservatives admitted as much. In 1996, for example. Judge Robert Bork 

recalled that, during the 1950s, "the domestic world seemed normal and, for the most part, 

almost placid." Yet, Bork noted, "[t]he signs were misleading." Bork argued that the 1960s 

counterculture was, in fact, present in "developments in the Fifties and before that most of 

us had overlooked or misunderstood. We noticed... Elvis Presley, rock music, James Dean, 

the radical sociologist C. Wright Mills, Jack Kerouac and the Beats. We did not understand, 

however, that far from being isolated curiosities, these were harbingers of a new culture." As 

a result, claimed Bork, "[t]he cultural seepages of the Fifties strengthened and became a 

torrent that swept through the nation in the Sixties." Some other conservatives agreed. 
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conceding that "the 1950s were pregnant with the 1960s," as columnist George F. Will 

phrased it." 

Indeed, it was true that the "sex, drugs, and rock 'n' roll" of the 1960s counterculture 

were evident in the 1950s. For example, the decade saw the birth of rock music, which came 

to define the teenage, countercultural side of the "generation gap." "In the beginning there 

was not the word but the sound: rock and roll, the vocabulary of a self-conscious and soon 

self-confident youth cohort," wrote George Will. The 1950s also saw the public celebration 

of "sex and drugs" in the works of such "beatniks" as poet Allen Ginsberg and novelists Jack 

Kerouac and Norman Mailer. Some conservatives acknowledged that the 1960s hippie 

generation followed in the footsteps of the 1950 beat generation. "Another 1950s cohort, a 

small one, the beats, anticipated the large cohort of adversarial intellectuals in the 1960s," 

wrote George Will. The beats, continued Will, "had the sense of generational uniqueness and 

of being set upon by an unfeeling world that was to characterize those who were pleased to 

be called the sixties generation." Will argued that the "1960s took part of the 1950s [rock 

music, youth culture, and juvenile delinquency] and stirred in danger-sex, drugs, and rock and 

roll."'^ Not surprisingly, then, the recent right viewed the 1950s beats as demented as the 

1960s hippies. In 2000, for example, conservative James Gartner reviewed an anthology of 

Allen Ginsberg's writings, noting that "[i]t would be difficult for me, as a professor of 

psychiatry, to miss the strong hints of mental illness in these essays."''' 

Many on the right argued that the roots of the 1960s counterculture lay also in the 

allegedly permissive child-rearing practices of the post-World War II baby-boom era. For 
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most recent conservatives, consequently, the baby-boom generation became nearly 

synonymous with the 1960s counterculture. In this conservative account, the main villain was 

influential pediatrician Dr. Benjamin Spock, author of the phenomenally best-selling book, 

Babv and Child Care. Blaming Spock and parental permissiveness for the countercultural 

behavior of baby boomers in the 1960s, conservative Claudia Winkler wrote in 1996, "was 

fixed in the national consciousness in 1968, when that icon of upstandingness the Rev. 

Norman Vincent Peale branded Spock the teacher of 'instant gratification.' And not 

surprisingly, the charge stuck: By then, the world's most famous pediatrician had come down 

with a bad case of peacenik politics." Winkler explained that," [t] o Americans repelled by the 

street politics of the day, Peale's theory had a satisfying plausibility: The baby boomers had 

first been spoiled, then radicalized, by the rather ridiculous Benjamin Spock."'^ 

Recent conservatives often contrasted the "pampered" baby-boom generation with the 

"greatest generation" that preceded it. Just as the 1960s had little positive to add to the 

1950s, argued the right, so did "arrogant" baby boomers have little to teach their parents. 

"Does the generation that weathered the Depression, waged World War II, and watched the 

Iron Curtain fall across the heart of Europe really need another lecture on adapting to the new 

from a privileged segment of a generation whose idea of change was co-ed dorms, pass-fail 

grades, and junior years abroad?" conservative columnist Daniel Wattenberg asked in 1998. 

Many Generation X conservatives, feeling stifled by the huge generation that preceded them, 

appeared especially eager to disparage baby boomers, often by portraying them as inferior to 

the "greatest generation." In 1993, journalist Christopher Caldwell, a Gen X conservative. 
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commented on the results of a survey conducted on the Harvard class of 1968 on its twenty-

fifth reunion. "In a telling show of arrogance," wrote Caldwell, "68 percent said that their 

'personal development' was greater than that of their same gender parent, while only 6 

percent said it was less-a pretty uncharitable assessment of the generation that not only 

survived the Depression and fought World War II, but even put these little snobs through 

college."'^ 

Many recent conservatives also blamed the cultural tumult of the late sixties on this 

large group of baby boomers, a "revolting generation," in Christopher Caldwell's pun.'^ In 

1996, for example, conservative Judge Robert Bork claimed that baby boomers' protest of 

the Vietnam War had been based not on principle but on the selfishness epitomized by the 

counterculture. "The middle-class youths who were asked to fight in Vietnam were of a 

pampered generation, one that prized personal convenience above almost all else," wrote 

Bork. "The prospect that their comfortable lives might be disrupted, or even endangered, by 

having to serve their country in Vietnam was for many intolerable. Thus, the student protest 

wound down when the draft ended."'® 

A related conservative argument was that the counterculture of the 1960s sprang from 

the hedonism of an elite group of privileged youth born during the baby boom. In 1998, for 

example, Christopher Caldwell argued that the "working classes had almost nothing to do 

with what we call 'the sixties.'.... [HJeedless upper-class contempt... marked 1968-style 

leftism. A Left that turns its back on the working classes has for three decades been a norm 

disguised as an anomaly." Caldwell therefore insisted that counterculture activists had little 
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real devotion to leftist politics. "Any politics arising form elite complaints based on feelings 

rather than' objective conditions' was open to abuse," he wrote. "It was only a matter of time 

before lifestyle demands were masquerading as political ones, and self-interest as social 

conscience."^" 

However, there were several logical problems with blaming the cultural turmoil of the 

1960s primarily on the baby boomers. First of all, the conservative interpretation faulting Dr. 

Spock and permissive parenting for the anti-authority behavior of baby-boomer children in 

the 1960s pointed the accusing finger squarely at the right's revered "greatest generation," 

who were, after all, the baby boomers' parents. Indeed, a few forthright conservatives 

conceded the point. "As great as they were as fighters and builders, the Greatest Generation's 

record as parents is less impressive," Korean War veteran George Weber wrote in 1999. "Of 

course, not all Baby Boomers turned out to be '60s brats, but all too many did, and these 

children make up the Culture War leadership whose goal is to transform the counterculture 

into the mainstream."^' 

Other logical difficulties beset conservatives' interpretation of the underlying causes 

of the 1960s counterculture. Despite the ready public acceptance of the theory that the baby 

boomers had caused the tumult of the sixties, that generation was, in fact, too young to have 

caused such a change. "It's important to note that the leaders of the massive cultural changes 

in [the 1960s] were not boomers, who were between the ages of 5 and 23 in 1969," 

consumer-behavior consultant David B. Wolfe pointed out in 1998. "The leaders of the 1960s 

were people [bom in the 193 Os], including Jerry Rubin, Abbie Hoffman, Jane Fonda, and Bob 
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Dylan. Despite this demographic fact, both conservatives and liberals tended to agree that 

the baby-boom generation and the 1960s counterculture were intimately connected. 

Conservatives faced another inconvenient truth with identifying the 1960s 

counterculture with the baby-boom generation: by the 1990s, the right's leadership was 

composed mainly of baby boomers. This undercut the popular-culture and conservative view 

that the all, or even most, baby boomers were leftist antiwar hippies. Instead, concluded 

political scientist David Lanoue, baby boomers actually split into three main political groups. 

"There are the liberal-leftists, who cut their teeth on civil rights, Vietnam and feminism; the 

religious conservatives, who were organized by Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson, politicized 

by Ronald Reagan and radicalized by Bill Clinton; and the vast majority of generally 

disengaged centrists who distrust both right and left," Lanoue said in 2001.^^ 

Some baby-boomer conservatives therefore rejected the identification of their 

generation with the 1960s counterculture. "The sizeable portion of the Vietnam age group 

who declined to support the counterculture agenda, and especially the men and women who 

opted to serve in the military during the Vietnam War, are quite different from their peers 

who for decades have claimed to speak for them," asserted James Webb, a naval officer in 

Vietnam and, later, a member of the Reagan administration. Similarly, Mackubin Thomas 

Owens, a marine in Vietnam and later a professor at the Naval War College, also disputed the 

popular notion that associated baby boomers with the counterculture and the antiwar 

movement. "[TJhose who fought in Vietnam, were the real 'best and brightest' of the baby-

boomer generation," Owens wrote in 2002.^'^ 
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Both the pohtical left and right sides tended to agree on what constituted the 1960s 

counterculture's primary values. In 2000, for example, leftist historians Maurice Isserman and 

Michael Kazin argued that adherents of the counterculture rejected the traditionalist morality 

of saving, diligence, and sexual self-denial and, instead, embraced such values as tolerance, 

"self-indulgence," and such "postmaterialistic values" as individual liberty, self-expression, 

and sexual relativism, thereby adopting the anti-bourgeois notion that "society should prize 

the quality of life over laboring diligently for a brighter future."^^ While liberals and 

conservatives agreed on these broad outlines of what constituted the values of the 

counterculture, the right naturally put its own spin on these values. In 1998, for example, 

conservative journalist Christopher Caldwell, argued that the counterculture had consciously 

embraced irrationality. "Because that civilization was so reasonable, so democratic, to argue 

on its rational terms was merely to make oneself a dupe of power. So sex and drugs and, most 

of all, 'feelings' became appropriate weapons in the political arena. 

But not all recent conservatives agreed with this claim that the sixties counterculture 

represented an irrational outburst by spoiled adolescents. For example, right-wing Judge 

Robert Bork instead viewed the movement as the logical consequence of revolutionary 

Marxism. In 1996, Bork claimed that the counterculture constituted a genuine "revolt. . . 

against the entire American culture." He insisted that the counterculture believed that "the 

United States itself was deeply immoral, being racist, authoritarian, and imperialistic. The 

arrangements of the liberal capitalist order were themselves illegitimate, conferring power 

where none was deserved and withholding power from the poor and minorities. The 
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bourgeois class, which sustained and benefitted from these societal arrangements, was, 

therefore, oppressive. It followed that bourgeois morality and standards of evidence were part 

of the apparatus that supported the status quo and repressed the individual. Destruction was, 

therefore, the only legitimate response."^^ 

During the recent era, conservatives ardently promulgated their negative caricature 

of the 1960s counterculture and its legacy. For example, neoconservative professor Allan 

Bloom's anti-sixties, anti-counterculture book. The Closing of the American Mind (1987), 

became a best seller. Bloom's writing was infused with the overheated rhetoric that 

characterized the right's loathing view of the 1960s countercultiu"e. For example. Bloom's 

book compared his experience as a professor during the student uprising at Cornell University 

in 1969 with the plight of German educators during the Nazi era. "Whether it be Nuremberg 

or Woodstock, the principle is the same," he wrote. He then went on to claim that Cornell 

administration and the bulk of its faculty, which capitulated to students' demands, was "of the 

moral stamp of those who were angry with Poland for resisting Hitler because this 

precipitated the war." Bloom concluded: "So far as universities are concerned, I know of 

nothing positive coming from that period; it was an unmitigated disaster for them."^^ 

Like Bloom's work, Robert H. Bork's book. Slouching toward Gomorrah (1996), 

also achieved best-seller status and popular-culture influence by savagely attacking the 1960s, 

the counterculture, and its legacies. Bork maintained that, as a result of the sixties 

counterculture, "the distinctive virtues of American life, indeed the distinctive features of 
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Western civilization, are in peril in ways not previously seen." Citing William Butler Yeats' 

poem, "The Second Coming," Bork wrote that Yeats "can hardly have had any conception 

of just how throughly things would fall apart as the center failed to hold in the last third of this 

century. He can hardly have foreseen that passionate intensity, uncoupled from morality, 

would shred the fabric of Western culture The rough beast of decadence, along time in 

gestation, having reached its maturity in the last three decades, now sends us slouching 

towards our new home, not Bethlehem but Gomorrah."^^ 

Conservatives' View of the 1960s Counterculture's Legacy to the Recent Era 

Recent conservatives viewed the counterculture as negatively affecting America in the 

1960s. But their depiction of the deleterious impact of the counterculture on the decades that 

followed was, if anything, even more dreadful. 

During the recent era, most conservatives joined most other Americans in regarding 

the sixties counterculture as a inaugurating the most recent phase in U.S. culture. 

Conservatives, however, could not seem to decide whether the sixties counterculture and its 

legacies were silly and inconsequential or sinister and momentous. Consequently, most on the 

right sought to have it both ways: they insisted that the youth-led "hippie" culture of the 

1960s was a meaningless cynical farce, yet they also contended that it left profoundly 

destructive consequences for American culture and all of western civilization. During the 

"culture wars" of the post-1980 period, recent conservatives remained "stuck in the sixties" 

with regard to the counterculture more than any other issue associated with that decade. One 
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possible reason that the sixities counterculture loomed so large in the minds of recent 

conservatives was gernational: conservatives who came of age before the 1960s reacted in 

disgust to the changes that occurred then, while conservatives who entered adulthood during 

the sixties seemed especially obsessed by the decade. 

The right often expressed annoyance that the 1960s counterculture pervaded mass 

culture throughout the recent era. Conservatives complained that, because nostalgic 

depictions of the hippie 1960s continued to pervade U.S. culture, too many young people 

aped the sixties counterculture. Some conservatives argued the counterculture remained 

prominent partly because of the "misconceived" nostalgia of liberal baby boomers. They 

insisted that former hippies could not, and would not, recall the sixties in an objective fashion. 

Consequently, many on the right sought to refute the widespread nostalgic "myths" of the 

hippie sixties, describing it as an unpleasant period. 

Most conservatives blamed the roots of all of America's recent cultural problems on 

the legacy of the 1960s counterculture. The notion of the alleged decline of American culture 

since rise of the counterculture in the mid-1960s became a staple of cultural conservatives' 

rhetoric during the recent era. To make their point. Newt Gingrich and other recent 

conservatives sought to connect almost any contemporary ill. to the legacy of the 1960s 

counterculture, including murder and even the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. 

Conservatives contended that a major negative legacy of the 1960s counterculture was that 

it had hijacked American's leading cultural and intellectual institutions. Many conservatives, 

searching to bolster their populist message, claimed that the 1960s counterculture was a 
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movement of pampered elites. A main conservative argument was that the "elitist" sixties 

counterculture had left a terrible legacy as a negative role model by advertising their values 

system to the "underclass" of the recent era, thereby leading to disastrous consequences. They 

maintained that countercultural liberals cared only about there own hedonistic pleasure, which 

led them to forsake the underclass, despite liberal claims that they cared about the poor. The 

right depicted viewed former sixties hippies as hypocrites who demanded "liberation" for 

themselves while, at the same time, wishing to control other, less-privileged members of 

society. 

For some commentators, the main legacy of the sixties counterculture was the reaction 

it provoked on the right. One significant legacy of the sixties counterculture was that it helped 

to encourage many New Deal liberals and Old Leftists to migrate to the right, becoming 

"neoconservatives." Another significant legacy was the rise in the 1970s of the traditionalist-

populist New Right, primarily in reaction to the counterculture. Thus, reaction to the 

counterculture helped to bolster the conservative movement of the recent era. In the 1980s 

and 1990s, consequently, the countercultural left faced off with the traditionalist right in the 

"culture wars." Part of the reason that conservatives appeared so obsessed with denigrating 

the counterculture was the fact that many of them believed that they were losing the culture 

war against contemporary liberals, whom they saw as heirs to the 1960s counterculture. 

The legacy of the 1960s counterculture, including the culture wars of the post-19080 

period, profoundly influenced the politics during the recent era, especially in the 1990s when 

the baby-boom generation took control of government. The conservative claim that the 
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counterculture was responsible for every negative consequence that had occurred in the 1960s 

and after was politically popular with much of the American electorate. Conservative 

Republicans claimed that the Democratic party of the 1980s and 1990s embodied the values 

of the counterculture, and many of them sought to portray their Democratic opponents as 

unreconstructed hippies. For example, the 2000 presidential campaign, which saw the 

candidacies of several politicians who came of age in the 1960s, was dominated by baby-

boomer and countercultural themes. 

Presidents Bill Clinton and George W. Bush were each baby boomers whose political 

identities closely connected with their inferred views on the counterculture. During the 1990s, 

conservatives led by Newt Gingrich claimed that President Bill Clinton and his wife Hillary 

personified the countercultural excesses of the baby-boomer generation. Conservatives 

depicted Bill as a pot-smoking draft-dodging, womanizing rock 'n' roller, and they portrayed 

Hillary as a lesbian, man-hating, New Leftist women's libber. Conservatives claimed that the 

Clintons' social policies as designed to destroy the traditional family by having the 

government inculcate countercultural values. Some baby-boomer conservatives acknowledged 

their own participation in the 1960s counterculture, but they argued that, because they had 

"grown up"since then, they differed from contemporary liberals, including Bill and Hillary 

Clinton, who supposedly still retained their "immature, hippie" values. Conservatives also 

perceived President Clinton as the personification of the counterculture's relativism, 

postmodern sensibility, and outright lying. Beginning in the late 1990s, conservative 

Republican George W. Bush portrayed himself as the a foe of the 1960s counterculture as 
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embodied by Bill and Hillary Clinton-despite Bush's own hard-partying past, which included 

alcoholism and hard-drug use. Bush's decision to run against the 1960s counterculture and 

its legacy was based on his experience as a conservative baby boomer and, also, on the 

influence of anti-sixties, anti-counterculture conservative intellectuals. 

Most recent conservatives, like most Americans generally, viewed the 1960s 

counterculture as a heralding a new stage in U.S. culture. In 1997, social critic Thomas Frank 

described the popular view of the counterculture's legacy. "[W]e understand 'the sixties' 

almost instinctively as the decade of the big change, the birthplace of our own culture, the 

homeland of hip, the era of which the tastes and discoveries and passions, however obscure 

their origins, have somehow determined the world in which we are condemned to live," wrote 

Frank.^° Cultural critic Morris Dickstein agreed. "The sixties are likely to remain a permanent 

point of reference for the way we think and behave," argued Dickstein.^' 

Recent conservatives agreed amongst themselves that the cultural changes that began 

in the 1960s were momentous, but they could not seem to decide whether the sixties 

counterculture and its legacies were silly and inconsequential or sinister and momentous. On 

the one hand, many conservatives joined neoconservative sociologist Daniel Bell in dismissing 

it. The counterculture, wrote Bell, "produced little culture, and it countered nothing."^^ On 

the other hand, many cultural conservatives insisted that the counterculture had shaken 

western civilization to its core. Conservative editor R. Emmett Tyrrell, Jr., for example, 

contended that the countercultural advocates' most profound impact on American culture was 
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"that after tearing down ceremonies, conventions, standards, and traditions, they estabhshed 

almost nothing in their place."^^ Indeed, many recent conservatives sought to have it both 

ways: they insisted that the youth-led "hippie" culture of the 1960s was a meaningless cynical 

farce, yet they also contended that it left profoundly destructive consequences for American 

culture and all of western civilization. 

During the "culture wars" of the post-1980 period, recent conservatives remained 

"stuck in the sixties" with regard to the counterculture more than any other issue associated 

with that decade. In 1994, historian Garry Wills, an ex-conservative, commented on the 

recent right's obsession with the 1960s, especially the counterculture. "The '60s play the same 

role in modern conservative thought that the Fall of Man does in Christian theology," wrote 

Wills. "Prelasperian America was an idyllic time before the Present Ugliness." Wills argued 

that conservatives attempted to trace every contemporary pathology to the 1960s. "Accusing 

the '60s is a game with many variants-The Wall Street Journal recently regretted the killing 

of abortionist by rightwing zealots but added that the '60s make them do it. No ever thought 

of violence before the Weathermen. Certain marginal '60s people like David Horowitz and 

Peter Collier now make a good career of denouncing their own past." Wills concluded that, 

as a result, "[t]he' 60s, still carried like a virus in the system, have become the Enemy Within. 

Is there a crime problem? Drugs? The collapse of our schools? Blame the '60s."^'' 

Some conservative commentators admitted that the recent right's remained obsessed 

with the counterculture and the 1960s more generally. "The sixties . .. have been too much 

with us," conservative columnist George F. Will wrote in 1997. "Since the sixties our national 
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life has been a running argument about, and with, the sixties." Will argued that, although the 

right had won the economic and political argument since the 1960s, the left had won the 

cultural debate. As a consequence, wrote Will, recent conservatives "seem aggrieved because 

politics seems peripheral to, and largely impotent against, cultural forces and institutions 

permeated with what conservatives consider sixties sensibilities."^^ 

Conservative columnist Lance Morrow argued that the right's fixation with the 

cultural changes apparent during the 1960s resulted from generational causes. "I subscribe 

to the theory that in order to understand a historical figure-or anyone else-you might 

profitably examine the world that he inhabited when her was 18 or 19 years old, the world as 

he saw it and understood it at the moment when he was emerging as an autonomous adult," 

Morrow wrote in 1999.^® Consequently, conservatives who came of age before the 1960s 

reacted in disgust to the changes that they believed occurred during that decade; meanwhile, 

conservatives who entered adulthood during the sixties seemed especially obsessed by the 

decade. 

Most recent conservatives were therefore irritated that the 1960s counterculture still 

seemed to pervade U.S. culture throughout the 1980s and 1990s. "Ask the average American 

under 50 what he knows about our nation's history, and it's an even bet that the bulk of his 

'knowledge' will be about the 1960's," conservative Marc Carnegie observed in 1997. 

"[NJothing looms so large in his memory, or indeed the nation's, as the sixties. Even the 

emptiest Generation X'ers ... know all about the love-ins and Vietnam, King and Kennedy, 

Sgt. Pepper and Motown." Carnegie argued that the result was that the sixties counterculture 
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remained ever-present during the recent era. "The old joke is that if you can remember that 

zonked-out decade, you weren't there then. But the reality is almost the opposite: if you don't 

remember the sixties, you couldn't possibly be here now," he wrote. "The sixties are 

everywhere around us-it's the first decade to last for more than thirty years. We're endlessly 

reliving its battles, listening to its music, watching its documentaries."" 

Carnegie argued that the sixties remained prominent partly because of the 

"misconceived" nostalgia of liberal baby boomers. "Why are the sixties the decade that won't 

go away?" asked Carnegie. "Partly it's because the Boomers just never grew up. . . . Look 

at Hillary Clinton: at age 50, she's traveling around the world like a coed fresh out of college, 

searching for something meaningful to do with her life." He claimed that "Hillary sounds like 

a hippie chick straight out of the Age of the Groovy. On her recent trip to England . .. she 

couldn't stop talking about hope, and joy, and everybody coming together." Carnegie, 

however, sought to refute the rosy memories of the 1960s of liberals like Hillary Clinton. "[I]n 

large measure, the sixties were not when everybody came together as much as when they fell 

apart," he wrote. "There were spaced-out people wandering through the streets and fields. 

Unwashed masses of people ... were smoking dope and dropping acid and generally frying 

their brains. 

Other conservatives also sought to refute the widespread nostalgic "m)4hs" of the 

"hippie sixties." In 1998, for example, conservative journalist Christopher Caldwell 

complained about on the "rash of 1968 commemorations," which he believed were based on 

baby boomers' continued obsession with themselves. "Perhaps the sixties was based on 
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nothing. Or, more precisely, a something that is a nothing: the sheer demographic mass of the 

generation that is now celebrating itself," wrote Caldwell. "Reduced to its essentials, the 

generation of '68 was pushing an agenda of self-aggrandizement that, thanks to the baby 

boom, it happened to have the size and social standing to carry out."^' 

Conservatives and revisionist historians argued that former hippies simply could not 

remember the sixties in an objective fashion. Peter Braunstein, a historian of the 

counterculture, argued that former "sixties people" believed that they "owned" the decade 

and its memories. Braunstein labeled this phenomenon "possessive memory," arguing that 

participation in a social movement creates a sense of self-regeneration so powerful that it can 

become an essential part of the activist's later identity. Possessive memory, wrote Braunstein, 

"leaves the person and his memories in a lover's embrace: The person is in possession of his 

memories, and no else can touch them; at the same time, his memories are in possession of 

him." He also insisted that counterculture veterans sought to revise history by editing out 

embarrassing parts of the story. "You interview people who defined themselves by their 

orientation to the drug culture, and you take out a copy of the East Village Other and say, 

'Here you say that LSD is the solution to all the world's problems. What was going through 

your head back then?"' wrote Braunstein. "They'll say that drugs were merely fourteenth on 

the list of the motivating factors for the counterculture. 

Conservatives complained that, because nostalgic depictions of the hippie 1960s 

continued to pervade U.S. culture, too many young people aped the sixties counterculture. 

For example, the right characterized the "Burning Man project" in Nevada as a Woodstock-
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type celebration begun in 1986 and marked by sex and drugs. "Meet the new counterculture," 

conservative j ournalist David Skinner wrote in 1999. "Their first stop is the annual spectacle 

now as the Burning Man project." Skinner insisted that "[t]he counterculture remains, as it 

has always been, a sort of shell game. It's bad manners to say so, but the art is often just 

decoration for a lot of sex and drugs." He remarked that the claims about Burning Man 

echoed those of Woodstock and other sixties-era "happenings." "The organizers refer to it 

as an 'experiment' and describe its aim as 'radical self-expression,'" he wrote. "The more 

fanatical participants call it a temporary Utopia.'"^' 

Most recent conservatives therefore blamed the roots of all of America's cultural 

problems of the 1980s and 1990s directly to the legacy of the 1960s counterculture. "[NJasty 

things . . . were done in the late sixties and transmitted to us," neoconservative Harvey 

Mansfield wrote in 1997. "The poison has worked its way into our souls, the effects becoming 

less visible to us as they become more ordinary. Even those who reject the sixties 

unconsciously concede more than they know to the vicious principle of liberation that once 

was shouted into street microphones." Mansfield argued that "the radicals of the late sixties 

. . . despised the virtue of hard work as bourgeois false consciousness. They mounted a 

political and cultural assault." As a result, he maintained, "the late sixties were a 

comprehensive disaster for America." Indeed, he contended that the sixties counterculture had 

rocked the foundation of western civilization. "The late sixties produced a shock throughout 

the Western world," he wrote.'*^ 
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Conservatives traced a litany of recent social problems directly the legacy of the sixties 

counterculture. These "cultural horrors,"conservative journalist Tod Lindberg wrote in 1996, 

included "a Supreme Court intent on imposing its egalitarian, individualist ideas on a 

benighted society; a bureaucracy that feels the same way; a popular culture that wallows in 

obscenity, degradation, and rape-and-murder fantasies that desensitize violence to those 

whom they don't incite to it; a justice system that has lost its faith in the idea that it is right 

to punish criminals; a' gender' feminism and multiculturalism that decry reason as oppressive; 

a race-based spoils system according to which individual merit is subordinated to group 

identity; and more.'"*^ 

Conservative columnist John Leo also blamed the 1960s counterculture for the 

deficiencies of recent U.S. culture. In 1995, Leo maintained that the counterculture had 

caused contemporary Americans to "live in a culture dominated by egotism, incivility, 

disloyalty Sixties ideas about freedom from authority, family and traditional norms made 

their own hefty contribution to the current unraveling of the culture and our sturming rates 

of crime, violence, illegitimacy, drug use and family breakup that few people think we can 

really do much about.""''' 

This notion of the alleged decline of American culture since rise of the counterculture 

in the mid-1960s became a staple of cultural conservatives' rhetoric during the recent era. 

"There's been a lot of talk, especially from our heroes on the right, to the effect that America 

is in cultural decline," conservative journalist David Brooks observed in 1999. "The 

conservative periodicals ring with lamentations over the state of our culture." In 1995, for 
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example, George Gilder wrote in the neoconservative magazine Commentary: "Bohemian 

values have come to prevail widely over bourgeois virtue in sexual morals and family roles, 

arts and letters, bureaucracies and universities, popular culture and public life. As a result, 

culture and family are widely in chaos, cities seethe with venereal plagues, schools and 

colleges fall to obscurantism and propaganda, the courts are a carnival of pettifoggery." Four 

years later, in 1999, neoconservative "virtuecrat" William Bennet wrote in the conservative 

journal Imprimis: "Our culture celebrates self-gratification, the crossing of all moral barriers, 

and now the breaking of all social taboos.'"*^ 

To make their point, recent conservatives sought to connect almost any contemporary 

ill. to the legacy of the 1960s counterculture. In November 1995, a pregnant woman and her 

young child were murdered, and her unborn child was ripped from her womb. Republican 

Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich commented on the horrific killings by saying: "Let's talk 

about the moral decay of the world the left is defending. This happened in America. It 

happened in America because for two generations we haven't had the guts to talk about right 

and wrong. We've talked about situation ethics. We've talked about victimization. We've 

talked about our needs. We've had soap-opera-like television shows where people get on and 

describe the most disgusting behaviors. And we have gradually tolerated ... the process of 

lowering standards so that you could engage in virtually any behavior and have a reasonable 

case.'"*® 

Gingrich charged that these "countercultural values" had led to depraved 

contemporary society. "[W]e shake our heads and say: 'Well, what? What's going wrong?,"' 
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he said. " What's going wrong is a welfare system which subsidized people for doing nothing, 

a criminal system which tolerated drug dealers, an educational system which allowed kids not 

to learn and which rewards tenured teachers who can't teach, while destroying poor children 

who it traps in it-in a process of no hope. And then we end up with the final culmination of 

a drug-afflicted underclass with no sense of humanity, no sense of civilization and no sense 

of the rules of life in which human beings respect each other. 

Conservatives even attempted to link the terrorist attacks of September 11,2001, and 

the ensuing U.S. war in Afghanistan to the legacy of the 1960s counterculture. Reviewing a 

memoir by 1960s Weatherman Bill Ayers, neoconservative Ronald Radosh wrote in October 

2001 that "Ayers timing could not have been worse. Just when his widely publicized memoir 

of his days as a terrorist was coming out, our nation suffered its worst terrorist assault 

ever.'"*^ Conservatives also sought to turn John Walker Lindh, a young American who fought 

for the Taliban in Afghanistan, "into an exemplar of the 60's," noted liberal columnist Frank 

Rich. Rich reported that conservative Shelby Steele, in a Wall Street Journal editorial claimed 

that Lindh exemplified "a certain cultural liberalism" to be found in Northern California, even 

though, as Rich pointed out, Steele himself also lived there. Seeking to tie Lindh and his 

parents to the 1960s counterculture, Steele noted that Lindh was a child of divorce, was 

named after John Lennon, had read The Autobiography of Malcolm X. and went to an 

alternative school. "Unfortunately," noted Rich, "to make his case, Steele had to glide by the 

reality that the anti-American creed of the Taliban was as far removed from San Francisco 

liberalism as one could imagine-an antiwoman, antigay fundamentalist sect.'"*® 
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Conservatives contended that a major negative legacy of the 1960s counterculture was 

that it had hijacked American's leading cultural and intellectual institutions. The 1960s, 

claimed conservative Judge Robert Bork, "was a malignant decade that, after a fifteen-year 

remission, returned in the 1980s to metastasize more devastatingly throughout our culture 

than it had in the Sixties, not with tumult but quietly, in the moral and political assumptions 

of those who now control and guide our major cultural institutions." Bork argued that, as a 

result of the sixties' "revolutionary nihilism" and the "Establishment surrender" to it, 

countercultural radicals "and their ideology are all around us now."^® In 1997, similarly, 

neoconservative Harvey Mansfield argued that the counterculture dominated such preeminent 

institutions as the presidency, the elite news media, and Ivy League universities. Mansfield 

quoted "a lofty editorial in the New York Times 'in praise of the counterculture,' revealing 

by its very appearance in the nation's most prestigious newspaper how far the counterculture 

had become regnant." Mansfield lamented: "I suffered through the sixties and now live with 

their legacy at a university I once admired, and I feel a personal loss that sharpens the edge 

of my anger over what was done to our country."^' 

Many conservatives, searching to bolster their populist message, claimed that the 

1960s counterculture was a movement of pampered elites. "There's only a very small 

countercultural elite, which is terrified of the opportunity to actually renew American 

civilization," Republican Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich asserted in 1994.^^ "You've 

got to replace the counter-culture and elites with a revitalization of American culture and 

American civilization."^^ 
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A main conservative argument was that the "elitist" sixties counterculture had left a 

terrible legacy as a negative role model by advertising their values system to the "underclass" 

of the recent era, thereby leading to disastrous consequences. Cultural conservatives, right-

wing sociologist Charles Murray wrote in 1999, see "in the United States a dominant culture 

corrupted by elites, while a subsidiary culture of two-parent families, usually religious, is 

valiantly trying to rear its children right and to adhere to traditional values [Conservatives 

are] surely correct in arguing that wrongheaded messages promulgated by the elites during 

the 1960s and 1970s were major causes of the phenomenon that Daniel Patrick Moynihan 

called 'defining deviancy down.'"^"* In 1999, former vice president Dan Quayle blamed trial 

lawyers and the media for spreading these elitist countercultural values through legal channels 

and entertairmient and news media. "In funding its cultural agenda, the legal aristocracy has 

not worked alone," insisted Quayle. "It has been aided by a willing and compliant new media 

and an entertainment community that transmits counterculture values."^^ 

Other conservatives maintained that countercultural liberals cared only about there 

own hedonistic pleasure, which led them to forsake the underclass, despite liberal claims that 

they cared about the poor. In 1998, conservative j ournalist Christopher Caldwell argued that 

the privileged baby-boomers, despite their New Left rhetoric, cared far more about imbibing 

in the counterculture than they did with leftist notions of restructuring American society to 

help the underclass. "[T]he more we learn about the sixties, the more it seems that it was the 

political side (the socialism, the anti-war protests) that was recreational," wrote Caldwell. 

"The seemingly recreational, the sex, the drugs, the fashion, the identity politics-that was 
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where the serious business was taking place." He further maintained that "[t]he victory of 

lifestyle politics over class politics has had huge consequences. It broke the lower classes' 

monopoly on grievances against society; the well-off-or subgroups of them, presenting 

themselves as 'women,' 'gays,' or students'-could suddenly be 'alienated,' too."^^ 

Caldwell also depicted viewed former sixties hippies as hypocrites who demanded 

"liberation" for themselves while, at the same time, wishing to control other, less-privileged 

members of society. "[I]t is reasonable to ask whether sixties youth ever .. . reallv were in 

revolt against 'technocratic totalitarianism' and elitist managerialism.' For the aging 

counterculture as become today's seatbelt-law culture, the product-liability culture, the no-

smoking culture, the speech-code culture," wrote Caldwell. "In every country where it once 

existed, the counterculture has since bound itself intimately to power and government. If the 

protestors of the sixties despised technocracy, it was clearly not the authoritarian aspects they 

objected to." He argued that the veterans of the 1960s counterculture, including President Bill 

Clinton, had become even more politically influential by the 1990s. Their policies, he claimed, 

revealed the self-centered hypocrisy of the baby boomers. "At 50, this very same generation 

has ruthlessly reimposed a presixties moral regime to keep the streets safe and the campuses 

quite-in other words, to their own 20-year-old children in line. Some legacy. What kind of 

revolutionaries spend their entire maturity seeking to undo the revolution they made as 

children,. I'll tell you what kind: ones with no values, only interests. "Today, they run the 

country. One of them sits in the White House." 
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For some commentators, the main legacy of the sixties counterculture was the reaction 

it provoked on the right. One significant legacy of the sixties counterculture was that it helped 

to encourage many New Deal liberals and Old Leftists to migrate to the right, becoming 

"neoconservatives." Another significant legacy was the rise in the 1970s of the traditionalist-

populist New Right, primarily in reaction to the counterculture. Thus, reaction to the 

counterculture helped to bolster the conservative movement of the recent era. In the 1980s 

and 1990s, consequently, the countercultural left faced off with the traditionalist right in the 

"culture wars." Conservatives, of course, blamed the countercultvire for initiating the culture 

wars. "Once the hippies and antiwar activists began their long march through the institutions, 

[culture] war was inevitable.," Stanley Kurtz wrote in a 2001 National Review article. 

Kurtz noted than, by the mid-1990s, many commentators argued that the right had 

lost the culture wars. "By 1996, talk of conservative defeat had begun," he wrote. "The Left 

... [declared] victory in the culture: The academy and the media were now firmly in its grip. 

. . . But the crucial moment for conservatives came in early 1999 with President Clinton's 

acquittal in the Senate— [S]ocial conservatives have suffered a serious setback." Yet Kurtz 

disputed those conservatives who viewed the 1960s counterculture as triumphant in recent 

American culture. "[T]he weakness of the Left's alterative makes its own ultimate victory 

unlikely," he wrote. "In the late Sixties and early Seventies, all the Utopian experiments fell 

apart owing to their own incoherence. Sexual liberation ran aground on the shoals of jealous, 

male/female difference, and the needs of children. Communal sharing and collective identity 

were irreconcilable with individual liberty, Group solidarities splintered indefinitely into 
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subgroups, and this led to paralysis. Turning the personal into the political made for intrusive 

tyranny." Kurtz insisted that "[t]he same incoherent utopianism remains embedded in the 

cultural program of the Left. The culture of the Sixties is basically unsustainable; it can only 

live parasitically, on the body of tradition [T] he carriers of the S ixties' cultural legacy will 

always radicalize their program until it surpasses the limits if possibility and provokes a 

backlash." Kurtz concluded that "[t]he intrinsic unworkability of the Left's cultural program 

means that America's socially conservative opposition will persist.... If handed correctly, 

cultural reaction Sixties-styles extravagance still has the potential to propel Republicans into 

9559 power. 

The legacy of the 1960s counterculture, including the culture wars of the post-19080 

period, profoundly influenced the politics during the recent era, especially in the 1990s when 

the baby-boom generation took control of government. Conservative columnist George F. 

Will argued that the left had the upper hand in the cultural wars that had been spawned by the 

1960s counterculture. "Politically-or, more precisely and narrowly, in the contest for political 

offices-the right has won," Will concluded in 1997. "But conservatives are not happy because 

they sense the primacy of cultural forces and feel that the culture is still shaped by the forces 

that have lost electoral politics, by people who believe what the left believed in the sixties: 

that the social order is an infringement on freedom rather than freedom's foundation. Society 

is the crucible in which the citizen's character is formed, and conservatives in their elective 

offices are dismayed by the formative power of the society they're supposedly governing. So 
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powerful were-are-the energies let loose in the sixties there cannot be, and may never be, 

anything like a final summing up."®° 

The conservative claim that the counterculture was responsible for every negative 

consequence that had occurred in the 1960s and after was politically popular with much of 

the American electorate. "[A] mere mention of hippies or 'the sixties' is capable of arousing 

in some quarters an astonishing amount of rage against what many still imagine to have been 

an era of cultural treason," social critic Thomas Frank observed in 1997. "In the white 

suburban Midwest, one happens so frequently across declarations of sixties- and hippie-hatred 

that the posture begins to seem a sort of historiographical prerequisite to being middle class 

and of a certain age; in the nation's politics, sixties- and hippie-bashing remains a trump card 

only slightly less effective than red-baiting was in earlier times."®' 

Conservative Republicans therefore claimed that the Democratic party of the 1980s 

and 1990s embodied the values of the counterculture. For example, conservative columnist 

John Podhoretz saw parallels between the liberal cultural productions of the 1990s, which 

were embraced by the Democrats, and the hippie culture of the 1960s. At the 1996 

Democratic National Convention, actors performed scenes from the Broadway musical. Rent. 

This led Podhortetz to claim that "Rent represented the Democratic party.... For Rent is a 

salute to commies, druggies, pornographers, admitted sexual deviants-people who, to put it 

mildly, don't work hard and don't play be the rules." Podhoretz insisted that "[t]his isn't 

merely lifestyle liberalism; it's the most radical aspects of the' 60s counterculture transposed 

to the '90s. . . . Not for nothing did New York Times theater critic Ben Brantley describe 
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Rent as Hair for the '90s." Podhoretz concluded that "[t]he Democratic party may be in 

retreat from the politics of the '60s counterculture, but not from the counterculture itself. 

There is no counterculture anymore; there's only one big culture slopping all over itself."^^ 

During the recent era, many conservative Republicans sought to portray their 

Democratic opponents as unreconstructed hippies. In 1996, for example, GOP Senate 

candidate Rudy Boschwitz relentlessly referred to his liberal opponent. Senator Paul 

Wellstone, as a "throwback to the 1960s." The National Republican Senatorial committee 

aired more than $1 million in negative campaign ads against Wellstone, including "one 

featuring Wellstone's induction into the [entirely fictitious] '1967 Liberal Hall of Fame' in 

front of sparse audience consisting of spaced-out hippies," conservative journalist Fred 

Barnes reported approvingly.®^ 

Other commentators observed that the legacy of the 1960s counterculture had 

profoundly influenced the politics during the recent era. "Baby boomer themes showed up in 

presidential campaigns in 1984 with Gary Hart's promise of 'new ideas for a new 

generation,'" columnist E. J. Dioime, Jr., noted during the 2000 presidential campaign "In 

1987, we heard the first 'I used marijuana confessions' (by [Al] Gore and Bruce Babbitt, a 

presidential candidate at the time). The first Clinton campaign of 1992 was boomer central."®'' 

Dionne maintained that the 2000 presidential campaign, which saw the candidacies 

of several politicians who came of age in the 1960s, was dominated by baby-boomer and 

countercultural themes. "[I]n the current campaign, the boomer babble has gone many tokes 

over the line," he wrote. "Here are the storyboards thus far: 1) The boomer candidates 
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confess to sins involving sex and drugs; or 2) The boomer candidate innovatively declares a 

statue of limitations on certain questions involving drugs (atta boy, George!); or 3) The 

boomer candidates engage in introspection, wondering if their Values' will hurt later 

generations and collectively wring their hands over what they will tell their kids; 4) The 

cultural conservatives go ballistic, telling us that everything wrong has its roots in the '60s; 

5) Everybody has to answer the 'What did you do in the war, Daddy?' question, meaning the 

war in Vietnam; 6) Boomer journalists go self-critical, saying their generation lacks the great 

civic generosity of the World War II generation and woe unto us; 7) There's a spate of 

'where are the grown-ups' stories, with heavy emphasis on the Clinton scandal, implying that 

boomers are still immature to lead; followed quickly by 8) A round of stories on why baby 

boom candidates have such a hard time running (answer: because baby boom voters still can't 

imagine themselves as being old enough to be president or, alternatively, are jealous of those 

baby boomers who actually do have a shot)."®^ 

Dionne argued that this continued obsession with the 1960s and the baby boomers by 

both conservatives and liberals revealed that both sides remained stuck in the past. "[H]uge 

problems haunt those story lines, and unattractive self-involvement is only one of them," 

continued Dionne. "There is a clear symbiosis between baby boom pretensions and '60s 

bashing. If baby boomers think that every single thing that ever happened to them is so 

special, they are laying large claim to having transformed the culture. But of course that's 

what '60s bashers think, too. They lay every social problem-family breakdown, divorce, 

permissive sex, drug abuse-at the feet of the counterculture. That is, at the feet of baby 
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boomers."®® 

Dionne argued that conservative candidates who sought to gain favor by bashing their 

own baby-boom generation led to charges of hypocrisy. "For baby boomer candidates, 

scoring points off the legacy of their own era can be a risky business," wrote Dionne. "Take 

the case of George W. Bush. Mild '60s bashing was once a staple of the Texas governor's 

rhetoric. He smartly kept things a bit vague, but there was no mistaking his target: 'For too 

long,' he declared in one of his 1998 reelection ads, 'we've encouraged a culture that says, 

"If it feels good, do it, and blame somebody else if you've got a problem." We've got to 

change our culture to one based on responsibility.' Fast forward to this past August [1999], 

when Bush was facing questions about illegal drug use. There was a certain inevitable 

awkwardness as Bush tried to square his endorsement of responsibility with his past behavior: 

'One of the interesting questions facing baby boomers is, have we grown up?' Now I feel for 

Bush, who found himself in a jam of his own making."®^ 

As Dionne pointed out, Presidents Bill Clinton and George W. Bush were each baby 

boomers whose political identities closely connected with their inferred views on the 

counterculture. "It's no surprise that baby-boomer presidents are polarizing figures," political 

scientist Darrell West said in 2001. "The issues that brought them into politics are inherently 

controversial. Anyone who takes a clear stand on cultural issues is bound to generate mistrust 

and skepticism on the other side." Other observers agreed. "Clinton and Bush are both baby 

boomers, but are controversial for different reasons," remarked political scientist Gil 
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Blackbiim. "Clinton is identified with the counterculture, the group that 'eroded traditional 

values' in the sixties. George W., though he avoided service in Vietnam and was 

' irresponsible' in his adult years, is trying to identify himself with those who rej ect the values 

of the counterculture, a group seen by some as 'reactionary' and intolerant on social issues."®^ 

During the 1990s, conservatives claimed that President Bill Clinton and his wife 

Hillary personified the countercultural excesses of the baby-boomer generation. Conservatives 

depicted Bill as a pot-smoking draft-dodging, womanizing rock 'n' roller, and they portrayed 

Hillary as a lesbian, man-hating. New Leftist women's libber. Bill Clinton was "someone who 

both represents and epitomizes the counterculture," neoconservative scholar Thomas Sowell 

declared in 1996.^' Other conservatives agreed. "The harsh truth is that Ms. Rodham and Boy 

Clinton are emblematic of their generation, or at least that part of it that [was] supposedly 

ordained by history to disturb the peace, discard custom, and refashion the world," 

conservative journalist Ambrose Evans-Pritchard wrote in 1996.^° GOP leader Newt 

Gingrich characterized the Clintons as unrepentant "countercultural McGoverniks."^' 

Conservative Judge Robert Bork found the Clintons countercultural past hate-provoking. "I 

really despise [Clinton]," Bork said in 1997. "He's the hedonistic side of the '60s. His wife 

is the ideological side of the '60s."^^ Right-wing billionaire Richard Mellon Scaife, who 

funded several anti-Clinton projects, charged that the president "was the embodiment of the 

sixties antiwar leftist movement that is amoral through and through. 

In 1999, conservative Judge Richard A. Posner explained and summarized the right's 

dislike for Bill Clinton's association with the values and behavior of the counterculture, an 
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association that led the Republican Congress to impeach him for an affair with Monica 

Lewinsky.. "Clinton is part of the generation of the 1960s," wrote Posner. "He smoked 

marijuana as a student. He dodged the draft during the Vietnam War. ... He is 'politically 

correct' and appoints openly gay men and lesbians to high federal office. His wife is a strong, 

assertive professional woman who makes him look weak. Now he tops it off with 'deviant' 

sex in the White House office complex and a cascade of lies to cover it up." In short, argued 

Posner, "[t]o anyone whose sense of morality and decorum assumed its permanent shape 

before 1968 and who thinks the nation has undergone a precipitous moral decline since, this 

man is a scandal whatever his policies."^'' 

The conservative journal, The American Enterprise, graphically expressed the right's 

conviction that Bill Clinton embodied the sixties counterculture. The cover illustration of the 

magazine's May/June 1997 issue-a special volume devoted entirely to "The '60s 

Return"-portrayed an artistic rendering, based on an actual photograph, of a young, bearded 

Clinton. But the illustrator took artistic license by adding several items to the sixties-era 

picture. The drawing showed the future president holding a marijuana cigarette and wearing 

a peace-sign necklace, a "Hell No, We Won't Go" button, another one reading "Free Huey 

Newton," and a third with the Rolling Stones' emblem of a lascivious tongue and mouth. This 

one caricature was worth a thousand words, identifying Clinton with virtually everything 

conservatives hated about the 1960s: the Vietnam antiwar movement, support for Black 

Power and violence, political radicalism, and the "sex, drugs, and rock 'n' roll" of the hippie 

counterculture. The notion that Clinton personified the radical politics and culture of the 
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sixties struck many observers as ridiculous. But "[t]o 1990s conservatives," historian David 

A. Bell concluded in 1999, "Clinton symbolizes the dark side of America in the 1960s: 

irresponsible, amoral, unpatriotic, untrustworthy, and profligate."'^ 

Conservatives also viewed First Lady Hillary Clinton as an unreconstructed sixties 

hippie radical. In 1996, journalist David Brooks argued that Hillary Clinton was 

"representative of her age." Brooks maintained that "Mrs. Clinton embodies the Zeitgeist of 

her generation. Her 1969 Wellesley commencement address was a Zelig-like summation of 

the different threads of that era-the rudeness to elders, the politics of ecstasy, the liberation 

demands."'® Additionally, conservative John Elvin alleged that Hiallry Clinton grew more 

radical after graduating from Wellesley. "Hillary Rodham was a radical activist while a Yale 

Law School student supporting such Marxist groups as the Black Panthers," Elvin wrote in 

2000." 

Republican Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich was the most prominent 

conservative critic who portrayed Bill and Hillary Clinton as personification of the 1960s 

counterculture. In 1994, Gingrich famously described the president and first lady as 

"counterculture McGovernites" (misquoted as "McGoverniks" by the media). When 

challenged on this claim, Gingrich replied: "That is honestly who [Bill Clinton] is. He's a very 

smart, very clever tactician whose core system of activity is a combination of counterculture 

and McGovern. He was McGovern's Texas director, he and his wife were counterculture at 

Yale, and why wouldn't you accept that they really are who they are?"'^ Gingrich also 

charged that the Democratic party, under the command of Clinton and other refugees of the 
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sixties counterculture, "despises the values of the American people."^' Gingrich even claimed 

that film-maker Woody Allen's affair with his wife's adopted daughter was "an example of 

Bill Clinton Democratic values."^® 

Conservative editor R. Emmett Tyrrell, Jr., also relentlessly criticized the Clintons for 

their alleged roots in the 1960s counterculture. In 1993, Tyrell argued that the Clintons 

represented "the spoiled brats of their generation." He insisted that "Bill and Hillary are, truth 

be known, splendid examples of that subgroup of 1960s youth that has, ever since the great 

days and soapboxes, pretty much had things its own way," Tyrrell wrote. He viewed the 

Clintons and other liberals as power-hungry phonies. "In the 1960s those of us who snickered 

at their phoniness called them 'coat and tie' radicals. They would polish apples for the prof, 

go just as far to the left as the prof would approve, moonlight on the counterculture for its 

lewd entertainments; but always they would turn up prim and purring when jobs and 

preferment were handed out." Tyrrell argued that the Clintons and other baby boomer liberals 

had retained their radical sixties politics but had cloaked it in moderate clothing. "All the 

politics they advocate are pretty much the policies they and their mentors advocated in years 

gone by," he maintained. "Sometimes they have changed names. Socialized medicine is 

'national health care.' Social engineering is 'community building.' Quotas are 'goals.' Aloof 

in the Kultursmog they rarely encounter critics. When they do the critics are dismissed as 

racists, male chauvinists, ideologues, ultraconservatives."^' 

Other conservatives also perceived the Clintons' social policies as designed to destroy 

the traditional family by having the government inculcate countercultural values."When Bill 
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and Hillary Clinton talk about family values, they are not talking about either families or 

values," televangelist Pat Robertson warned the 1992 Republican National Convention. "They 

are talking about a radical plan to destroy the traditional family and transfer its functions to 

the federal government. 

Some baby-boomer conservatives acknowledged their own participation in the 1960s 

counterculture, but they argued that, because they had "grown up"since then, they differed 

from contemporary liberals, including Bill and Hillary Clinton, who supposedly still retained 

their "immature, hippie" values. "True, Bill Clinton and Hillary Rodham are from our 

generation-postwar baby boomers," conservative baby boomer Paul M. Rodriguez asserted 

in 1998. "But they are not us anymore." Instead, argued Rodriguez, "Clinton is our past.. 

. representative of our youthful days of campus revolts and personal rebellion, making love 

not war-when fighting the establishment was cool and our hardworking parents were not." 

Rodriguez contended that he and many other baby boomers had grown out the counterculture 

but that the Clintons and other liberals did not. "Somehow they spoiled the transition into 

maturity by never growing up, never coming to terms with past rebellion. . . . Where were 

they when we grew up to personal responsibility, fidelity... and, yes, love?" he wrote. "[I]t 

now is clear that they no longer represent what we think about morality, ethics, personal 

responsibility and the family." Writing in 1998 during the debate over Clinton's impeachment, 

Rodriguez implied that ousting Clinton would cleanse the baby boomers from their 

countercultural past: "So now comes the time when a generation has to judge itself-and be 

judged. . . . Now we are facing the facts that, false nostalgia aside, we have grown up, 
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matured and left the excesses of the sixties behind. We have put away our twentysomething 

fantasias and grown comfortable with fidelity and personal responsibility."^^ 

Conservatives perceived Clinton as the personification of the counterculture's 

relativism, postmodern sensibility, and outright lying. Clinton, conservative Christian 

sociologist Os Guinness wrote in 2000, was "not just the corruptest, but the most corrupting 

president in American history." Guinness viewed the Clinton-Lewinsky scandal, and the 

public's apathetic response to it and to Clinton's lying about it, as "not just the sad story of 

a brilliant but deeply flawed president, but the full flowering of trends in American society. 

... [It represented] the postmodern crisis oftruth in presidential form: America'sNietzschean 

moment' in the Oval Office; the year America learned to live with the lie." Postmodernism 

to Guinness was a symptom of a larger problem: "a profound crisis of cultural authority in the 

West-a crisis of beliefs, traditions, and ideals that have been decisive to Western civilization 

to this point."^'* 

Beginning in the late 1990s, conservative Republican George W. Bush portrayed 

himself as the a foe of the 1960s counterculture as embodied by Bill and Hillary 

Clinton-despite Bush's own hard-partying past, which included alcoholism and hard-drug use. 

Bush's anti-counterculture stance was apparent from the early stages of his political career. 

"Bush had decided to run his 1994 [Texas gubernatorial] campaign on themes of individual 

responsibility set against the values of the counterculture," conservative journalist John J. 

Miller wrote in 1998.^^ 

Bush's decision to run against the 1960s counterculture and its legacy was based on 
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his experience as a conservative baby boomer and, also, on the influence of anti-sixties, anti-

counterculture conservative intellectuals. "In 1993, Karl Rove, Bush's political impresario, 

slipped him a copy of Myron Magnet's just-published book. The Dream and the Nightmare: 

The Sixties' Legacv to the Underclass." wrote Miller. "Magnet's book had a galvanizing 

effect on Bush. . . . Magnet convinced him that the country's biggest challenges weren't 

economic, but cultural. The Dream and the Nightmare made the case that the problems 

plaguing the underclass have mainly to do with values, and that reckless attitudes forged in 

the 1960s about sex, family, structure, and drug use decimated the weakest members of 

society." During Bush's 2000 presidential campaign, he met with Magnet and several other 

anti-counterculture conservative intellectuals, including William Bennett, David Horowitz, 

Richard John Neuhaus, Marvin Olasky, John Dilulio, Gertrude Himmelfarb, and James Q. 

Wilson.^® In short, the intellectual underpinning of George W. Bush's presidency, like that of 

Newt Gingrich's "Republican Revolution," was an attempt to rollback the sixties, especially 

the counterculture, and their legacies. 

Conservatives' View of Specific Aspects of the Counterculture and Its Legacies 

Recent conservatives often depicted the "sixties counterculture" as a monolithic 

menace, but they also criticized specific legacies of the counterculture, including the sexual 

revolution, tolerance for homosexuality, feminism, rock music, crime, moral relativism, 

secular humanism. New Age religion, and educational decline. 

Conservatives blamed the so-called "sexual revolution" on the 1960s counterculture. 
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and they argued that it had left a ruinous legacy to the recent period. They denounced the 

"free-love" values championed by the sexual revolution, which they believed transformed had 

traditional views and behaviors regarding sex. They also blamed the sexual revolution for a 

decline in decency and upsurge in pornographic material. In addition, they that, paradoxically, 

the sexual revolution had diminished the quality of erotic satisfaction while increasing the 

number of sexual assaults by men upon women. They further insisted that the sexual 

revolution had been disastrous for relationships and families. It had drove the sexes apart by 

destroying the traditional ways that men and women dealt with their differences, which also 

had left a negative legacy to younger generations. Conservatives sought to discredit their 

political opponents by linking them with the sexual revolution, and during the 1990s, they 

typically characterized President Bill Clinton as the personification of the legacy of the sexual 

revolution. 

As mainstream American culture became more tolerant toward nontraditional sexual 

mores during the recent era, conservatives focused on condemning homosexuality and other 

behaviors it regarded as sexually "deviant" and "immoral." Conservatives viewed the gay-

rights movement as emerging in the late 1960s. They argued that homosexuality was a logical 

consequence of the counterculture's sexual permissiveness of encouraging everyone to "do 

what feels good." But many conservatives claimed that the sexually transmitted disease AIDS, 

which disproportionately afflicted gays, was a sign of the unnaturalness of homosexuality. 

The most successful countercultural movement associated with the 1960s was 

"second-wave feminism," which sought "women's liberation" from social oppression. The 
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right argued that contemporary feminism still embodied all the negative aspects of the sixties 

movement, including Utopian thinking, a militant and bullying political style, narcissism, and 

anger. Beginning in the late 1960s, conservatives opposed "women's libbers," whom they 

depicted as anti-family and anti-motherhood. During the recent era, feminism helped to 

transform popular attitudes toward gender roles, sexuality, and family patterns, conservatives 

viewed all of these changes negatively and blamed them on feminist propaganda. 

Conservatives also depicted drug use as one of the main destructive legacies that the 

1960s coimterculture had left to the recent era. Recreational drugs, especially the use of 

marijuana, was widespread, but conservatives sought to coimect only their liberal opponents 

with it, including Bill and Hillary Clinton and A1 Gore. 

Rock music was the final element of the counterculture's "sex, drugs, and rock 'n' 

roll." Not surprisingly, many on the right criticized rock music and its effects on recent 

American popular culture. Some conservatives bemoaned the fact that rock music had 

supplanted swingmusic in popular culture. Others, however, embraced the 1950s rock 'n' roll 

exemplified by Elvis Presley, while expressing contempt for 1960s rock music. They argued 

that the rock music of the late 1960s had perverted the rock of the 1950s, leading to the punk 

rock of the 1970s and 1980s and the grunge rock and gangsta rap of the 1990s that debased 

recent popular culture. A major sixties music figure was Bob Dylan, whose lyrics and music 

helped bring into popular music both the politics associated with the New Left and the drug 

use and defiance of traditional values identified with the counterculture. As a result, many 

conservatives criticized and mocked Dylan, expressing annoyance that he was considered a 
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substantial poet and artist. Conservatives also mocked Dylan and other 1960s rock stars for 

continuing to perform after they reached middle age and beyond and for "selling out." 

Conservatives denounced sixties-era bands and events that promoted an image of drugs, sex, 

and rock 'n' roll, including Jim Morrison of the Doors, the Woodstock concert of 1969, and 

Jerry Garcia and the Grateful Dead. Conservatives claimed insisted that countercultural 

values led not only to libertine conduct but, also to insane and criminal behavior. 

Conservatives also sought to link the counterculture's "amoral" values of "sex, drugs, 

and rock 'n' roll" with liberal "permissiveness" for criminals, thereby exploiting the fear 

caused by a skyrocketing rate of violent crime that began in the 1960s. They often argued that 

the countercultural elite, though its alleged control of popular-culture media like television 

and film, disseminated their "immoral" lifestyles to the masses. Additionally, conservatives 

often claimed that "permissive" liberal judges and lawyers, imbued with the values of the 

"anything goes" counterculture, enabled criminal behavior among lower-class individuals, 

especially minorities. Many conservatives attributed the rise in crime to a single factor: the 

permissive liberal values of the counterculture. They sought to connect criminal behavior, 

including murderous violence, directly to members of the 1960s counterculture, including 

President Bill Clinton. Their main exhibit was Charles Manson and his "Family," whom of 

them considered a counterculture hero. 

The right also accused the counterculture of subverting religious values, espcially 

those of conservative Christianity. Conservatives denounced the counterculture and its liberal 

allies for promoting "secular humanism" throughout American culture. They also mocked the 
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counterculture's interest in Eastern religions and mysticism, which became known as "New 

Age" spirituality. They characterized First Lady Hillary Clinton as emblematic of baby 

boomers who embraced New Age spiritualism, which they argued perverted conventional 

religion. Ecological concern was another issue that many Americans believed had emerged 

in the 1960s. 

Recent conservatives also maintained that the 1960s counterculture and its permissive 

values had left a ruinous legacy to American education. Conservatives blamed the alleged 

U.S. "education crisis." Conservatives maintained that, as a result of the counterculture's 

"moral relativism, schools no longer taught their primary lesson: morality and ethics. They 

claimed that the counterculture had replaced old-fashioned character-building with faddish, 

"politically correcf pedagogical methods, such as multiculuturalism and bilingualsism. 

Conservatives also argued that the 1960s counterculture had left a destructive legacy to U.S. 

universities. They argued that the campus radicals of the 1960s had become the professors 

of the 1980s and 1990s. The right argued that these counterculture-influenced academics 

were undermining scholarship, turning it into left-wing propaganda, while displaying a 

"postmodern" sensibility that embraced "moral relativism" and rejected obvious truths. 

Conservatives further claimed that the counterculture had brought postmodernism and moral 

relativism not just to the humanities and the social sciences but, also, to the hard sciences and 

art, as well as the humanities. 

Most conservatives viewed the sexual revolution as a product of the 1960s 
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counterculture, and they argued that it had left a ruinous legacy to the recent period. "In the 

sixties, we had the hippies, the Masters and Johnson report on sex and liberal judicial readings 

on the First Amendment that increased pornography," sex researcher John Heidenry declared 

in 1997.^^ Similarly, British conservative Roger Scruton in 1998 located the intellectual 

justifications for the sexual revolution to certain scholars, psychiatrists, and physicians popular 

with the left during the 1960s, including Alfred Kinsey, Herbert Marcus, Erich Fromm, and 

followers of Sigmund Freud. Scruton claimed that each one drew a similar conclusions, which 

had profound implications for the contemporary "liberal" view toward sex. "Whether a 

Kinseyite or a Freudian, whether a disciple of Marcuse or a follower of Erich Fromm, whether 

steeped in the counterculture of the Sixties or newly recruited to the cause of gay liberation," 

wrote Scruton, "the American liberal sees sex ... as a force that must be 'liberated,' and 

which harms us when ' repressed. 

For neoconservative political theorist Harvey C. Mansfield, the sexual revolution was 

the most catastrophic legacy of the late 1960s. "Any survey of the meaning of the period has 

to begin with the promise of sexual liberation, at once the most and the least successful of its 

promises," Mansfield wrote in 1997. "The promise arose form an illicit, forced union between 

Freud and Marx in which Mr. Marx was compelled to yield his principle that economics, not 

sex, is the focus of liberation, and Mr. Freud was required to forsake his insistence that 

liberation from human nature is impossible." As a result, continued Mansfield, "we have the 

importance of sex grossly magnified, as if it were the be-all and end-all of life [SJince that 

is not enough, it is combined with the notion that all restraint in sex is mere irrational 
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inhibition, unconnected to the protection of anything good in human nature. Moderation or 

modesty is neither good in itself nor productive of good by permitting us to pursue higher 

pleasures than sex. On the contrary, the ideal of sexual liberation makes moderation or 

modesty seem foolish, prudish, and ridiculous."^® 

Other cultural conservatives similarly denounced the "free-love" values championed 

by the sexual revolution of the 1960s. British conservative Roger Scruton viewed the sexual 

revolution as transforming traditional views toward sex. "The first result of the sexual 

revolution was not to change people's behavior but to change their conception of sex," 

Scruton wrote in 1998. "Following their "liberation' people no longer made love; they had 

sex. Having sex does not involve any emotional tie or long-term commitment.... Once you 

see sex in this way, the moral landscape changes." He argued that this countercultural view 

of sex led to "the inevitable conclusions" that "there is no difference in principle between 

heterosexual and homosexual intercourse, that there is no distinction between pure and 

perverted desire, . . . and that the only moral questions that surroiind the sexual act are 

questions of consent and safety." He called upon the U.S. public to "recognize what America 

has lost through the sexual revolution-namely, its innocence."'® 

These intellectual changes proved momentous for American culture, conservatives 

argued. "Lust as an independent value divorces itself from institutions, personal relations, and 

travels with unconcern from creature contact to creature contact," wrote neoconservative 

author Midge Decter. "This is, as a matter of fact, exactly how the Puritans understood the 

matter, and they were right. We understand it, too, in the pits of our stomach if not in our 
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minds, and we scurry about to improvise our excuses."^' 

Conservatives blamed the sexual revolution for a decline in decency. For example, 

they insisted that the film of the 1969 Woodstock concert had promoted nudity. "In the high 

days of the Sixties, nakedness was a symbol of authenticity. Even as we shucked our clothes, 

we would show our true feelings and our real selves," the editors of the National Review 

wrote in 1999. "But wisely chosen roles, performances, and routines-what Burke called 'the 

decent drapery of life'-are means by which we develop any character worth having. 

Conservatives also blamed the counterculture for the upsurge in pornographic material 

available since the 1960s. In 2001, for example, conservative columnist John Podhoretz 

reviewed the revival of the 1968 Broadway musical Hair. "[T]his show was an important 

turning point in very interesting and unexpected ways, especially for conservatives obsessed 

with the legacy of the 1960s," Podhoretz wrote. He insisted that Hair was not important 

because of its liberal political content. "The words spoken and sung on stage are banal beyond 

belief, full of mystical blather, 60s-styles political correctness, and excruciatingly unfurmy 

pokes at authority figures," he wrote. Podhoretz claimed instead that "Hair became a cultural 

phenomenon for one reason only-the simulated orgy..., complete with nudity—What the 

revival reveals is that while hippie culture may have imagined itself to be anti-capitalist and 

anti-materialist and anti-war and anti-racist, its participants were all unknowingly part of a 

massive marketing campaign. The philosophy of free love . . . became a mass-market 

sensation-the cultural wedge for opening up the marketing possibilities of sex."^^ 

At the same time, many recent conservatives argued that, paradoxically, the sexual 



796 

revolution had diminished, rather than increased, the quality of erotic satisfaction. "Sexual 

liberation," wrote Harvey Mansfield, "has failed utterly to produce better sex or more 

liberation. It has not brought more pleasure, either bodily or psychically." Mansfield 

maintained that "[s]ex without inhibition is loveless as well as shameless, because love is felt 

as a constraint. Love limits one's options. It is better to harden up a bit so as to be able to 

take off when morning comes." He concluded: "With sexual liberation there is no deceit, no 

seduction, no play, no nuance, no courting, no romance, and Mick Jagger instead of Mozart. 

There may be condoms, if you are lucky."^'' British conservative Roger Scruton also argued 

that countercultural values had led to a decrease of genuine sexual feeling. "A third result of 

the sexual revolution, and one which is displayed in the personality of Mr. Clinton, is the 

dwindling of erotic sentiment," he wrote. "In place of it has come a simian lust. . . . The 

sexual partner is no longer the obj ect of sexual feeling but the means to it-a component in the 

pleasure machine."'^ 

Conservatives insisted that another destructive legacy of the sexual revolution was an 

increase in the number of sexual assaults by men upon women. The sexual revolution 

"undermine[d] feminine defenses," Roger Scruton insisted. "If sex is nothing but a tingling 

of the genitals, why all the fuss? Why the shame and modesty and hesitation? This was Dr. 

Kinsey's sinister message, and it was greedily lapped up by men, not so greedily by women, 

who were, however, shamed at last into being shameless. . .. Women are now expected to 

behave like bath-house homosexuals." Scruton contended that this notion contradicted 

women's natural modesty. This tension between the free-love ideas promulgated by the sexual 
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revolution and feminine modesty led to an ambivalence among women and often the 

"retrospective withdrawal of consent." He insisted that "[t]his depressing series of 

events-called 'date rape' by the feminists-is taken as further proof of the exploitative nature 

of men. It is no such thing. It is proof of the destructiveness of sexual liberation, which has 

jeopardized everything that gives a woman confidence in her sexual feelings: love, 

commitment, marriage, and the family. The fury of the American feminist conveys the 

heartbroken recognition that those things are no longer available except on temporary loan 

to the very attractive."^® 

Like Scruton, Harvey Mansfield claimed that the sexual revolution had raised the 

frequency of sexual assaults. "Since innocence is gone, the only remaining barrier to cross is 

the consent of the other party, but since both are liberated, why should that be withheld?" 

Mansfield wrote. "No wonder, then, that freer sex has produced more rape, just as the prudes 

would have predicted. No wonder too that it has worked to the advantage of men over 

women, the less aggressive sex. Sexual liberation has liberated their desire for power rather 

then sex." As a result, remarked Mansfield, women during the recent era have tried to dismiss 

the new sexual liberation, but do not have the Puritan tools to do so. "Since the sixties 

feminine modesty has reasserted itself, though partly in the guise of feminism," he wrote. 

"There are now plenty of nice girls ..., but they are confused, apologetic, and unsupported 

by social norms. What they get for advice is 'safe sex.'"I n fact, Mansfield argued that the 

sexual revolution helped to spur the "women's liberation" movement of the late 1960s. 

"Feminism began partly as a reaction against the sexual revolution, which was ... primarily 
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for males, or rather male predators. Women were to be liberated from the kitchen and the 

nursery, only to be confined to the bedroom. What's in it for us?, women asked reasonably."'^ 

Conservatives explicated the damage caused by the legacy of the sexual revolution. 

"The sexual revolution, with the advent of the pill and the flower-child promiscuity of the 

sixties, changed relationships between men and women," conservative scholar Mark Gauvreau 

Judge wrote in 1997. "To many, the newfound freedom seemed too good to be true and, with 

the surging fear of commitment, the divorce culture and the rise of AIDS, maybe it was." 

Leon Kass, a professor at the University of Chicago, agreed that the "free love" values 

expounded by the sixties counterculture profoundly and negatively affected love, courtship, 

marriage, and family. "The sexual revolution offered people gratification without commitment 

or responsibility," maintained Kass. "Suddenly the life-style of the Bohemians and hippies 

became the norm." Kass argued that this popularization of countercultural values combined 

with social changes to debilitate traditional courtship and marriage: "the sexual revolution, 

made possible by female contraception; the ideology of feminism ...; the destigmatization 

of bastardy, divorce, infidelity and abortion; the general erosion of shame and awe regarding 

sexual matters...; widespread morally neutral sex education in schools; [and] the explosion 

increase in the numbers of young people whose parents have been divorced. 

Conservatives also insisted that the results of the sexual revolution that commenced 

in the 1960s were ruinous for relationships and families in the recent era. Historian 

Christopher Lasch argued that the sexual revolution drove the sexes apart by destroying the 

traditional ways that men and women dealt with their obvious and immutable differences. 
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"Formerly sexual antagonism was tempered not only by chivalric, paternalistic conventions 

but by a more relaxed acceptance of the limitations of the other sex." wrote Lasch. "Men and 

women acknowledged each other's shortcomings without making them the basis of a 

comprehensive indictment.... feminism and the ideology of intimacy have discredited the 

sexual stereotypes which kept women in their place but which also made it possible to 

acknowledge sexual antagonism without raising it to a level of all-out warfare. 

Conservatives argued that the breakdovm of traditional sexual relations since the 

1960s had left a negative legacy to younger generations. Anthropologist David Murray 

asserted that teenagers in the 1990s "see the wreckage of their baby boomer parents' 

generation and themselves are coming to grips with the problem." Leon Kass agreed. "The 

culture of divorce has made young people very skeptical about marriage," he said. "Many feel 

betrayed by the family of their origin, and there is a certain kind of immaturity about 

commitment, family and the demands of the life cycle. There's a real culture of narcissism." 

Ordinary conservatives agreed with this scholarly analysis. "Things are much worse nowthan 

in the old days," Francine Liberman said in 1997. "I want to be treated like a lady, and these 

days there's none of that. There's no tradition. People just play a lot of games and are afraid 

to commit as they did in the 1940s and '50s."'°" 

During the 1990s, especially after the Monica Lewinsky scandal broke in January 

1998, conservatives typically portrayed President Bill Clinton as the personification of the 

legacy of the 1960s sexual revolution. In 1998, conservative journalist David Frum claimed 

that "what's at stake in the Lewinsky scandal [is] the central dogma of the baby boomers; the 
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belief that sex, so long as it's consensual, ought never to be subject to moral scrutiny."'"' 

Later in the year, British conservative Roger Scruton commented on the Clinton-Lewinsky 

sex scandal by asserting that "we can see in this humiliating episode the cost that America has 

paid for the sexual revolution. . . . [with its] view of sex as a tingling of the genitals, with 

orgasm as the goal and the partner as the means to it." 

Conservatives were correct that the counterculture's tolerant values toward sexual 

behavior gained wide influence within mainstream American culture. For example, birth 

control, premarital sex, and cohabitation before marriage became commonplace after the 

1960s. Conservatives therefore focused on criticizing those sexual practices that the majority 

of Americans still found unappealing. 

Consequently, the right focused on homosexuality and other behaviors it regarded as 

sexually "deviant" and "immoral." Like the sexual revolution more generally, the gay-rights 

movement was viewed as stemming from the late 1960s, with many people pinpointing its 

origins to the "Stonewall Riot" of 1969 in New York. Conservatives argued that 

homosexuality (as well as polygamy, sex with children, incest, bestiality) were a logical 

consequence of the counterculture' s sexual permissiveness of allowing everyone to "do their 

own thing" and "do what feels good." The right promulgated a notion of homosexual and 

liberal assault on American traditions by depicting the gays-right movement as an army on the 

march seeking to spread its "homosexual agenda." For example, a main rallying cry against 

President Bill Clinton was his support for allowing gays to serve in the U.S. military. Senator 

Jesse Helms of North Carolina described homosexuality as "sickening."Conservatives sought 
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to depict homosexuality as not just immoral but, also, as unnatural, perverse, and insane. In 

1998, for example. Republican Senator Trent Lott of Mississippi compared homosexuality 

to kleptomania.'"^ 

Many other conservatives claimed that the sexually transmitted disease AIDS, which 

disproportionately afflicted gays, was a sign of the unnaturalness of homosexuality. "The ideal 

of polymorphous perversity-that is sex uninhibited by any notion of the shameful or of what 

is fitting-has received a rude shock from the emergence of AIDS," political theorist Harvey 

C. Mansfield wrote in 1997. "Perhaps you should listen more carefully to the vague menaces 

of your mother, if she is sufficiently unenlightened, about what can happen to people who do 

funny things for sex. Of course this not the official response to AIDS, which is confined to 

sympathy for those affected. But the lesson is too obvious to be missed by anyone but a 

professional in the field."'"'' 

Anti-gay rhetoric was a staple of conservative discourse throughout the recent era, 

but the issue came to a head in 2000, when Vermont legalized "civil unions" for homosexual 

couples, which many people believed was a first step toward gay marriage. Conservatives 

viewed gays' attempt to marry as a legacy of thel960s' sexual revolution. For example, 

conservative journalist Stanley Kurtz argued that Vermont had become a haven for 

hippies."Once Ben and Jerry and their aging hippie friends settled on Vermont as a refuge, 

the state became a proving ground for Utopian social experiments," Kurtz wrote in 2000.'°^ 

Other conservatives expressed outrage toward the idea that homosexuals would be able to 

marry each other. In 2003, Republican Senator Rick Santorum of Pennsylvania averred: "In 
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every society, the definition of marriage has not ever to my knowledge included 

homosexuality. That's not to pick on homosexuality. It's not you know, man on child, man 

on dog, or whatever the case may be."'°^ 

The most successful countercultural movement associated with the 1960s was 

"second-wave feminism," which sought "women's liberation" from social oppression. During 

the late 1960s and early 1970s, conservatives gained influence by opposing "women's 

libbers," whom they depicted as anti-family and anti-motherhood. This anti-feminist strategy 

helped the New Right gain recruits from traditionalist women, who served as the backbone 

of such causes as Phyllis Schlafly's Eagle Forum, which led the successful fight against the 

Equal Rights Amendment. 

During the recent era, conservatives continued to view feminism as a legacy of the 

1960s counterculture. "Feminism," neoconservative political theorist Harvey C. Manfield 

wrote in 1997, "was a child, or rather an ugly stepchild, of the late sixties." Mansfield argued 

that "[t]he early feminists were mostly Marxists, or, better to say, neo-Marxists. They were 

radically at odds with the bourgeoisie, they believed." Mansfield spoke for many 

traditionalists when he wrote; "What feminism wants is that women be exchangeable with 

men. As indicted by the use of he/she for the impersonal pronoun, everywhere there's a he, 

there can be a she; and everywhere a she, there can be a he. In this way a woman can create 

her own identity liberated from the expectations that go with 'woman,' to say nothing of 

'lady."'>°' 
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Neoconservative political theorist Jeremy Rabkin claimed that feminism was the only 

contemporary movement "where the spirit of the sixties lives on." "The different strands in 

that political and cultural maelstrom called the sixties have fared quite differently in the 

ensuing decades," Rabkin wrote in 1997. "For the most part the rebellious youth of the sixties 

grew up and went to work in the seventies Only feminism still inspires the same spirit of 

shrill denunciation and noimegotiable' demands.' Only feminism still sets itself up for endless 

battle against 'oppressive social structures.' ... Feminism alone has maintained the fire of 

sixties radicalism thirty years later."'°^ 

Rabkin argued that contemporary feminism still embodied all the negative aspects of 

the sixties movement. "For the past three decades," he wrote, "[feminism has been a show 

case for the least attractive impulses in the radicalism of the sixties." He identified these 

"impulses" as Marxism, unreality, militancy, narcissism, and anger. "The women's liberation 

movement, growing out of the student left, appropriated Marxian formulations or the Marxist 

style of analysis," wrote Rabkin. "Marxists taught that all conflict was ultimately reducible to, 

or derived from, the one master conflict. . . . Theorists of women's liberation adopted the 

same model, all conflict reduced, in their view, to the conflict between MEN (as a distinct 

'class') and WOMEN (as an equally distinct class").... [WJomen's liberation also took up 

the Marxian teaching that tensions are not to be eased by compromise.""*^ 

Rabkin also charged that contemporary frminism retained the sixties' left's "penchant 

for utoopian thinking. He maintained that the New Left's Marxismals appealed to feminists 

because of "the scientific pedigree it seemed to provide for Utopian expectations of'social 
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revloution.' It would be more accurate, however, to say that tlak of 'revolution' sprad 

through the student left in the late 1960s because Utopian expectations were already in the air. 

Young people [saw] technological progress and economic growing, seemingly advancing 

with inevitable, almost effortless momentum." The sixties optimism of inevitable progress 

soon died for most radicals-but not for feminists. "Sad realities have doused the visionary 

hopes of the sixties," he wrote. "[T]he remarkable thing about the women's liberation 

movement was that it took off at the very moment. . . when the original student left was 

collapsing into confusion and despair." Rabkin argued that feminists possessed Utopian goals. 

"The two most remarkably visionary projects of women's liberation were the complete 

emancipation of sexuality, on the one hand, and the dismissal of family obligations , on the 

other," he wrote. "Earlier generations [of femiists] had thought women required exactly the 

opposite." Rabkin argued that time had shown that feminism denial that women had to make 

awkward choices between career and family. "[FJeminism was imbued from the outset with 

the sixties conviction that life need not involve any awkward choices," he wrote. "Society can 

be 'restructured' to do away with awkward choices.""" 

Rabkin further insisted that recent feminists maintained the militant, bullying political 

style that viewed as characteristic of the 1960s left. "The Marxist rhetoric of sixties radicals 

may have been no more than a pose," wrote Rabkin. "But no one can deny that student 

radicals became addicted to bullying and intimidation as a mode of'politics.'... [T]he whole 

atmosphere of the late sixties encouraged a highly uncivil outlook, combining the arrogance 

of ideologues with the swagger of youth." Rabkin contended that contemporary feminists 



805 

retained the arrogance of the 1960s left. "Feminism has never quite broken from the spell of 

the sixties," he wrote. "Certainly feminism has retained the conceit of sixties radicalism to 

having aprivileged insight into the truth." Rabkin argued that feminist slogan, "theyjust don't 

get it," showed that feminists believed that disagreement with them "could have no basis other 

than obtuseness. feminists have struggled since the late sixties to force their understanding on 

the obtuse many who still Mon't get it.'" Rabkin argued that the result of this feminist claim 

to privileged insight was a militant movement forcing its agenda through women's studies' 

programs, school at all levels, sexual-harassment legislation, the rewriting of history 

textbooks, and laws protecting abortion.'" 

Rabkin also argued that contemporary feminism exhibited the narcissism that he 

believed marked the sixties left. He contended that the feminist slogan "the personal is 

political" revealed the narcissitic impulse of the women's movement in a manner similar to 

the New Left of the 1960s. "Student activists in the sixties terated their personal concerns as 

if they were a matter of inheent political importance," he wrote. "Radical students liked to see 

themselves as victims. . . . The women's liberation movement picked up where student 

radicalism left off and pursued the game o hysterical extremes." Rabkin asserted that "radical 

feminists" "regularly compared the plight of women with that of oppressed blacks in the 

segregated Spouth, oppressed colonial peoples, starving masses in the Third World The 

rhetoric of women's liberation was akin to a rhetorical tantrum by its privileged practitioners 

(almost invariably white, educated, and of affluent backgrounds) It was never pretty. But 

it was remarkably effective."''^ 
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Finally, Rabkin argued that recent feminists resembled the 1960s left in its angry style. 

"[TJhere remains a core of rage among feminist activists," he wrote. "In this too there is an 

ultimate ironic link to the spirit of the sixties." Rabkin claimed that "[t]he sixties erupted after 

two decades of peace and prosperity. In retrospect, it seems to have been too much comfort 

and security for the rising generation o Americans to digest. . . . The young rebels of the 

sixties proclaimed themselves against the smug complacency of the previous decade But 

they lashed out with so little thought or focus that they ended up being swallowed by the 

culture they sought to challenge." Rabkin argued that "[f]eminism has had a similar trajectory. 

It was born amid a feverish protest against contemporary society Women's liberation was 

supposed to put an end to the possessiveness, acquisitiveness, and selfishness of male-

dominated society., It has ended by encouraging women to be as acquisitive and selfish as 

men."'" 

During the recent era, feminism helped to transform popular attitudes toward gender 

roles, sexuality, and family patterns. Conservatives viewed all of these changes negatively and 

blamed them on feminist propaganda. "Women's lib has... left behind it a vast wreckage of 

broken and twisted lives," claimed neoconservative Norman Podhoretz. Conservatives 

portrayed feminism as a fad promoted by selfish, elitist liberal propagandists, while they 

identified anti-feminism with "pro-family values" and "average families." In feminist thought, 

conservative Connie Marsher asserted, "family interferes with self-fiilfillment." Televangelist 

Pat Robertson signed a fundraising letter that summed up the conservative view. In it, 

Robertson described the feminist agenda as "socialist... encourag[ing] women to leave their 
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husbands, kill their children, destroy capitalism and become lesbians.""'' 

Conservatives blamed the high divorce rates of the recent era on the 1960s 

counterculture. "The 'divorce culture'... took less than a decade to emerge" conservative 

sociologist Bragged Berger wrote in 1997. "Prior to the mid-1960s, when divorce was 

viewed as a legal, familial, and social issue with multiple shareholders, marital dissolution was 

rare. Guided by the self-actualization claptrap of 'liberation therapy,' the 1960s 

counterculture changed that. Its emphasis on the primacy of 'emotional needs' not only 

devalued marriage; it actually severed the needs of fathers and mothers from the of their 

children. Proponents of'expressive divorce' made extravagant promises for personal growth 

and happiness, promises that were occasionally delivered on-but always at the expense of 

children.. As legions of therapists and feminists entered the debate, declaring marriage unjust 

and unhealthy, divorce soon came to be seen as 'the defining achievement of women's lives, 

the great article of their freedom.'""^ 

Like the sexual revolution and feminism, illegal recreational drug use was viewed by 

conservatives as one of the main destructive legacies that the 1960s counterculture had 

handed down to the recent era. Commentators on the right often sought to connect recent 

liberals with the "drug-addled hippies" of the late 1960s. In 2001, for example, conservative 

author David Klinghoffer attended and commented upon the tenth annual "Seattle Hempfest," 

which billed itself as the world's largest "anti-drug-war" event. Echoing the conservative 

critique of "dirty hippies," Klinghoffer observed that, at the Hempfest, "a lot of guys in tie-
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dye seem to have gone to the trouble to make their hair appear as if rats nest in it." The 

women, meanwhile mostly wore "sarongs or a kind of hippie-chick halter top." Assailing 

attempts to decriminalize marijuana, Klinghoffer argued that "marijuana's main effect when 

smoked in moderation is, so long as you're high, to make you stupid.... They don't call it 

dope for nothing.""® 

Illicit drug use, especially the use of marijuana, was widespread, but conservatives 

sought to cormect only their liberal opponents with it. "Thanks partly to its association with 

the 1960s counterculture, marijuana has long been considered un-American," liberal columnist 

Wendy Kaminer noted in 2002."^ During the 1990s, conservative Republicans sought to 

connect the Clinton White House with drug use. In 1995, on NBC' s Meet the Press, host Tim 

Russert asked Republican Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich: "Why are Bill and Hillary 

Clinton members of the counterculture." Gingrich replied: "I had a senior law-enforcement 

official tell me that,in his judgment, up top a quarter of the White House staff, when they first 

came in, had used drugs in the last four or five years.""^ During the 2000 presidential 

campaign, moreover, conservatives and Republicans sought to associate A1 Gore with the 

1960s counterculture. Conservative journalist Matthew Rees, for example, wrote that John 

Warnecke, a former friend of Gore's had alleged that he and Gore smoked marijuana a 

"helluva lot." Rees further noted that, "[wjhile enjoying their high, they'd talk politics and 

listen to everything from Otis Redding and Buffalo Springfield and the Grateful Dead.""® 

Along with sex and drugs, rock music made up the "unholy trinity" of the 1960s 
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counterculture in the minds of conservatives. Not surprisingly, many on the right criticized 

rock music and its effects on recent American popular culture. In 1994, for example, 

columnist William F. Buckley, Jr., wrote that "countercultural music is the perfect 

accompaniment for the culture of sexual self-indulgence, of exhibitionism, of crime and 

illegitimacy and ethnic rancor and victimology."'^® Five years later, in 1999, the editors of 

Buckley's National Review wrote: "If rock is about anything, it is about lust and 

indiscipline."'^' 

Author Mark Gauvreau Judge, in his book If It Ain't Got That Swing: The Rebirth 

of Grown-Up Culture (2000), argued that rock music's supplanting of swing music was a 

major factor in the decline of American popular culture. Judge argued that American culture, 

especially urban culture, promoted accountability and friendship, but that the incivility of 

America's cities increased because drug use, the radical politics of the 1960s, and a 30-

percent excise tax levied against dance clubs in 1944. Judge argued that swing music was a 

communal form of music whereas rock music was self-centered and uncivil. The selfishness 

of the 1960s led to the recent culture's self-obsession. "In America's obsession with fitness 

and personal appearance, our me-first race-obsessed politics and the therapeutic culture that 

has taken over our public life, we have become a narcissistic culture," wrote Judge. He 

argued that the renewal of a polite culture necessitated a the restoration of urban civility, 

which required a return to swing music as the dominate live-music form. "Everything about 

swing-its dress, manners, unfiltered fun, and pure joy-contradicts the notion that humanity's 

problems are the result of racism, homophobia, or lack of therapy," wrote Judge. 
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Some conservatives embraced the 1950s rock 'n' roll exemplified by Elvis Presley, 

while expressing contempt for 1960s rock music. President Ronald Reagan, for example, 

declared that Elvis "epitomized America, and for that we shall be eternally grateful." 

Republican Senator Bill Frist of Tennessee asserted that "Elvis shaped the world of music 

decades ago and clearly continues to influence it today." Even British conservative Prime 

Minister Margaret Thatcher said: "I love his music.As a result, many conservatives 

asserted that the rock groups of the 1960s destroyed the "innocent" rock of the 1950s, 

leaving a terrible legacy to recent popular music. 

Polls during the recent era showed that folk-rock musician Bob Dylan was, along with 

John F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King, Jr., the individual most closely associated with the 

1960s in the public mind. Dylan's lyrics and music helped bring into popular music both the 

politics associated with the New Left and the drug use and defiance of traditional values 

identified with the counterculture. Not surprisingly, many recent conservatives criticized and 

mocked him. In 1985, for example, editor William F. Buckley, Jr., ridiculed Dylan's 

performance at the Live Aid concert. "[N] either I nor spouse can pick up a single word he 

sings, and we frankly doubt that anyone else could," wrote Buckley. "The songs were without 

discernable melody, the voice was whiny, with enough gravel in it to stop Jean-Claude Killy 

in mid-slope."'^"^ 

Other conservatives also denounced Dylan's sixties-style New Left politics and 

countercultural values. In a 1998 column entitled "A Mumbly Creep," conservative editor R. 

Emmett Tyrrell, Jr., described Dylan as "the impudent egotist who ransacked the lovely old 
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repertoire of folk music, sneered at the bourgeoisie, and then took up the bourgeoisie's 

electric guitar to exploit its every mawkish emotion." Tyrrell criticized Dylan's New Left 

politics and countercultural values. "All he has ever written are jingles freighted with ominous 

blah," insisted Tyrell. "Moreover the blah about war and peace was all wrong. The Pentagon 

and the State Department won the Cold War, not some teen-aged waif with a flower stuck 

between her teeth. As for Dylan's pish-posh about sex, drugs, and authenticity, all his so-

called free spirits have shown themselves to be dreadful frauds, the drugs have led to insanity 

or enslavement, and the sex to Anita Hill. Frankly, if Dylan is a prophet, the world he 

prophetized [sic] is all pratfalls and misery." Tyrrell viewed Dylan's popularity among liberals 

and baby boomers as an indictment of them. "They called him the 'poet of his generation.' 

Given the mediocrity of his generation, the thing is possible," contended Tyrrell. "Actually, 

he is just another boomer success story. Like his president he walks on both sides of the street 

and talks out both sides of his mouth. Or should I say mumbles?" 

Many other conservatives expressed annoyance that Dylan was considered a 

substantial poet and artist. "The rock critics' hyperbole engulfs Dylan," conservative editor 

Chris McEvoy wrote on Dylan's 60"* birthday in 2001. "Foremost, there is the all-time stretch 

that he is more than a profound lyricist-that he is indeed the poet-lyricist, or even the stand

alone poet. This idea emerged with Dylan in the '60s and it never died, although many of us 

thought it did.... Perhaps, on the occasion of his 60"^, its time to temper the accolades. For 

one, no one who ever said Bob Dylan is a poet ever argued it very well."'^^ 

Conservatives also mocked Dylan and other 1960s rock stars for continuing to 
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perform after they reached middle age and beyond. In 1997, conservative journalist John 

Corry v^ote that Dylan looked "like a stringy, leathery, 300-year-old rooster tottering about 

in some abandoned Appalachian barnyard. These days, the voice is pretty much shot-he can't 

seem to carry a tune, even his own, and it's a good thing that you can study his lyrics in Eng. 

lit. college courses because you certainly can't hear any of'em when you see him in concert." 

Corry mocked other aging sixties rock stars, too. "[H]ow ironic that rock 'n' roll, which 

almost single-handedly created the ludicrous generational snobbery that disfigures American 

culture, should now be the oldest game in time," wrote Corry. "In an otherwise youth-

obsessed society, sixties rock stars are the only old-timers left. Indeed, they're older than any 

old people ever seen before. I once rode in an elevator with Keith Richards and Ron Wood 

of the Rolling Stones, and it was terrifying. At ground level, they were okay-like Strom 

Thurmond in one of Ann Miller's wigs-but they seemed to age a decade every floor until by 

the end you'd have needed a palaeontologist to date them with any reliability." Corry noted 

that other sixties stars had not aged well, either. "David Crosby looked like Bing Crosby's 

grandfather, and Jerry Garcia like Methuselah's older brother The handful of rock icons 

who made it through the sixties without chocking to death on their own vomit in foreign hotel 

rooms have found in the nineties their earlier excesses catching up with them.... a close-up 

of David Crosby or Jerry Garcia: substance abuse imchic in a nutshell."'^® 

Corry also criticized sixties rock stars for "selling out." "We have become used to 

causal betrayals of rock idealism; 'Money doesn't talk, it swears,' wrote Dylan. Thirty years 

later, he was appearing in London at something called the Mastercard Monsters of Music 
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Festival," wrote Corry. "His fellow fifitysomething, David Bowie, has just refinanced his 

career by going to Wall Street and issuing bonds in himself and his back catalog."'" 

Conservative author Martha Bayles, in her book Hole in Our Sole: The Loss of 

Beauty and Meaning in American Popular Music, claimed that the rock music of the late 

1960s perverted the rock 'n' roll and blues of the 1950s and early 1960s rock. In an 

appreciative 1994 review of the book, conservative columnist John Leo, reported that Bayles 

wrote that "popular music is suffering from a horrible sickness of the spirit she thinks was 

basically grafted onto American rock by Brit ish groups,  start ing with the Rolling Stones. . .  

. She says that early rock evolved from the black musical tradition-controlled, upbeat and not 

particularly revolutionary; the trouble came when the European tradition of 'perverse 

modernism' arrived." Leo wrote that Bayles insisted that Cream's song "White Room" 

(1968) "begins the incessant pounding that has gone on ever since." Leo further noted that 

Bayles "sees the [ Jimi] Hendrix of 1969 as a transitional figure from rock's early brilliance and 

innovation to the depressing dead end of today."'^^ 

According to Bayles, this late-1960s rock led directly to the punk rock of the 1970s 

and 1980s and the grunge rock and gangsta rap of the 1990s. "Suddenly the nihilistic 

sensibility of modem rock was in place," wrote Leo. "Now, Bayles says, the idea is to shock 

through cruelty and obscenity" of grunge-rock groups like Nirvana. Leo also noted that 

"Bayles thinks gangsta rap is indirectly a perverse product of European modernism, too. As 

she tells it, rap was a decade old by the mid-' 80s, when a punk-oriented, white rap group, the 

Beastie Boys, surprised black rap groups with a bestselling album backed by a video of the 
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group destroying their parents' home. In Bayles's opinion, that's when many black rappers 

quickly got the message and adopted the shock tactics of punk." Thus, wrote Leo "[t]he real 

turning point was not the birth of rebellious rock in the '50s or the sour angst of pessimistic 

generation X-ers in the '90s." Instead, it came, according to Bayles, "in the late 1960s, when 

the counterculture went sour, and popular music began attracting people who were less 

interested in music than in using such a powerful medium for culturally radical purposes." Leo 

concluded that Bayles's "Hole in Our Soul is the first book to meet this decadent tradition 

head-on. The left doesn't write books like this because of nostalgia over old rock and an old 

reflex about art [W]hat Bayles calls 'today's cult of obscenity, brutality and sonic abuse' 

is shaping the dominant youth culture-selling nihilism, dehumanized sex, ugly excess and 

casual cruelty. It functions to ship up anger among young males and provoke extreme 

reactions."'^' 

Conservatives denounced sixties-era bands that promoted an image of drugs, sex, and 

rock 'n' roll. The sixties rock group the Doors sold far more records after 1980, a decade 

after they broke up, than they did during the 1960s. In the recent era, the Doors' lead singer 

Jim Morrison remained a cult figure, especially among college students, despite-or because 

of-his death in 1971. The Morrison myth was at the core of Oliver Stone's 1991 movie, The 

Doors. Conservative columnist George F. Will used the opening of the movie to bash 

Morrison, rock music, the 1960s counterculture, and liberals like Stone who fondly evoked 

the sixties. Morrison's death, wrote Will, "was a cautionary reminder of the costs of the 

Sixties stupidity that went by the puffed-up title of' counterculture.' Morrison himself is not 
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particularly interesting, except that he is an obsession to the sort of people who root around 

reverently ion the shards of the Sixties. Now Morrison is back. He is the black heart of the 

movie 'The Doors,' which tells the short, sick story of that rock group and Morrison's role 

as singer." Will could find little admirable about The Doors' lead singer. "Morrison wrote 

some embarrassing poetry and a few mediocre rock albums," insisted Will. "He was infantile, 

unsanitary (how odd that he died in a bath tub), dissolute, sadistic (he sometimes was sexually 

aroused only by inflicting mental cruelty and physical brutality), occasionally homicidal (as 

when he locked his girlfriend in a closet and set fire to it) and eventually semi-suicidal. 

Will contended that Morrison exemplified the 1960s counterculture in all its baseness. 

"Morrison's short, shabby life, and its peculiar echo today, . . . reflects a vague-very 

vague-desire to (in the words of the Doors' anthem) 'break on through to the other side.' 

Through what? To what? Don't ask. The Doors didn't.... Their point, if a notion so fuzzy 

can be said to have anything as sharp as a point, is that the existential hero is in permanent 

revolt against society's repressiveness." Will criticized rock for glorifying stars like Morrison. 

"Evanescent figures like Morrison, manufactured by the music industry, were given inflated 

importance by the romantic idea that artists are heroes and rockers are artists," he wrote. 

"How democratic: anyone can qualify.... The juvenocracy of rock sniffed the air decided 

that the time they were achanging."'^^ 

Will noted that Morrison's reputation as an intellectual and a political radical 

accounted for much of the contemporary interest in him among college students and 

professors. "Universities, self-contained communities congenial to the questioning of 
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authority, were natural incubators of Sixties radicalism and today are its last redoubt The 

cult of self-validating expression contributed to the debasement of education, which came to 

be considered a process of letting something out of students rather than putting something 

into them. The craving for 'release,' from reason and other intolerable restraints, led to the 

confusion of narcissism with freedom." Will, moreover, claimed that Morrison's political 

radicalism was a fraud. "Morrison said he liked anything having to do with 'revolt,'" wrote 

Will. "So what did this little Lenin do to overthrow 'the system'? He unzipped his trousers 

on stage." Will maintained that sixties radicals' attempt to combine leftist politics, 

countercultural values, and popular culture had failed. "The passage of time has broken the 

big progressive hearts of the people who looked to politics and rock music for salvation and 

Truth, and who regarded tyrants and rock stars as existential heroes," wrote Will. "Those 

dabblings with serious subjects now seem inexpressibly childish. Has there even been such 

politically barren radicalism as that of the Sixties?"'^^ 

Will asserted that the attempt by sixties veterans like Oliver Stone to revive 1960s 

political and cultural values in the 1990s had failed. "Stone, a confused man, says, 'There is 

a major time warp going on here We all feel the '60s are coming back,'" wrote Will. "No, 

the Sixties are now just nostalgia, kitsch junk among the clutter in the nation's mental attic. 

That good news suggests that America has matured." Will argued that conservative heroes 

had triumphed among the young. "Devotees of the Sixties. .. . stand, blinking in the light, 

wondering why Americans, including young Americans, are more excited by Norman 

Schwarzkopf than Jim Morrison." Will viewed the 1960s counterculture as infantile. "The 
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problem is juvenophilia. It is the foolishness of listening for wisdom from the mouths of babes 

and hoping that youthful vigor (the favorite word along the New Frontier when the Sixties 

were aborning) will liberate by smashing and suffocating old structures." Will concluded: 

"The central myth of the Sixties was that the wretched excess was really a serious quest for 

new values. . . . The Sixties are dead. Not a moment too soon."'^^ 

The highpoint of the sixties counterculture was the 1969 Woodstock rock concert, 

which served as the premier event of what became known as the counterculture's 

"Woodstock nation." During the recent era, liberal baby boomers continued to evoke the 

legendary concert as a high point and model of a better America. "Partially by design, partially 

by accident, Woodstock evoked and jumbled together many of the most cherished myths 

enshrined in the national self-image: self-reliance, agrarian simplicity, and providential 

mission," leftist historian Maurice Isserman, who had attended Woodstock, wrote in 1994. 

Isserman and many other sixties veterans diliked that promoters had staged reunion concerts 

in 1994 and again five years later. "So Woodstock '99 came off rather... badly," gloated the 

editors of the National Review. "Riotous patrons toppled sound towers,. . .set bonfires of 

litter, jumped naked through the flames, and staged impromptu stripteases and orgies. . . . 

[T]he general rut. . . included several alleged rapes."'^'' 

Recent conservatives, along with many young revisionists, denigrated the liberal baby-

boomer nostalgia surrounding the original Woodstock event. "Most of the big figures at 

Woodstock in 1969 were hucksters," argued Thomas Sugrue, a historian of the 1960s who 

was eight years old in 1969. "They were trying to make a buck and trying to make a name." 



818 

Rejecting the notion of a beloved "Woodstock nation," Sugrue asserted: "It was just a rock 

concert, and it was memorable for two reasons: because there were gate crashers and because 

the weather was bad."'" After the Woodstock' 99 debacle, the editors of the National Review 

also condemned the original concert, too. "In Sixties mythology, reinforced by decades of 

nostalgia, Woodstock marked another summer of love; the Postal Service even plans to 

commemorate it with a stamp.... This was nonsense. Woodstock was marked by squalor, 

dehydration, and overdoses of drugs (and spurious drugs, sold by crooked drug dealers). The 

grim scene was glossed over, not just by the teenage baby boomers who attended, but by their 

elders. The media played up the luscious hippie chicks, not the fifth.... The only virtue of 

Woodstock '99 is in showing how harmful the spirit of Woodstock always was."'^*" 

Conservatives also argued that baby boomer liberals who decried the melee at Wood stock 

'99 were hypocrites. "It's about time one of these 19-year olds looked at us and said, 'Well 

.. . you started it!" wrote editor John Strausbaugh.'^^ 

During the recent era, the Grateful Dead was the rock group that best personified the 

1960s counterculture. For example, after the band's lead guitarist Jerry Garcia died in 1995, 

the New York Times noted that the Grateful Dead "symbolized a spirit of communal bliss, 

with free-wheeling, anything-can-happen music," and Garcia "had come to represent the 

survival of 1960s' idealism." Not surprisingly, many traditional conservatives denounced the 

Garcia, the Grateful Dead, and what they stood for. Conservative columnist George F. Will 

described "the hot tub of bathos about the Sixties occasioned by the death of Jerry Garcia. 

If you are not steeped in the cult of the Sixties, you may not know that he was the 'rock 
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oracle' of the Grateful Dead." Will insisted that the Grateful Dead "promoted much more than 

music. Around it has hung an aroma of disdain for inhibitions on recreational uses of drugs 

and sex. During the band's nearly 30-year life the costs of'liberation' from such inhibitions 

have been made manifest in millions of shattered lives and miles of devastated cities. The band 

has been a touring time capsule, keeping alive the myth that there is something inherently 

noble about adopting an adversary stance toward 'bourgeois" or "middle class" values. But 

it turns out that society's success depends on these values The band has prospered as the 

emblem of an era and is complicit in the continuing consequences of the era."'^^ 

Will noted that the sixties counterculture sought freedom from middle-class 

restrictions, which left a destructive legacy to recent American culture. "[T]he Sixties are 

incessantly praised and they were a celebration of'liberation,' understood as emancipation 

from the oppression of social restraints and from the repression of irmer restraints," wrote 

Will. "Duties, responsibilities, obligations and other notions that interfere with immediate 

gratifications were understood to be mere 'hang-ups.' Or they were considered 

'constructions' of bourgeois society, imposed by the 'power structure' to prevent the free-

flowing of a truly human counterculture. The Sixties were, and the unending rhapsodizing 

about that decade is, a sustained exhortation to a four-word ethic: 'Do your own thing.'" Will 

criticized these countercultural values. "The spirit of the Sixties was, strictly speaking, 

infantile. For an infant, any appetite is self-'legitimizing. Infantilism was the leitmotif of that 

decade and is the insistent theme of much of today's popular culture," he wrote. "The portion 

of popular culture that constantly sentimentalizes the Sixties also panders to the arrested 
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development of the Sixties generation which is no longer young but wishes it were and seeks 

derivative vitality from graying rock stars." Will argued that the counterculture confused 

liberty with libertine behavior. "Shortly before she died of a heroin overdoes, Janis Joplin said, 

Treedom's just another word for nothing left to lose,'" he recalled. "No, it is not, and it does 

not just mean an absence of restraints.""^ 

Will insisted that countercultural values led not only to libertine conduct but, also to 

insane and criminal behavior. He noted that the term "psychedelic" could "refer to the results 

of drugs that produce hallucinations, delusions and other abnormal psychic states sometimes 

resembling mental illnesses. The phrase 'psychedehc Sixties' suitably suggests that the decade, 

and today's nostalgia for its' idealism,' are subj ects to be considered ion the context of mental 

states and disturbances that are not benign." Will concluded by relating a story about two 

Grateful Dead fans, Wolfgang and Lisa Von Nester, who were young parents in their early 

twenties. The Von Nesters were arrested and convicted for abandoning their three-year-old 

son at a San Bernardino mall and then took a bus to a Grateful Dead concert in San 

Francisco. Will noted that the New York Time's obituary argued that Garcia "had come to 

represent the survival of 1960s' idealism." He argued, however, that "Wolfgang and Lisa 

really represent that survival."''"' 

During the recent era, conservatives often sought to link the counterculture's 

"amoral" values of "sex, drugs, and rock 'n' roll" with liberal "permissiveness" for criminals, 

thereby exploiting the fear caused by a skyrocketing rate of violent crime that began in the 
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1960s. However, it often was difficult for conservatives to portray the counterculture's 

pacifistic hippies as hardened, violent criminals. Partly, this was the fault of the right's own 

public messages. In conservatives' popular depiction, hippies were white, spoiled upper-

middle-class baby boomers from the suburbs, while criminals were black, underclass teenagers 

from the ghetto. To get around this inconsistency, conservatives used a variety of strategies 

in attempting to tie the counterculture to criminal behavior. They often argued that the 

countercultural elite, though its alleged control of popular-culture media like television and 

film, disseminated their "immoral" lifestyles to the masses. Additionally, conservatives often 

claimed that "permissive" liberal judges and lawyers, imbued with the values of the "anything 

goes" counterculture, enabled criminal behavior among lower-class individuals, especially 

minorities. "Today single-parent black families are twice as common as they were in 1965," 

conservative columnist George F. Will wrote in 1985. "Some scholars, who are braver than 

many black 'leaders,' argue .. . that the principle challenge is improvement of 'the values, 

attitudes and behaviors of individual blacks.'"'"" 

Conservative commentator William J. Bennett was a leading proponent of the claim 

that the 1960s counterculture had left a destructive legacy to recent American culture in every 

area, especially crime. "Six months ago I released the Index of Leading Cultural Indicators 

and concluded that over the last 30 years America has experienced substantial social 

regression. Almost all of the trends I analyzed-illegitimate births, divorce rates, child abuse, 

welfare dependancy, SAT scores and others-have gotten worse. Most have gotten a lot 

worse," Bennett wrote in 1993. "But it is the explosion of violent crime that is most alarming. 
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Since 1960 the population has increased 41 percent, and violent crime has increased 560 

percent."'"'^ 

Bennett attributed the rise in crime to a single factor: the permissive liberal values of 

the counterculture. "The enormous jump in crime during the late 1960s and 1970s 

corresponded with increasingly lenient sentences, as courts sought to 'rehabilitate' rather than 

punish criminals," he wrote. "I do not subscribe to the belief that the first purpose of 

publishment is to rehabilitate. The first purpose is moral, to protec innocent people and to 

exact a price for transgressing the rights of others. Stanley Brubaker of Colgate University 

points out that 'punishment, like praise, publicly expresses our determination of what people 

deserve.' A civil society that is reluctant to protect innocent people by punishing criminals, 

administering justice and expressing proper moral outrage is not going to last." Bennett 

concluded: "Over the last quarter-century Americans have become far too tolerant of criminal 

activity, and we have suffered enormously for it."'''^ 

Conservative activist Patrick J. Buchanan also blamed the rising crime rates that began 

in the 1960s on the dissemination of countercultural values throughout recent American 

culture. "Stopping crime ... is not horribly difficult and complex. The old America used to 

do it rather well," Buchanan wrote in 1994. "What happened? From our public schools they 

effected the expulsion of all Bible-based ideas about right and wrong. On the streets, brutal 

cops were thought to be the real social problem, and in need of constant oversight to keep 

their natural instincts under check. In the courts, the balance of power was shifted toward the 

criminally accuse, in the name of fairness. In society at large, traditional views on morality, 
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the permanence of marriage, the importance of famihes, the indispensable role that religion 

plays in character formation, were tossed out. The new elite had decided to replace the 

pastors and preachers of old with themselves as America's moral tutors." Buchanan claimed 

that the counterculture's overturning of traditional constraints had resulted in a barbaric 

contemporary culture. "[W]e forgot [these barriers to immorality] had been erected over 

centuries as society's first line of defense against the return of barbarism," he wrote. "And 

barbarism returned with a vengeance.""'^ 

Republican Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich agreed with Buchanan's assessment 

that the rise of countercultural values and crime rates beginning in the mid-1960s was no 

coincidence. "A society which punishes violence and a society that is emphatic about right and 

wrong tends to have less sickness and violence," Gingrich asserted. Since the rise of the 

counterculture in the late 1960s, he charged, America had spiraled downward into "a culture 

which is extraordinarily tolerant of violence, with a situation-ethics morality, in which your 

immediate concern about your personal needs outweighs any obligation to others."'"*^ 

Although recent conservatives usually employed the tropes of pacifistic hippies and 

ghetto criminals, they still sought to connect criminal behavior, including murderous violence, 

directly to members of the 1960s counterculture. Their main exhibit was Charles Manson and 

his "Family," which had committed the horrific Tate-La Bianca murders in Southern 

California in 1969. In 1993, journalist John Flinn wrote that Manson was, and remained, "a 

countercultural hero."'''® In 1999, on the thirtieth anniversary of the murders, journalist Linda 

Deutsch insisted that the Manson Family "still symbolizes the dark underside of the 1960s. 
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Cult members indulged in drugs, and popular culture may have inspired their acts, [prosecutor 

Vincent] Bugliosi contends that Manson believed that the Beatles were talking to him through 

songs like 'Helter Skelter,' which inspired his desire to foment a race war in America."'''^ 

Many conservatives openly blamed the Manson Family' s crimes on the counterculture 

of the 1960s. "Utterly unmotivated and almost surreal in their sheer brutality," wrote British 

journalist Andrew Gumbel, "these murders were a crime that both defined and in many ways 

ended an era: an era of drugs, free love and wild parties; an era in which the line between hip 

experimentation and flirtation with danger was frequently blurred and crossed; an era in which 

shaggy beards, beads and tatty clothes could just as easily belong to movie stars or mass 

murders.The right argued that the Manson murders were the inevitable result of the sixties 

counterculture's alleged amorality. "[T]he reaction [to the murders] was stunned disbelief, 

followed by the dawning suspicion that the 1960s were destined to end like this," j oumalists 

Glenys Roberts and Grace Bradbury wrote in 2002. "The complete relaxation of moral 

attitudes, plus the dangers of the uninhibited drug culture, had exacted a dreadful toll, as 

Charles Manson's ironically named' F amily' of crazed followers performed an act of depraved 

bloodlust.""" 

During the recent era, Manson's eternal ability to shock respectable middle-class 

sensibilities appeared evident as he remained a prominent figure in the national psyche-a 

hippie bogeyman at the ready to spook middle America. For example, 1990s shock-rocker 

Marilyn Manson took his stage name from the infamous sixties figure, and many others also 

employed Manson's image for shock value. "Murderous fiend and lunatic, Manson remains 
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prominently fixed in American consciousness," conservative journalist David Klinghoffer 

observed in 1999. "Manson receives more fan mail than any other prisoner in America," wrote 

Klinghoffer. "Manson T-shirts sell briskly. An opera called the Manson Family premiered in 

New York's Lincoln Center in 1990. Meanwhile the rock group Guns 'n' Roses performs 

'Look at Your Game, Girl,' a composition by Charles Manson." Like other conservatives, 

Klinghoffer sought to indict the 1960s as the Manson Family's co-conspirator. "For the moral 

and spiritual dislocation of the Sixties, it is tempting to blame hippies," he wrote. 

Yet Klinghoffer also faulted mainstream American culture, especially the cultural elite, 

for its permissive attitude toward the deeds of the counterculture. "When the lives of ordinary 

people go wrong en masse, as happened in the Sixties, they are responsible for their own 

deeds," he wrote. "But the hidden narrative of the Manson story, the narrative we respond 

to as a culture, may have something to o with the intuition that hippies were not alone in 

creating the hippie decade. Through inattention, the rich and powerful contributed to the 

disaster."''' 

Recent conservatives strove to connect criminal behavior, including criminal violence, 

to other people besides Charles Manson whom they associated with the 1960s counterculture. 

President Bill Clinton was the most prominent target. Conservatives claimed that Clinton had 

run drugs as governor of Arkansas and murdered Vince Foster, a presidential advisor. Other 

members of the counterculture were also portrayed as criminals. "By now the aging student 

radical is used to disappointment," conservative journalist Matt Labash wrote in 1997. "Over 

the years, movement superstars have turned on themselves,... have turned on one another. 
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. . .  a n d  h a v e  t u r n e d  i n t o  R e p u b l i c a n s .  O t h e r s  w i t h e r e d  b o o t l e s s l y  i n  p r i s o n  o n  d r u g  c h a r g e s ,  

or on the lame for murderous protests." One example Labash used was Ira Einhom. "As 

Philadelphia's uber-Hippie, the founder of Earth Day, and a countercultural Zelig, the pony-

tailed, brillo-bearded Einhorn was known for his erudition, charisma-and body odor. A truly 

free spirt, Einhorn was devoted only to Nietzschean elasticity, unshackling himself form the 

slave-hers morality, which cleared him to be a world-class mooch, to deal drugs, and to be 

coeds." Labash characterized Einhorn's justification of his murder of a girlfriend thusly: "And 

such is the virus infecting so many ideological hacks," wrote Labash, "with a particularly 

virulent strain plaguing'60s leftovers: Almost any violation of high ideals can be rationalized 

as long as it is an exercise in personal growth or transgression in the service of even higher 

ideals."''^ 

For most American conservatives, religion, especially Christianity, served as the 

bedrock of the values of a moral lifestyle, so it was unsurprising that the right accused the 

counterculture of subverting Christian (or, by the 1990s, "Judeo-Christian") values. Led by 

the televangelists of the New Religious Right, conservatives denounced the counterculture 

and its liberal allies for promoting "secular humanism" throughout American culture. At the 

same time, they mocked and criticized the counterculture's interest in Eastern religions and 

mysticism, what became known as "New Age" spirituality.'" 

During the 1990s, conservatives sought to depict First Lady Hillary Clinton as 

emblematic of baby boomers who embraced New Age spiritualism."[L]ike many people in 
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public and private life who combine mushy spiritualism with personal ambition, she goes for 

New Age solipsism," journalist David Brooks wrote in 1996. "For what is New Agee but 

religion with obligation replaced by flattery, humility by self-esteem?" Brooks claimed that 

New Age religion revealed the narcissism of Hillary Clinton and the rest of her baby-boomer 

generation. "Only a mixture of pseudo-self awareness and a habit of theatrics could allow 

Mrs. Clinton, brought to the pinnace by her husband's electoral success, to sit among an 

audience of aides and listen with a straight face while a court favorite called her the most 

important woman since Joan Arc," wrote Brooks. "In these ways, Mrs. Clinton embodies the 

Zeitgeist of her generation. ... As with most other members of her generation, she has 

dropped some of the 1960s baggage. What has not been dropped is the ambition to 

understand all and to reform all-what might be called her set's spiritual greed."''"^ 

Brooks argued that the New Age religion embraced by Hillary Clinton and other baby 

boomers perverted conventional religion. "The traditional religions call on holy men to 

renounce worldly ambitions and practice humility," wrote Brooks. "But for those up from the 

1960s, spiritual life can, does, and should coexist with world ambition, religious 

understanding with high self-esteem. This desire to have it all has taken 1960s types on 

notoriously restless journeys. The cries for social revolution in the 1960s have been 

domesticated into the fuzzy New Age spiritualism of the 1990s, made more organic but no 

less Utopian. Jerry Rubin went through guerilla politics, gestalt theory, Esalen, Reichian 

therapy, health foods, networking, yuppieism, and who know what else in search of total 

peace and complete understanding before he was hit by a car." In sum. Brooks argued that 
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New Age spirituality, and Hillary Clinton's embrace of it, again revealed the selfishness of the 

baby-boom generation that came of age in the late sixties. "[S]elf-aggrandizing claim to 

selflessness is another manifestation of the 1960s style that Mrs. Clinton too often embodies," 

he wrote. "Far from being a world-historical figure, she is a cliche product of her time, so 

completely representative it's weird."'^^ 

Many conservatives claimed that the rise of the sixties counterculture had led to the 

growth of "secular humanism," the truth was that a "Great Religious Awakening" of sorts 

began in the 1960s, what Professor Robert Fogel termed the "Fourth Great Awakening" in 

American history. "The fourth 'awakening' began, Fogel says, with the intensification of 

religious life that produced growing membership in all church denominations in the late 

1950s," columnist George F. Will reported in 1995. "In the mid-1960s membership in the 

principle mainline churches began what has become a 25 percent decline. However, 

membership in the 'enthusiastic' churches nearly doubled." By 1990, there were about 60 

million adherents in evangelical churches in the United States. Will noted that evangelicals had 

become politicized, tending to vote for the GOP. "In the 1982 congressional elections, such 

votes split almost evenly between the two parties," wrote Will. "But in 1994, 74 percent 

voted Republican. 

In addition, the 1960s counterculture promoted religious enthusiasm in the following 

decades, belying conservative claims of the counterculture's "irreligious, amoral, secular 

humanism.""[E]mormous numbers of baby boomers, though steeped in the revolutionary 

fervor of the 1960's, nonetheless embraced Christianity in the early 70's (the so-called Jesus 
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Movement)," William E. Marsh observed. "These boomers usually came to faith in a 

discemible and often dramatic conversion experience and subsequently found spiritual homes 

in nonsectarian bible churches. 

Ecological concern was another issue that many Americans believed had emerged in 

the 1960s. Recent conservatives often attempted to undercut support for the 

environmentalism movement, who threatened corporate profits, by associating 

environmentalists with "wooly-headed hippies," despite the fact that the movement's claims 

were backed by hard science. Conservatives typically referred to environmentalists as "tree 

buggers" who and anti-capitalists who wanted to drovm business in red tape. Conservatives 

focused on environmental laws protecting "obscure" species like the snail darter and on 

publicity stunts, like sitting in trees, and acts of property damage by environmental activists. 

The right also tried to link the violence of sixties radicals with the recent environmentalist 

movement. For example, conservative radio host Neal Boortz of Atlanta declared: "The one 

movement to which the Unabomber had the closet ties is the environmental movement."'^^ 

Recent conservatives also maintained that the 1960s counterculture and its permissive 

values had left a ruinous legacy to American education. Beginning in the early 1980s, 

conservatives, led by President Reagan's secretary of Education, William J. Bermett, claimed 

that, since the 1960s, radicals and leftists had suffused the U.S. education system with its 

untraditional countercultural values and pedagogical methods. In 1990, Bennett's former aide 
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Jim Bencivenga recalled the conservative reaction to the educational legacies left by the 1960s 

counterculture. "Forces that originated in the social changes of the '60s and '70s converged 

and heightened the perception that schools could not cope," wrote Bencivenga. "Colleges and 

universities, . . . partly as a result of changes in curriculum brought about in the turbulent 

1960s and early '70s, eased entrance requirements." Bencivenga contended that the 

counterculture's watering down of educational standards occurred at the same time as 

education was becoming more important for those people who sought to escape poverty. 

"Conservative politicians .. linked concern about the caliber of teachers with an increased 

concern about the failure of any relevant education to reach a nearly permanent underclass 

located in urban centers and concentrated in minorities," he wrote. "The cumulative effect of 

these changes on schools came crashing home in April 1983 when the US government 

released a watershed report, A Nation at Risk. It predicted nothing short of economic and 

social catastrophe if American schools did not close the education gap between US students 

and students in Western Europe and Japan. The critique took on a life of its own, generating 

further studies, commissions, and legislation in all 50 states."'^' 

Conservatives blamed the alleged U.S. "education crisis" on the influence of 

untraditional pedagogical methods pushed by the counterculture and its remnants. 

Conservative columnist George F. Will maintained that, as a result of the counterculture's 

"moral relativism, schools no longer taught their primary lesson: morality and ethics. "Since 

1965 we have learned that the ability of schools to instill competence and serve social mobility 

cannot be gauged by the objective, 'quantify' variables such as pupil-teacher ratios or per-
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pupil expenditures," will wrote in 1985. "More important is a distinctive school ethos. Social 

competence is grounded in good character, and good schools have a 'structured' approach 

to encouraging that."'®" Others on the right agreed. In 1994, Republican Speaker of the 

House Newt Gingrich criticized the counterculture for abandoning of moral education "Until 

the mid-1960s, there was an explicit, long-term commitment to creating character. It was the 

work ethic. It was honesty, right and wrong. It was not harming others. It was being vigilant 

in the defense of liberty."'®' He argued that the counterculture had scomfiilly dismissed the 

importance of instilling a moral education. "We spent a generation in the counterculture 

laughing at McGuffey Readers and laughing at Parson Weem's vison of Washington," 

complained Gingrich. The result, he asserted, was a widespread "moral crisis."'®^ 

Conservatives claimed that the counterculture had replaced old-fashioned character-

building with faddish, "politically correct" pedagogical methods. For example, the right 

expressed outrage that multiculturalism had seeped into American education. By the 1990s, 

however, conservatives were wary of directly attacking the ideal of racial and ethnic diversity, 

so they attacked it other grounds. Some conservatives therefore portrayed multiculutralism 

as a repression form of authority. In his book. Dictatorship of Virtue: Multiculturalism and 

the Battle for America's Future, author Richard Bernstein insisted that it was "the middle-

class bureaucrats and education entrepreneurs the guilty white liberals and aging flower 

children of the 1960s who most aggressively press the multiculturalist agenda."'®^ 

Conservative columnist George F. Will agreed that multiculturalism was a sixties fad 

that had become a politically correct dogma by the 1990s. In a 1994 article. Will claimed that 
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it was a "simple fact that many cultural institutions (including the Smithsonian, busy with 

vilifications of American history) have fallen into the hands ofpeople who despise America." 

Will argued that multiculturalism was an anti-American tool. "[MJulticulturalism is a 

campaign to lower America's moral status by defining the American experience in terms of 

myriad repressions and their victims," he wrote. "By rewriting history, and by using name-

calling ('Racist!' 'Sexist!' 'Homophobe!') to inhibit debate, multiculturalists cultivate 

grievances, self-pity and claims to entitlements arising from victimization. Hence the 

educational trend that Bernstein calls 'the curriculum as expiation of guilt.' Multiculturalism 

attacks individuals by defending people as mere manifestations of groups (racial, ethnic, 

sexual) rather than as self-defining participants in a free society." Will denied that 

multiculturalism was a genuine attempt at achieving diversity "The multiculturalists' mantra 

is 'diversity,' but... their assumption is that all authentic groups will share the sour leftism 

of the multiculturalists," he wrote. 

Will concluded, however, that multiculturalism was a oppressive form of "political 

correctness" destined to be overcome. "The multiculturalists are invariably humorless and 

often ignorant, but these are not disabilities in today's academic settings," wrote Will. 

"However, multiculturalists do have a fatal flaw as a political force: They manage to be 

simultaneously boring and ludicrous. Multiculturalism is... a kind of compulsory chapel. Yet 

in spite of all  i ts  bullying and occasional cruelt ies,  i t  may now be doing more good than harm 

by producing a libertarian backlash."^®^ 

Conservatives also portrayed bilingual education as another wooly-headed idea that 
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the sixties counterculture had foisted upon American education. "Sometime in the 1960s, we 

were told that since all people and cultures were equal, it was inappropriate for middle-class 

America to impose the English language on poor people and people from other cultures," 

House Speaker Newt Gingrich wrote in 1995. The imposition of this racist, colonial way of 

speaking on young people of other ethnic groups would deprive them of their cultural 

roots.""^^ 

Gingrich, using the lexicon of "compassionate conservatism," disputed this notion by 

asserting that teaching English in a non-traditional way hurt blacks and immigrants. "A 

generation ago, African Americans were being held back by racial segregation, much of it 

officially sanctioned by the goverrmient," wrote Gingrich. "Then the moment of liberation 

came. Tragically, it was at that very moment that the educational establishment decided that 

standard English was no longer necessary and that grammar and spelling skills could be 

ignored. While this add a corrosive effect on middle-class students . . . , it has been 

devastating to poor African Americans and their ability to get good jobs." Gingrich connected 

this alleged failure of American education, which began in the 1960s, with the sharp increase 

in crime that occurred simultaneously. "The final result is an angry young man who feels that 

violence is the only way he can express himself, or a young girl who thinks that the only great 

accomplishment she can achieve in life is to have a baby," he wrote. "Manyofthe 12-and 13-

year-olds now filling our maternity wards cannot read their own children's birth 

certificates."'®^ 

Gingrich claimed that, just as the 1960s counterculture had left a destructive 
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educational legacy to African Americans, it also sought to leave an equally unfortunate legacy 

to immigrants. "Today the counterculture left and its allies profess to smooth the path for 

immigrants by setting up bilingual education programs, making possible for children to 

continue in their own language," wrote Gingrich. "In fact, they have actually made it more 

difficult. Bilingual education slows down and confuses people in their pursuit of new ways 

of thinking... Immigrants need to make a sharp psychological break with the past, immersing 

themselves in the culture and economic system that is going to be their home." Gingrich 

ended by arguing that the education policies of the sixties counterculture, including bilingual 

education, had left blacks and immigrants mired in poverty. "The only viable alternative for 

the American underclass is American civilization," he averred. "Without English as a common 

language, there is no such civilization."'^^ 

Conservatives also argued that the 1960s counterculture had left a destructive legacy 

to U.S. universities. Columnist John Leo contended that the sixties counterculture polarized 

higher education in America, thereby "destroying liberalism. "Every schoolboy knows that the 

Sixties polarized our politics," Leo wrote in 1997. "In the process of trashing civility, 

tradition, and authority the students destroyed liberalism." Leo claimed that sixties students' 

radical methods put campus liberals in untenable position. "By 1969, one student tactic was 

obvious: By provoking authorities into calling the police to clear buildings, the protesters 

made the arrival of police on campus itself the key issue, forcing liberals and moderates to 

side either with student radicals or with the status quo administration," he wrote. University 

liberals, argued Leo, were unable to handle this assault. "By belief and temperament. Sixties 



835 

campus liberals were committed to reason, moderation, compromise, and seeing the other 

fellow's point of view," he wrote. "They were predictably baffled by student protestors who 

weren't much in any of this. From the first big uprising-Berkeley in 1964-was the declared 

enemy of radical protestors. The goal was confrontation and radicalizing by provoking 

repression."'®' 

Leo argued that the 1960s counterculture had left a negative legacy on U.S. higher 

education. "Jerry Rubin once said, 'Our generation is in rebellion against abstract 

intellectualism and critical thinking.' The goal was to dissolve traditional culture and its 

rational values," wrote Leo. "These attitudes now tend to dominate the campus. Unable to 

transform the real world, large numbers of the Sixties activists and radicals decided to become 

professors and change the campus. They succeeded. As a result, what passes for liberalism 

in America today is a campus-based political correctness, often quite authoritarian in tone and 

style.'"™ 

Conservatives argued that the campus radicals of the 1960s had become the professors 

of the 1980s and 1990s. In 2001, for example, conservative columnist Jonah Goldberg 

recalled his college days in the 1980s. "Many of my professors were so frozen in the 1960s 

hippy-dippy amber that they had a hard time not seeing women as rebellious victims, 

victimhood and rebellion being the analogous of the caterpillar and the butterfly in the feminist 

consciousness," wrote Goldberg.'^' Conservatives insisted that these professors forced their 

students to study issues beyond "dead white males." "[M]any young men and women trapped 

in the tyraimy of'women's studies,' 'gay studies,' 'black studies,"' conservative Suzanne 
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Fields wrote in 2000. "They have spent their time and their restless energy actively reading 

propaganda rather than about great ideas and have wasted opportunities for illuminating 

intellectual debate.""^ 

Conservatives also believed that the 1960s counterculture had left a pernicious legacy 

to academic scholarship, turning it into left-wing propaganda. One of the right's main charges 

was that, because of the counterculture's influence, academics displayed a "postmodern" 

sensibility that embraced "moral relativism" and rejected obvious truths. 

In 1995, Lynne Cheney, former head of the National Endowment of the Humanities, 

claimed that she noticed the change from her days as a PhD candidate in the 1960s. Cheney 

had mitten her doctoral dissertation on Matthew Arnold, the nineteenth-century British 

author. "Arnold saw humanistic study as 'a disinterested endeavor to learn and propagate the 

best that is known and thought in the world,'" wrote Cheney. "But I gradually became aware 

of a vast  discrepancy between what I  was saying and where the humanities were going. . . .  

. A new generation of academics, their sensibilities formed in the 1960s, had begun to come 

to power." She insisted that these scholars, rooted in the sixties counterculture, pushed a 

radical intellectual agenda. "They saw traditional scholarly values-reason, objectivity, 

excellence-as tools that white males have used to manipulate and marginalize the rest of us," 

she wrote. "And that wasn't even the most radical part of their message. As they saw it, the 

traditional scholarly mission-the pursuit of truth-was a task that only the naive or duplicitous 

would undertake, because truth does not exist, What we think is true is merely a construct, 

a creation that the powerful impose on everyone else."'^^ 
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Cheney argued that these countercultural values had led to a debasement of academic 

scholarship. "The way that the newly powerful '60s generation thought of the humanities 

posed enormous problems for the endowment, difficulties that grew worse every year," she 

maintained. "A flood of applicants came from academics who wanted to use taxpayer money 

to advance their agenda. And many NEH panelists who evaluated applications were of a 

similar mind-set." Cheney claimed that one result of this was the National Standards for 

United States History, funded by the NEH while she was its chairperson. "In 1992, members 

of the [National Council for the Humanities] and I authorized a grant to a group at the 

University California of Los Angeles to develop a set of standards for what U.S., students 

should know about history. . . What was actually produced, however, was the gloomy, 

politically driven, blame-the-West-first revisionism that is all too common today."'^'' 

Other conservatives similarly denounced the moral relativism, left-wing propaganda, 

and lack of intellectual standards pushed by refugees from the 1960s counterculture. Like 

Lynne Cheney, conservative columnist John Leo commented on the National Standards for 

U.S. History by claiming that "U.S. history is now being written from the countercultural 

perspective by oppression-minded people who trashed the dean's office in the 1960s (or 

wished they had).""' Author Allan Bloom, in his best-selling book, The Closing of the 

American Mind (1987), was a prominent critic of the post-1960s study of the humanities in 

U.S. universities. And historian Gertrude Himmelfarb called on her fellow conservatives to 

fight the legacy of the counterculture. "The relativism that is being so widely adopted may be 

the dominant culture, but there is another culture that is uncomfortable with it and resisting 
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it," Himmelfarb declared in 1998. "There are many of us who are still resisting the 60's."'^® 

Conservatives argued that the counterculture had brought postmodernism and moral 

relativism not just to the humanities and the social sciences but, also, to the hard sciences. "A 

group of scientists with left-wing political sjonpathies, allied with the environmental/consumer 

movement, came together in the late 1960s," conservative Dr. William Bennett claimed in 

1984. "They mounted a crusade against industrial development and free enterprise. Using a 

cancer scare as their stalking horse-and the laboratory rat as their bogeyman-this cabal of 

scientists proceeded to 'bombard Americans into stupefaction' with threats of cancer from 

synthetic materials.""' 

Recent conservatives complained that countercultural values, including 

postmodernism, infected art as well as the humanities and science. In 1981, neoconservative 

critic Hilton Kramer argued that the 1960s had left a deleterious legacy to the world of art. 

"Ten years ago, or thereabouts, there arose among certain artists of the younger generation 

a strongly held conviction that art, in order to remain spiritually uncontaminated by the evils 

of a wicked society, must henceforth take only the most perishable forms," wrote Kramer. "It 

was assumed, of course, that ours was an especially wicked society. . . . Permanence in art 

was judged to be incompatible with ideals of social revolution that many of these artists 

professed to espouse." In sum, the late 1960s "was a period rich in the rituals of radical 

credence.""^ Other conservative critics were more blunt about their dislike of counterculture-

influenced art. In the early 1990s, for example. Senator Jesse Helms of North Carolina called 
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the National Endowment for the Arts support of homoerotic art "an abyss of slime to placate 

people who clearly seek or are willing to destroy the Judaic-Christian foundations of this 

republic.'"™ 

"Yippie to Yuppie": The Counterculture "Sells Out" in the Recent Era 

The notion that the anti-authority hippies of the 1960s had "sold out" to the 

establishment in the 1980s and 1990s was a pervasive image in mass-culture products such 

as the movie The Big Chill and, also, in the commentary of conservative journalist David 

Brooks and others.'^" Such countercultural heroes as Yippie leader Jerry Rubin and Black 

Panther member Eldrige Cleaver turned their back on their sixties ideals and embraced the 

values of the materialistic eighties during the Reagan era. During the 1980s, moreover, 

conservatives and the media pushed the notion that Rubin's and Cleaver's shift "from yippie 

to yuppie" was typical of their generation of activists. By the 1990s, Bill and Hillary Clinton 

had come to personify for conservatives the anti-establishment counterculture of the 1960s. 

Interestingly, conservatives condemned the Clintons and their fellow liberal baby boomers for 

retaining their allegedly countercultural views while, at the same time, criticizing them for 

"selling out" to the establishment in the 1980s and 1990s. 

A main focus of the conservative charge that the sixties counterculture had "sold out" 

to "bourgeois America" in the 1980s and 1990s was the commercialization during the recent 

era of companies, products, and business methods associated with sixties counterculture. 

Even the Woodstock site, the symbolic center of the countercultural nation that bore its name. 



840 

was commercialized during the recent era. The sale in 2000 of Ben & Jerry's ice-cream 

company to multinational corporation Unilever was viewed as emblematic of the 

counterculture "selling out" during the recent era. This notion that members of the 1960s 

counterculture had "sold out" in the recent era was a pervasive trope in movies and other 

mass-cultural products. The pop-culture apotheosis of the "yippie-to-yuppie sell-out" was 

The Big Chill (1983). In reality, however, not all "yippies" became "yuppies," as many sixties 

activists retained their old values throughout the recent era. By the 1990s, moreover, the 

right's main criticism of their opponents their liberal baby-boomer cohort remained "stuck in 

the sixties." 

Countercultviral icon Jerry Rubin was the most celebrated example of a figure who 

shifted from "yippie" in the 1960s to "yuppie" in the 1980s. Rubin, cofounder with Abbie 

Hoffman of the countercultural Yippie party, had been arrested as a leader of the antiwar 

protests at the 1968 Democratic National Convention, becoming one of the celebrated 

"Chicago Seven." By 1981, however, he worked as a venture banker in New York City. 

"Money is power," declared Rubin. "I know I can be more effective today wearing a suit and 

tie and working on Wall Street than I can be dancing outside the walls of power." Five years 

later, in 1986, Rubin's new business venture involved throwing parties for Manhattan's hip, 

young elite. "Rubin, 47, the Yippie radical who once incited 1960s demonstrators never to 

trust anyone over 30," wrote journalist Marci McDonald, "plays host to 5,000 members of 

the Yuppie generation for a distinctly 1980s motive: profit." Rubin embraced the era's yuppie 
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spirit. "The 80s are a decade for accomplishing and achieving," he asserted. One of Rubin's 

guests, advertising executive Jack Carroll, exclaimed: "Jerry Rubin is an entrepreneurial 

genius."'^' 

Another figure conservatives pointed to as moving from counterculture hero in the 

1960s to corporate sell out in the 1980s was Eldridge Cleaver, a former Black Panther. 

Cleaver who had fled to Cuba after a 1968 shoot out with police. After returning to the 

United States and serving 1,200 hours of community service, Cleaver became an evangelical 

Christian and a conservative activist. In 1984, he ran for the city council of Berkeley, 

California, on a pro-corporate platform, opposing rent-control laws and what he called the 

city's "anti-business atmosphere." Cleaver, moreover, was an enthusiastic supporter of 

President Ronald Reagan's pro-business, pro-wealthy economics. "I want to usher in a spirit 

of enterprise and respect for private property," he declared. 

During the 1980s, conservatives and the media pushed the notion that Rubin's and 

Cleaver's shift "from yippie to yuppie" was typical of their generation of activists. For 

example, they pointed to Reimie Davis, who, like Jerry Rubin, had been a leading Vietnam 

antiwar activist who was arrested and tried as one of the "Chicago Seven." By the early 

1980s, however, Davis had become a partner in a financial-consulting firm in Denver. David 

A. Stockman also made a highly publicized shift from the counterculture to pro-business 

conservative. In the 1960s, Stockman had been a Marxist and an antiwar activist in the 1960s. 

In the early eighties, however, he became President Ronald Reagan's point man for slashing 

the federal budget. The media and conservatives noted that several other former members of 
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the 1960s countercuhure had become businesspeople by the 1980s. "There is a discernable 

trend of people who were alienated in the late 1960s and early 1970s now getting master's 

degrees in business administration and going into business," Watson Dunn, a professor of 

marketing and journalism at the University of Missouri, said in 1981.'^^ 

By the 1990s, Bill and Hillary Clinton had come to personify for conservatives the 

anti-establishment counterculture of the 1960s. Interestingly, conservatives condemned the 

Clintons and their fellow liberal baby boomers for retaining their allegedly countercultural 

views while, at the same time, criticizing them for "selling out" to the establishment in the 

1980s and 1990s. "[I]t's funny how seamlessly the anti-establishment impulse behind the 

sixties upheaval has itself become part of the establishment," conservative Marc Carnegie 

wrote in 1997. "Back then, the radicals expressed their hatred of the United States by burning 

the flag; now they do it by making Hollywood movies and writing for the New York Times. 

Hey, one minute you're growing a beard and protesting the war; the next, you're president." 

Yet, Carnegie simultaneously claimed that "what's been truly revolutionary about the flower 

children [is they've] given up everything they once believed, and become all that their 

youthful selves detested-and yet they somehow won't face up to the fact that they were, well, 

wrong about a lot of things. When you've spent your formative years screaming that you'll 

never 'sell out,' how do you look in the mirror and admit you've done just that. Rather than 

make that unpleasant admission, the social revolutionaries have simply kept their faux 

rebellion alive. . . . [Hillary Clinton] and her generation can't quite accept that they didn't 

exactly manage to improve the world; and they can't admit they may have made things 
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worse."''' 

Conservatives should have been happy that some of the hippies of the 1960s had 

transformed themselves into upstanding citizens in the 1980s and 1990s, but many on the 

right chose instead to portray it as hypocrisy. "The rebels of the sixties ... got their started 

in the Free Speech movement at Berkeley; they now are tenured professors who censor 

campus speech," conservative Suzanne Fields wrote in 2000. "The feminist who burned their 

bras are now condemning pornography."'^^ 

A main focus of the conservative charge that the sixties counterculture had "sold out" 

to "bourgeois America" in the 1980s and 1990s was the commercialization during the recent 

era of companies, products, and business methods associated with sixties counterculture. 

"Remember the Whole Earth Catalog, that funky, eclectic wish-book of the '60s 

counterculture? Its oversized, pulpy newsprint pages gave hard-core and weekend hippies 

'access to tools,'" Katherine M. Hafher of Business Week wrote in 1988. "Well, the catalog 

is soon to be reincarnated as a compact laser disk, ready for browsing on that paragon of 

yuppie tools, the Apple Macintosh."'^® Five years later, in 1993, business journalist Janet Lee 

wrote: "Do-it-yourself food-buying cooperatives, once thought of as countercultural ventures, 

are booming in mainstream communities."'^^ By 2000, "hippie capitalism" pervaded 

counterculture-friendly areas like Burlington, Vermont. "Businessmen gather at a small bistro 

wearing Timberlands, no socks, collarless shirts, and jeans," commented neoconservative 

journalist Jacob Heilbrurm. "The Birkenstock store around the comer . . . has a sign 

advertising that sandals make practical corporate gifts. An Ann Taylor outlet is next to the 
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Peace and Justice store, and pictures of Ben and Jerry, the hippie ice-cream entrepreneurs 

who recently sold out to an Anglo-Dutch firm, are ubiquitous. 

Even the Woodstock site, the symbolic center of the countercultural nation that bore 

its name, was commercialized during the recent era. In 1996, cable television executive Alan 

Gerry bought up the Woodstock location, which would be developed as an upscale concert 

and recreation site. Michael J. DiTullo, one of Gerry's top lieutenants, explained that the ideal 

visitor to the new Wood stock would believe that "[cjapitalism has been good to them but 

they still cherish what the whole 60's phenomenon was about."'^^ 

The sale in 2000 of Ben & Jerry's ice-cream company to multinational corporation 

Unilever was viewed as emblematic of the counterculture "selling out" during the recent era. 

"Unilever has just bought Ben and Jerry's, a cottage industry started by two enterprising 

hippies, Design Week magazine wrote in 2000. "Under the terms of the agreement,... [a]n 

independent board will also be established, focusing on providing leadership for Ben & Jerry' s 

social missions and brand integrity. But whether Ben & Jerry can maintain its brand ethics, 

in light of obvious corporate pressure from Unilver to increase revenue, remains to be seen." 

Yet Ben and Jerry themselves portrayed the sale as a way to further their socially conscious 

values. "Neither of us could have anticipated, 20 years ago, that a major multinational would 

some day sign on, enthusiastically, to pursue and expand the social mission that continues to 

be an essential part of Ben and Jerry's," said Ben Cohen and Jerry Greenfield. Unilever 

executive Richard Goldstein agreed. "[M]uch of Ben & Jerry's success is based on its 

connections to basic human values," he said. Goldstein further commented that it was his 
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company's "hope and expectation that we continue to engage in these critical global economic 

and social missions. 

This notion that members of the 1960s counterculture had "sold out" in the recent era 

was a pervasive trope in movies and other mass-cultural products. In the film Big Fix (1978), 

Richard Dreyfuss played a hippie private detective who runs into a fugitive (based on Abbie 

Hoffman) who had become a successful advertising executive during his time undergroimd. 

Other films also embraced the assertion that sixties idealists were cynics and hypocrites who 

showed their true colors by embracing the materialism of the 198Gs. In True Believer (1989), 

for instance, James Woods played an attorney who had gone firom defending leftist-movement 

leaders in the 1960s to defending drug dealers in the 1980s. In Running on Emptv (1989), the 

lead characters are crazed sixties fugitives on the run for planting a bomb who ruin the life of 

their children. 

The pop-culture apotheosis of the "yippie-to-yuppie sell-out" was The Big Chill 

(1983). The film "treated audiences to the spectacle of a bunch of shallow personalities 

gathered together to lament the loss of ideals it is impossible to believe they ever had," wrote 

critic Kurt Jacobsen. "These pathetic 'grown ups' have pout away childish things, like 

compassion and justice, for the stern responsibility and mature joys of conspicuous 

consumption. The trends they were a-changing, the film declared, and it was no longer chic 

to care about causes." In sum, Jacobsen noted, "[t]he 'big chill' myth in the USA ... is that 

virtually every activist and acidhead mutated into yuppies who rabidly vote Republican 
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nowadays. . . . What these films suggest, and not very subtly, is that the practice of Sixties-

style values in the present is preposterous, or worse."''' 

In reality, however, not all "yippies" became "yuppies," as many sixties activists 

retained their old values throughout the recent era. By the 1990s, moreover, the notion that 

hypocritical hippies had cashed in the sixties idealism and sold out to corporate America 

became a less prominent theme in conservative discourse. Instead, the right's main criticism 

of their opponents, especially after Bill and Hillary Clinton entered the White House in 1993, 

was that the Clintons and their liberal baby-boomer cohort remained unreconstructed 

"countercultural McGoverniks," in Newt Gingrich's phrase. Rather than selling out, claimed 

conservatives, former sixties radicals remained "stuck in the sixties," often employing 

moderate pretensions while retaining their "radical, countercultural" values. 

Recent Conservatives' Appropriation of Aspects of the 1960s Counterculture 

During the recent era, most conservatives angrily condemned the 1960s 

counterculture and its legacies to contemporary American, but, at the same time, many on the 

right ironically appropriated and expressed many of the values and behaviors associated with 

the "hippie sixties." One irony was that recent conservatives' rhetorical style echoed that of 

the 1960s counterculture in its insolence, vulgarity, and incivility. For example, conservative 

students employed an irreverent manner and anti-authority rhetoric similar to that of campus 

radical of the 1960s. Conservative businesspeople also were partially responsible for the 
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gratuitous sex and violence emanating from supposedly "liberal Hollywood." Moreover, many 

creators of vulgar mass-culture products, including televised cartoons, were conservative 

Republicans, usually of the libertarian variety. The recent right's appropriation of the anti-

authoritarian, sometimes vulgar style fo the 1960s was evident in politics, too, with a 

conservative frenzy of vulgarity and incivility reaching a zenith during President Bill Clinton's 

impeachment in 1998. During the mid-1990s, the leader of the "Republican Revolution" was 

conservative Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich, who sought to roll back the legacy of the 

1960s counterculture, which he believed was personified by Bill and Hillary Clinton. Yet, 

many commentators noted the ironic similarity between Gingrich's style and that of the sixties 

left. Indeed, some commentators claimed that Gingrich's style resembled sixties radicalism 

more than did than Clintons'. 

The recent right denounced the 1960s counterculture as "weird" and "un-American," 

but many of them ironically adopted the embattled premise that conservatism was the new 

"counterculture" in an American mainstream culture dominated by "liberal" values. For 

example, the conservative men's group the Promise Keepers emulated the both the 

counterculture's "Woodstock nation" and the "women's lib" movement. Conservatives also 

viewed the U.S. military as a conservative "counterculture" opposed to the "liberal" 

mainstream of American culture. Cultural conservatives often portrayed themselves as a 

victimized minority, a strategy that the right had criticized liberal groups for using since the 

1960s. By the late 1990s, some influential conservatives emulated sixties leftists by calling on 

their brethren to forsake "immoral" mainstream American culture in favor "dropping out" into 
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their own countercuhural "beloved community." 

Recent conservatives ironically appropriated the substance of the 1960s 

counterculture as well as its style. Some of them, especially libertarians, admitted that they 

had been part of the counterculture during the 1960s. Additionally, many recent conservatives 

engaged in personal behavior consonant with the "sex, drugs, and rock 'n' roll" values of the 

counterculture. The traditionalist right thrived in the 1980s and 1990s by disparaging 

"immoral" liberals who held countercuhural values. Conservatives made much of the 

connection between Bill Clinton's values that were allegedly forged in the sexual revolution 

of the 1960s and his personal misbehavior as president, so it was ironic-if not 

hypocritical-that many of Clinton's main detractors were leading Republicans who had 

admitted to committing adultery. Many recent conservative emulated the "sexual revolution" 

of the 1960s in other ways, too. During the mid-1990s, Speaker of the House Newt 

Gingrich posited himself and his movement as a counterrevolution against three decades of 

countercuhural values. Yet, Gingrich's life history, which included adultery and ethics 

violations, showed that he had much in common with the others of the sixties generation. 

On the issue of homosexuality, many conservatives also displayed behavior consistent 

with the tolerant values of the counterculture. There were a relatively high number of 

closeted high-ranking conservatives during the recent era. In addition, several prominent 

right-wing activists who had helped build the modern conservative movement were revealed 

as gay during the recent era. And some closeted conservative homosexuals were outed after 

it became known that they had AIDS. In his 2002 memoir, gay conservative journalist David 
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Brock revealed the extent of homosexuality in the recent conservative movement. A few gay 

conservatives defied the right's staunch stand against homosexuality by combining a gay 

lifestyle with conservative values. This ideology became known as "homocon," a play on the 

term "neocon" (short for neoconservative). 

Conservatives also ironically appropriated some of the values associated with modem 

feminism, a philosophy that many of them believed sprang from the 1960s counterculture's 

"women's liberation" movement. By the 1980s, the success of popular success of feminist 

ideas of equal opportunity for women caused the mainstream conservatism to appropriate 

many feminist ideas while continuing to deride "feminists" as a radical fringe. In addition, 

most leading anti-feminist women of the right saw no hypocrisy in forsaking their traditional 

gender roles by becoming full-time working women. 

Illegal recreational drugs constituted another behavior that some conservatives 

indulged in or supported, despite its association with the 1960s counterculture. Led by 

libertarians, the recent right thrived, in part, by playing on traditional American reverence for 

individual freedom, fears of a totalitarian Big Brother, and annoyance with the liberal "nanny 

state." The libertarian-traditionalist split over drug use became increasingly evident during the 

recent era. As of2001, social conservatives had won the drug battle, partly because drug use, 

especially marijuana, remained so closely associated with the "hippie sixties." 

Many recent conservatives also ironically championed rock music. Some of them even 

celebrated countercultural icon Bob Dylan, although they often did so by depicting him as 

representing the "good [early] sixties." They argued that Dylan therefore should not be 
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associated with the coarse hard-rock music that emerged in the late 1960s. Many more 

conservatives venerated the Beatles rock group, despite the fact that the band was closely 

association with the development of the counterculture. Right-wing rock guitarist T ed Nugent 

claimed to despise hippies, but he embraced the style and much of the substance of the sixties 

counterculture. Some conservatives even claimed that sixties rockers, with their cultural 

liberalism and entrepreneurial spirit, symbolized the "libertarian 1990s." Many conservatives 

despised the rudely anarchic punk-rock music that first emerged in the mid-1970s, viewing 

it as a continuation of the distortion-laded guitar music of the late 1960s. Ironically, however, 

many commentators contended that punk rock was, in fact, a right-wing reaction to the hippie 

pacificism and art-rock pretentiousness of the late sixties and early seventies. Punk rockers 

claimed to reject the overt political posturing associated with the hippie-rock of the late 

1960s, but many of them did express their conservative views in some of their songs. Perhaps 

the most peculiar conservative appropriation of a legacy of the 1960s counterculture was 

"Christian rock" music. However, there were still many on the right reacted coolly to fellow 

conservatives' affinity for rock, a form of music associated with the sixties counterculture. 

Corporate America also evinced a style and values that resembled those of the 1960s 

counterculture. On the one hand, some recent commentators challenged the widespread 

conviction that the counterculture had been anti-business. Instead, its members often had 

participated eagerly in the market both as retailers and as consumers On the other hand, many 

recent observers commented that corporate America during the recent era had appropriated 

values and styles associated with the sixties counterculture. For example, clothing styles 
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associated with the sixties counterculture continued to sell during the recent era. In addition, 

huge multinational corporations employed sixties-influenced countercultural themes to sell 

their products. Two especially popular tropes in counterculture-influenced corporate 

advertising were "breaking the rules" and observing "no limits." The music industry was the 

most obvious example of this trend, but the computer and software industries also 

consistentlypurveyed"coimterculturar'values. During the 1990s, such technology-business 

magazines showcased self-described "corporate revolutionaries" who heralded the dawn of 

an insurgent age of a "new economy" driven by computer and Internet technology. 

By the 1990s, such observers as conservative j oumalist David Brooks commented that 

many Americans combined the "bohemian" values associated with the 1960s with "bourgeois" 

qualities associated with the 1950s and 1980s. Brooks used the term "bobos" for these 

"bohemian bourgeoisie." Like Bobos, another group on the recent right, "crunchy 

conservatives," also blended conservative politics with earthy, hippie-influenced "crunchy-

granola" cultural values. 

The counterculture's underlying driving force was an informal, egalitarian spirit that 

mistrusted rigid traditional hierarchies: "question authority," was the cultural left's watchword 

in the 1960s. Conservatives criticized the counterculture for questioning and assaulting 

inequality and entrenched privilege in racial, gender, age, wealth, education, religion, and 

military hierarchies. The right also bemoaned the fact that "rude, uncivil hippies" eschewed 

traditional manners in social relations in favor of an informal, egalitarian quest for 
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"authenticity" in human relations. 

It was ironic, then, that the conservative mode of discourse during the recent era often 

appeared similar to that of the 1960s counterculture in its insolence, vulgarity, and incivility. 

The main difference, of course, was that the recent right targeted sacred cows different from 

those of the sixties left. The counterculture viewed a stifling American culture emanating from 

a "power elite" comprised of big business, the military, university administrators, religious 

leaders, government agents, and the like; by contrast, recent conservatives challenged the 

stifling "political correctness" imposed by a "liberal elite" of feminists, government 

bureaucrats, university professors, school teachers, and their allies. 

Conservatives often denounced sixties-era student radicals as rude and insolent, 

especially toward university administrators, but right-wing students used similar shock tactics 

during the recent era. Beginning in the 1980s, conservative college activists intentionally aped 

the tactics of 1960s campus radicals. At the conservative Dartmouth Review in the early 

1980s, recalled conservative Dinesh D' Souza later recalled, "[t]o confront liberalism fully we 

. . . had to subvert liberal culture, and this meant disrupting the etiquette of liberalism. In 

other words, we had to become social guerillas. And this we set out to do with a vengeance." 

This "guerilla style" remained a popular tactic for conservative students throughout the recent 

era. "Some club members do want to shock, to incite outrage, to start fires," Mike Boland 

of Bucknell University Conservatives Club admitted in 2003. Meanwhile, Boland's fellow 

Bucknell conservative Tom Elliott cited pugnacious countercultural hero Hunter S. 

Thompson as his role model for his right-wing column in the school newspaper, The 
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Bucknellian.'^^ 

Many conservative organizations that subsidized on-campus groups-including Young 

Americans for Freedom, Young America's Foundation, the Leadership Institute, the 

Collegiate Network, and Intercollegiate Studies Institute-encouraged students' irreverent 

style. For example, the Collegiate Network, which distributed $200,000 a year to 58 

conservative newspapers, issued a handbook. Start the Presses, that advised right-wing 

students to "loosen up." "Don't try to be thought of as 'serious' and 'respectable,'" warned 

the handbook. "On campus, those words equate with 'irrelevant and ineffective.'" Bryan 

Auchterlonie of Collegiate even encouraged conservative students to wear hip clothing. 

"What conservatives really need is help on how to be cool on campus," he said. "We're easily 

pigeon-holed as loafer-wearing jerks."'"* 

During the recent period, conservative commentators thrived by blaming gratuitous 

sex and violence in mass culture on sixties countercultural remnants in "liberal Hollywood," 

but conservatives were themselves implicated in the process. The businesspeople running 

movie studios and television networks made sexual and violent films and shows because they 

were profitable-surely, a "conservative" value. By 2000, for example, Americans spent $8 

billion per year on pornography, compared to just $3 billion in Christian bookstores.''^ 

Furthermore, most of the biggest "action" stars in the world, whose movies glorified 

gratuitous violence, were conservative Republicans, including Clint Eastwood, Sylvester 

Stallone, Bruce Willis, Arnold Schwarzenegger, Mel Gibson, Tom Selleck, Kevin Costner, 

and Chuck Norris. 
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In addition, many creators of mass culture who broadcast vulgarity, incivility, and 

anti-authority values reminiscent of the sixties counterculture were conservative Republicans, 

usually of the libertarian variety. For example, comedian Drew Carey, star of the recent ABC 

sitcom. The Drew Carev Show, was a staunch Republican. In fact, he logo for the production 

company for Carey's show was a picture of a fetus, implying an anti-abortion stance. 

Nevertheless, the conservative Carey's humor was as blue as that of Lermy Bruce or any other 

1960s countercultural comedian, relying on sexual jokes, bathroom humor, and disrespect for 

authority. In addition, he published a book dedicated to "dirty jokes." Carey's production 

company also produced the situation comedy, Norm, starring Norm MacDonald, a staunch 

conservative who accused President Clinton of murder on The View talk show (presumably, 

MacDonald was referring to Vince Foster's death). Like Carey, MacDonald and his show was 

centered around sexual jokes, bathroom humor, and assault on all forms of "political 

correctness." 

Sixties-style vulgarity and attacks on authority were evident in other conservative-

produced media, too. The 1960s saw the emergence of the counterculture's "adult cartoons," 

but in the 1990s conservative Republicans were responsible for the most crude and 

controversial cartoons on television. MTV's Beavis and Butthead was the most infamous, 

drawing widespread condemnation from conservatives for its gross, sophomoric humor. Yet 

the show's creator, Mike Judge, was a conservative Republican. Similarly, the creators of 

Comedy's Central's vulgar cartoon. South Park. Trey Parker and Matt Stone, were 

conservative Republicans, too. Many libertarian conservatives also sang the praises of the 
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crass Ren&Stimpv. "the world's finest cartoon," according to conservative activist Benjamin 

J. Stein. 

Humorist P. J. O'Rourke explained why he and other libertarian conservatives 

emulated the anti-authority cultural style of sixties hippies. I'm Republican," he wrote in 

1995. "But there is one shred of beatnikery to which I cling. I still detest authority. I always 

did." O'Rourke argued that he had retained the counterculture's libertarian aversion to central 

authority. "Think of what big governments have gotten up to in this century," he wrote. "The 

Vietnam draft would be a tough sell for even the most fiendish businessmen Censorship, 

genocide, the Volstead Act, whole expropriations of private property, segregation, religious 

persecution, mass deportations, and vaporizing Nagasaki." Like the 1960s counterculture, 

recent libertarians like O'Rourke did not like being told what to do. "Telling you what to do 

being the entire idea of big government," he claimed, "with its agencies, experts, courts, laws, 

regulatory codes, and powers of taxation."'^^ 

The recent right's appropriation of the anti-authoritarian, sometimes vulgar style fo 

the 1960s was evident in politics, too. In the 1990s, right-wing talk-radio show hosts, cable-

television pundits, and conservative Republicans attacked President Bill Clinton and other 

political opponents as ferociously as any hippie had ever attacked President Lyndon Johnson 

and the rest of "the establishment" in the 1960s. Such right-wing commentators as Rush 

Limbaugh, Oliver North, G. Gordon Liddy, SeanHarmity, Bill O'Reilly, Ann Coulter, Laura 

Ingraham, Michael Savage, Matt Drudge, and others made wild accusations in savage 

language. Conservative Republicans, including such members of Congress as Newt Gingrich, 
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Bob Barr, Dan Burton, and Jesse Helms, also showed used vulgar and disrespectful language 

and tactics towards their political opponents, including the president of the United States 

The conservative frenzy of vulgarity and incivility reached a highpoint during Clinton's 

impeachment in 1998. During the proceedings, for example, conservative protestors led a 

"March for Justice" at the White House. "Loudly 'demanding' and ostentatiously 'marching' 

for ineffable 'justice' used to be the unique vocation of the Left," noted conservative 

journalist Andrew Ferguson. "The sponsor of the March for Justice, however, boasts an 

impeccable right-wing pedigree. The rally was organized by an Internet Web site called Free 

Republic." Ferguson described the right-wing protestors. "Who were the marchers exactly? 

Well, as the rally opened they were led in singing the national anthem by a person called 

"Muffaletta Man,' if that gives you some idea... [TJhere was a large contingent of bikers and 

more than one dead ringer for the late nine-fmgered guitarist Jerry Garcia." Many of the 

placards carried by conservative demonstrators were vulgar, including: "Fire the Liar"; 

"Clinton's Lies Are as Slippery as a White House Cigar"; "My President Slept with Your 

Honor Student"; "Hillary-Bill Says You Are a Lesbian"; and "Clinton Sucks."'^^ 

During the mid-1990s, the leader of the "Republican Revolution" was conservative 

Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich, who sought to roll back the legacy of the 1960s 

counterculture. Yet, many commentators noted the ironic similarity between Gingrich's style 

and that of the sixties left. "In some respects, Gingrich is the mirror image of the people he 

most abhors, the 1960s radicals," columnist Richard Cohen wrote in 1995. "They were 

monster exaggerators: The system needed to be trashed, not reformed.... Revolution-not 
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reform-was what was needed. One does not renovate a rotten structure; one pulls it down. 

Gingrich also fashions himself a revolutionary-a term he brandishes with immense pride. As 

such, he engages in his own version of '60s-era rhetoric.... He turns problems into crises 

to justify his program, which is as radical as any proposed in the 1960s."''® 

Editor David Awbrey also observed resemblances between Gingrich and sixties 

radicals. "With his graying, Beatle-style haircut and his Jerry-Rubin flair for political theatrics, 

new House Speaker Newt Gingrich looks and acts like a child of the 1960s and the 

counterculture he often condemns," Awbrey wrote in 1994. He further noted that, "[e]ven 

on social issues, the 1960s radical left and the 1990s Republican right have some things in 

common. The National Rifle Association has nothing on the Black Panthers in opposing gun 

control. The 'free' schools of the 1960s could be part of school 'choice' in the 1990s. The 

anti-Vietnam and anti-abortion movements share similar pro-life themes and strong leadership 

from many Christian ministers. 

Gingrich portrayed his revolution as an attempt to roll back the cultural changes that 

he saw as caused by the 1960s counterculture and as personified in the 1990s by Bill and 

Hillary Clinton. Awbrey, however, viewed Gingrich's style as more congruent with the sixties 

radicalism than Clintons'. "Mr. Gingrich has portrayed the Clinton administration as the 1960s 

counterculture come to Washington. But in his ideas and many of his attitudes, Mr. Gingrich 

is much closer to the New Left than are Bill or Hillary Clinton." Awbrey pointed out that, 

during the 1960s, Gingrich was more anti-establishment than Bill or Hillary Clinton. "As 

collegians, the Clintons were the liberal establishment in training," wrote Awbrey. "Mr. 
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Gingrich, Hke the New Left of the 1960s, has a visceral dislike of elites ... as represented by 

the Clintons. The same liberal, Harvard-Yale arrogance that brought America the Vietnam 

War created a centralized welfare state that the Clintons tried to expand with national health 

care and that Mr. Gingrich is intent on dismantling." Awbrey asserted that "[pjrobably the 

greatest similarity between the New Leftists and the Gingrich rightists is intellectual 

smugness. Mr. Gingrich, House Majority Leader Dick Armey and their Senate ally, Sen. Phil 

Gramm, are former college professors; they believe ideas have consequences, as did most 

New Leftists. They, like the New Left, claim to speak for the working class. 

Awbrey also saw the recent right as strangely similar to the 1960s counterculture. 

"The '60s hippie search for cosmic liberation also lives," wrote Awbrey. "Consider LSD-guru 

Tim Leary; He now sees computers as opening the door to a higher level of consciousness, 

not much different from the cybernetic Third Wave' of futurist Alvin Toffler, who has 

strongly influenced Mr. Gingrich." Awbrey saw other parallels, too. "Often overlooked in the 

discussions of the 1960 are the hippie capitalists," he wrote. "The small businessmen and 

women who ran head shops, book and record stores epitomize the free-enterprise spirit 

praised by the Gingrich right. And no marijuana harvester ever got a government farm 

subsidy. . . . Then there are the new media to get around the distortions of the liberal 

establishment press. Talk radio of the 1990s is the underground press of the 1960s."^''^ 

The recent right denounced the 1960s counterculture as "weird" and "un-American," 

but many of them ironically adopted the embattled premise that conservatism was the new 
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"counterculture" in an American mainstream culture dominated by "liberal" values. In 1994, 

for example, conservative columnist William Murchison called for the birth of "a new 

counterculture" to address the decline of morality in American since the 1960s. Conservative 

columnist John Leo commented that the "National Fatherhood Initiative is an example of a 

nonlocal movement that might be part of a new and broad moral counterculture."^"^ Other 

recent conservatives also depicted their values as part of a "counterculture." In 2002, for 

example, evangelical Christian Sam Torode, an author and anti-contraception advocate with 

the group Natural Family Plarming, describe the anti-birth control movement as a 

"counterculture. 

During the 1990s, the conservative men's group the Promise Keepers emulated the 

both the counterculture's "Woodstock nation" and the "women's lib" movement. The 

Promise Keepers (PK), conservative journalist Matt Labash wrote in 1997, was "the Christian 

evangelical men's movement that has been packing the nation's football stadium's for the past 

several years and will pack Washington's Mall on October 4 for a rally the organization hopes 

will draw a million men." Many commentators noted its similarities to 1960s movements. "In 

its charismatic exuberance . . . and popular trappings (football stadiums, contemporary 

Christian music), it is reminiscent of the Jesus Movement of the late '60s and early '70s. As 

campuses across the country were ignited by revival, ex-hippie converts evangelized." Labash 

noted that "PK occasionally succimibs to a buggy-bear mawkishness and therapeutic 

elements." 

Conservatives also viewed the U.S. military as a conservative "counterculture" 
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opposed to the "liberal" mainstream of American culture. In 1995, conservative columnist 

George F. Will insisted that the U.S. marine corps retained values antipathetic to the dominant 

culture. "Critics [of the U.S. marine corps] should come [to Quantico Marine Corps Base], 

to these 60,000 acres devoted largely to a stem socialization of a few young men and 

women," wrote Will. "The making of a Marine officer amounts to a studied secession from 

the ethos of contemporary America. The Corps is content to be called an island of selflessness 

in a sea of selfishness, and to be defined by the moral distance between it and a society that 

is increasingly a stranger to the rigors of self-denial." Will argued that the marine corps' 

conservative values stood out in the "selfish, permissive" recent culture. "Looking for today's 

'counterculture'? Look here," he asserted.^"^ 

Other conservatives worried that the military's conservative "counterculture" was 

succumbing to the values of the mainstream "liberal" culture of the recent era. .In 1998, 

conservative scholar John Hillen argued that feminists in the Clinton administration, who 

came from a countercultural background, were attempting to force their values on the 

military. Feminists, wrote Hillen, "are still winning their war on the military. . . . [U]nder 

pressure from a coimterculture all grown up and gone to work in Washington, the military 

is floundering about, trying to figure out to what extent it may need to change its culture to 

stay in sync with the society it serves. . .. "Clintonites are pressing the military to conform 

to the values of the baby boomers and their Generation X progeny rather than the other way 

around." Hillen complained that the Pentagon was caving into the values of the 1960s. "Even 

more depressing is the tacit acceptance of these terms of battle by most military leaders. . . 
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. "The most notorious example is the politically correct wonderland that now passes for basic 

training." Hillen despaired that the counterculture would soon infect the military. "The 

Pentagon appears trapped in a historical pattern of making sure that if American society is 

going to slouch towards Gomorrah, it will make sure it is marching right alongside," he 

wrote.^"® 

Recent conservative groups often portrayed themselves as a victimized minority, a 

strategy that the right had criticized liberal groups for using since the 1960s. In 1996, it was 

revealed that the Clinton White Hose had 900 secret FBI files, many on Republican 

politicians. That was "the moment at which conservatives decided to act like liberals," wrote 

conservative journalist Andrew Ferguson. "The injured Republicans organized and spoke of 

'empowering themselves.' They claimed victim status in outraged letters to the editor. The 

complained loudly about their constitutional rights. There were petitions, and proclamations, 

and press conferences where nostrils flared and eyes flashed fire.. They gathered for a protest 

rally in front of the White House-with bullhorns! And to sell their conversion they engaged 

a 'public interest' law firm to file a class action lawsuit on their beleaguered behalf." Like 

sixties minorities, recent conservatives sometimes accused liberals of "intolerance." "I have 

seen a growing intolerance of the views of the majority of the American people, yet that 

intolerance is being disguised as promotion of diversity," Republican Congressman Ernest J. 

Istook, Jr., of Oklahoma said in 1994. "Tolerance is a two-way street. You carmot expect 

people to respect minority viewpoints if our society and its minorities fail to respect the views 

of the majority."^"' Conservative activist Pat Buchanan portrayed his campaigns for the 
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Republican presidential nomination as fighting for the "victimized" white male worker. 

Conservative columnist George F. Will criticized Buchanan's strategy. "Buchanan, a whiner 

liberals can love for his litany of victimizations, presents America as the crybaby of the 

Western world," Will wrote during the 1996 campaign.^"® 

By the late 1990s, some influential conservatives emulated sixties leftists by calling 

on their brethren to forsake "immoral" mainstream American culture in favor of a 

countercultural "beloved community." For many cultural conservatives, the last straw was the 

American public's refusal, by a 70-30 margin in polls, to support the impeachment and 

removal of President Bill Clinton for his "immoral" behavior in the Oval Office. "I'm so 

disgusted with the American people," declared L. D. Brown, a conservative activist and an 

ex-Arkansas state trooper. Similarly, right-wing commentator Alan Keyes questioned the 

"moral character of the American people." Conservative activist and lawyer Larry Klayman 

claimed that the polls supporting Clinton showed that traditionalist conservatism now 

comprised a "counterculture" in America. "We are only 30 percent," he declared. "Seventy 

percent of the American people fail to appreciate" the nation's founding principles. "The rest 

of the American people are lost," maintained Klayman, "worshipping the Golden Calf" 

Klayman said that he and other conservatives had to "bring down the Ten Commandments 

and teach them right from wrong. 

In 1999, journalist Nancy Gibbs commented on the trend of the 1990s right to sound 

and act like the 1960s counterculture. "'America, love it or leave it.' It used to be the right's 

battle cry. Now it's the right's dilemma," wrote Gibbs. "Conservative godfather Paul 
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Weyrich, who coined the term moral majority, doesn't think there is one anymore. Abortion 

is still legal; the NEA is still funded; the Great Adulterer is still in office... Weyrich says the 

time has come for conservative Christians to admit the culture war is lost and to try a new 

strategy." Gibbs noted that Weyrich's view that the right had lost the culutral war was 

widespread in conservative circles. "In this sorrowful chorus, [Weyrich] joins authors Bill 

Bennett, who deplores the 'Death of Outrage,' and columnist Cal Thomas, a moral-majority 

veteran," she wrote.^'" 

Gibbs pointed out that conservative despair was occurring simultaneously with a 

reversal of negative social tends, which was at odds with the "surprising [conservative] 

consensus that American life is rotten in the first place. In fact, by so many measures, the state 

of the union is so sound that you wonder why conservatives don't just declare victory and go 

home. Crime is down, divorce is down, likewise abortion, teen pregnancy, drunk driving and 

welfare roles. Prime time gives us angels and virgins as role models. We are more charitable 

and churchgoing than we were in the hallowed 1950s.... Bennett's books are best sellers." 

Conservatives, however, were not mollified by this news. Weyrich "doesn't believe a word 

of it," wrote Gibbs. "The positive trends, he says, are 'a blip,' a demographic quirk that will 

soon change when what he sees as the amoral Generation X comes to power."^" 

Conservatives also noted the tendency for many on the right to posit their movement 

as a "coimtercultural" opposition to the "immoral" mainstream culture. "Paul Weyrich, the 

prominent activist who in the wake of President Clinton's impeachment hung jury has decided 

that conservatives should secede from corrupt America," conservative columnist Paul Gigot 



864 

wrote in 1999. 'I do not believe that a majority of Americans actually shares our Values,' 

[Weyrich] wrote in an open, overwrought letter to other conservatives this week. 'We will 

be lucky if we escape with any remnants of the great Judeo-Christian civilization that we have 

known down through the ages.'" Gigot noted that other influential conservatives shared his 

despair. "More alarming, his post-impeachment, Decline-of-Rome pessimism is shared widely 

enough on the right (Robert Bork and Bill Bennett) that it could become a self-fulfilling 

prophecy," wrote Gigot.^'^ 

Gigot feared that this tendency by recent conservatives echoed that of sixties leftists. 

"[I]t's hard to see how blaming America first is going to improve things now," he wrote. 

"Strangest of all is Mr. Weyrich's echo of the 1960s that conservatives should 'tune out' and 

'drop out.' This tendency always exists on the religious right, which cares more about 

salvation in the next world than this one." Gigot portrayed this reaction as folly. "To ask them 

to walk away now in disgust and despair is to repeat the errors of the 1960s' left," he wrote. 

"Liberals then believed they could totally remake the world by the force of their moral 

arguments. And when they failed they denounced America as corrupt and unworthy of their 

patriotism. It's taken the left 30 years to recover." Gigot concluded that "[cjonservatives 

can't save America by becoming anti-American."^'^ 

Recent conservatives not only emulated the style of the 1960s counterculture-they 

often appropriated its substance, too. Some of them, especially libertarians, admitted that they 

had been part of the counterculture. "Yes, I was a hippie," conservative humorist P. J. 
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O'Rourke admitted in 1999.^''' Neoconservative journalist Mickey Kaus was another on the 

right who acknowledged that he was a radical in the 1960s. "I was a longhaired Ivy League 

leftist in the late '60s," wrote Kaus," and I'm still basically proud of what I did then." Kaus 

disputed the claim by neoconservative Peter Collier that the New Left "was not a thinking 

movement." Kaus insisting that "[w]e were quite serious at learning, and thinking.. . . It's 

particularly odd for conservative like Collier and [George F.] Will to disparage the intellectual 

content of the New Left, since so much of today's neoconservative critique of liberalism was 

anticipated in the radical critique of liberalism.... [I]t's easy to forget that for '60s radicals, 

no less than for'80s Reaganauts, liberals were the enemy."^'^ 

Despite their denunciation of the 1960s counterculture and its legacy, many recent 

conservatives engaged in the behavior consonant with the "sex, drugs, and rock 'n' roll" 

values of the counterculture. The traditionalist right thrived in the 1980s and 1990s by 

disparaging "immoral" liberals who held countercultural values. The linking in the public mind 

of amoral behavior with liberalism was one recent conservatism's major victories. This tactic 

reached its height during the late 1990s, when the right became obsessed with President Bill 

Clinton's scandalous relationship with Monica Lewinsky, a yoxmg White House intern and 

secretary. The Republican House of Representatives' impeachment of Clinton symbolized the 

main political expression of recent conservatism's attempt to eradicate the legacies of the 

1960s counterculture. 

It was therefore ironic, and perhaps hypocritical, that conservatives displayed behavior 

nearly identical to that of "immoral" liberals who embraced countercultural values. In 1994, 
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for example, the New York Times editorialized that conservatives should be careful in bashing 

the legacy of the counterculture because "there are too many Republicans who are also 

Grateful Dead fans or, for that matter, divorced, ex-potheads and opponents of state-

regulated prayer and abortion."^'® Many baby-boomer conservatives indulged in the 

counterculture during the 1960s and 1970s and then denounced it in the 1990s. High-living 

baby-boomer conservatives included George W. Bush, Newt Gingrich, Gingrich's press 

secretary Tony Blankley, and top Republican consultants Mary Matalin and Lee Atwater. 

"Most of the time I was in grammar school through high school [in the 1960s], I was in some 

kind of rock 'n' roll band," recalled Atwater. "I would say that at least 80 percent of my 

energy was involved in whatever band I was involved in. The other 20 percent was trying to 

get drunk and get laid."^'' In the late 1980s, two influential televangelists, Jim Bakker and 

Jimmy Swaggert, were each caught in sex scandals. Bakker's adulterous affair was with a 

twenty-year-old church secretary, Jessica Hahn, to whom he paid thousands in embezzled 

funds as hush money. Swaggert, meanwhile, cavorted with a prostitute. 

Throughout the 1990s, conservatives made much of the connection between Bill 

Clinton's values that were allegedly forged in the sexual revolution of the 1960s and his 

personal misbehavior as president, especially his affair with Monica Lewinsky. But, as liberal 

journalist Frank Rich pointed out in 2002, those on the right who led the charge against the 

immorality of Bill Clinton "were almost to a man and women living in glasshouses of their 

own, whether pursuing sex, alcohol, abortion or some combination thereof ... It's 

particularly hilarious that The Washington Times was the paper of record (and of frequent 
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employment) for the whole pious crowd, given that its owner, [Rev. Sun Myung] Moon, with 

his mass weddings of mostly strangers, probably took more direct action to undermine the 

institution of marriage than any single person in the 20"^ century."^'^ 

Indeed, many of Clinton's main detractors were leading Republicans who had 

admitted to committing adultery. These included GOP Senators Bob Dole and John Tower 

and Congress members Newt Gingrich, Bob Livingston, Henry Hyde, Dan Burton, Bob Barr, 

and Helen Chenowith. Conservative Democrat Gary Condit also supported Clinton's 

impeachment, although Condit's own affair with a young intern ended with her murder in 

2001. Other conservatives also had less-than-exemplary personal lives. President George W. 

H. Bush, who focused on the "character issue" in his 1992 campaign against Clinton, was 

accused of having extramarital affairs with five separate women. Ronald Reagan was the only 

president ever to be divorced, hardly knew the children from his first marriage, seldom 

attended church, and socialized with Hollywood celebrities who practice alternative lifestyles. 

The Clinton impeachment saga was initiated by a sexual-harassment lawsuit filed by 

Paula Corbin Jones. She was a low-ranking Arkansas state employee allegedly propositioned 

by then-governor Clinton. Conservatives, and Jones herself, portrayed her lawsuit as 

traditionalist conservative response-protecting a "lady's honor"-to the lecherous behavior 

of a liberal governor whose values represented those of the 1960s counterculture. Jones's 

allies included the Conservative Political Action Conference and the Rutherford Institute, 

headed by John Rutherford, a former aide to right-wing televangelist Jerry Falwell. The fact 

that conservatives had used a sexual-harassment lawsuit, a legacy of the counterculture's 
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women's liberation movement, was ironic. This irony was compounded by the fact that Jones, 

an alleged paragon of conservative virtue, posed nude in Penthouse magazine in 2000.^'® 

Well-known cultural conservatives also exhibited behavior consistent with the "free 

love" values of the 1960s counterculture. During the 1990s, conservative Dr. Laura 

Schlesinger became one of America's favorite radio talk-show hosts, with fifteen million 

regular listeners. Dr. Laura's freely given advice was based on such conservative values as 

family, motherhood, and religion-all of which she intended as an antidote to liberal 

mainstream culture. "I'm alive at a time where you just say 'family values' and people say 

that's controversial," she said in 2001. "But truthfully, it is counterculture at this point in a 

culture that has skewed very far to do what you please. There are no values other than 'do 

what you please.Homosexuality, which Schlesinger described as a "biological error," 

served as main target of her conservative criticism, which led in 2000 to a boycott of her 

syndicated television show led by the Gay and Lesbian Alliance. However, Schlesinger's 

opponents revealed that Schlesinger herself had been a child of the sixties counterculture. 

Like many baby boomers, she had a tumultuous relationship with her mother-the two were 

not on speaking terms even as Dr. Laura gave her advice on "family values"-and she posed 

nude for her boyfriend, a married man. (These nude pictures of the young Laura Schlesinger 

circulated on the Internet. 

In 1999, the conservative movement was rocked by a sex scandal at Hillsdale College 

that seemed as indecent as anything that traditionalists had accused the counterculture. 

"Hillsdale College is perhaps the premier conservative college in the country," right-wing 
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journalists Tucker Carlson and Andrew Ferguson wrote in 1999. "With higher learning in 

America increasingly in thrall to multiculturalism and the other enthusiasms of leftist 

orthodoxy, Hillsdale promotes itself as self-consciously traditional." To maintain uncorrupted 

conservative values, George Roche III, Hillsdale's longtime president, refused to accept 

federal funding for his Hillsdale, relying instead on fund raising from conservatives. "Roche 

is not only a creator but also a creature of the conservative coimterculture," Carlson and 

Ferguson wrote. To fund raise and build the conservative movement, Roche invited such 

right-wing luminaries as William F. Buckley, Jr., Jack Kemp, Jeane Kirkpatrick, Margaret 

Thatcher, William Bennett, and Kenneth Starr to speak at Hillsdale. "We have proved that 

integrity, values, and courage can still triumph in a corrupt world," Roche wrote in one fund-

raising letter. In 1999, however, his daughter-in-law, Lissa, killed herself, revealing that she 

and Roche had engaged an extramarital affair for nearly two decades. Apparently, Lissa was 

driven to suicide when Roche married his second wife, after divorcing his first wife of forty-

four years.^^^ 

"Free love" and adultery were not the only countercultural values privately embraced 

by the recent right; many conservatives also secretly engaged in sadomasochist acts and other 

nontraditional sexual behavior. "To this day, sadomasochism devotees are almost exclusively 

college-educated, white, well-employed men and women, who are more than twice as likely 

to describe themselves as 'rightwing' thanas Teftist,'"conservative Mitch Kessler, editorand 

publisher of one of the oldest sadomasochism magazines in America, wrote in 2000.^^^ 

Many recent conservative emulated the "sexual revolution" of the 1960s in other 
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ways, too. Many commentators pointed to the wide distribution of birth-control pills after 

1960s as a main factor allowing the sexual revolution of the late 1960s. By the 1980s and 

1990s, however, even many cultural conservatives used contraception and even leading right-

wing activists recommended it, facts decried by authors and evangelical Christians Sam and 

Bethany Torode, members of the conservative organization, Natural Family Planning. 

"Because so many young Christians use the pill, including friends of ours, we wanted to make 

this information [about the dangers of the pill] more widely known," Sam Torode said in 

2002. "We wanted to counteract, in some small way, the influence of Evangelicals like Tim 

and Beverly LaHaye, who recommend the Pill for newlyweds in their best-selling book on 

sex."22^ 

During the mid-1990s, Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich was the acknowledged 

leader of the conservative movement and the "Republican Revolution" in Congress, and he 

posited himself and his movement as a counterrevolution against three decades of 

countercultural values. Yet, in fact, Gingrich's life history and behavior showed that he had 

much in common with the others of the sixties generation. Although Gingrich spoke in favor 

of "family values" and traditional family structure," he was the product of a teenage mother 

and broken home in the 1940s,^^^ and he was married three times himself His first marriage 

was to his high-school geometry teacher, a rather untraditional pairing. In 1980, after eighteen 

years of marriage, Gingrich filed for divorce, discussing it with his wife Jacqueline in the 

hospital, where she was recovering from a second operation for cancer. Less than a year later, 

he married his second wife.^^'' A 1984 article in Mother Jones magazine accused Gingrich of 
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infidelity in his first marriage. Gingrich never denied the accusation, and his response 

appeared to echo the "moral relativism" of which he accused the counterculture. "[Y]ou can 

draw a distinction between being a normal human being with normal weakness and being a 

scoundrel," he said."^^^ In 1993, his first wife sued him for failing to pay his monthly alimony 

on a timely. That same year, the still-married Gingrich started an affair with a young 

congressional staffer in her twenties. He continued the adulterous affair for several years, even 

during the Clinton-Lewinsky scandal, eventually divorcing his second wife and making his 

mistress wife number three. 

Beyond promiscuous sexual behavior, Gingrich's exhibited "countercultural" behavior 

in other ways, too. Like many hippies, he avoided service in the Vietnam War. When he was 

a graduate student at Tulane, moreover, he joined a protest against the university's attempt 

to prohibit publication of allegedly obscene photographs in a student newspaper. Gingrich 

often alleged that the counterculture had left a legacy of amoralism and moral relativism, yet 

he also displayed these qualities. In 1989, Gingrich overlooked the questionable behavior of 

right-wing ally James Watt, Reagan's former secretary of the Interior. Watt had made 

$300,000 as a lobbyist for making just eight phone calls to HUD secretary Samuel Pierce to 

push a housing project. Gingrich, despite his avowed aversion to immoral behavior, excused 

it, declaring, "I was frankly sympathetic with Jim Watt's position. He was saying: This is a 

stupid program; it's also legal.' If someone comes forward and offers you $300,000,1 don't 

think you have to impoverish yourself to prove you're a saint." Gingrich instead blamed 

Democrats for creating a "corrupt political culture" that later snared Watt in its web.^^^ 
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Gingrich himself was fined $300,000 by the House Ethics Committee for unethical behavior. 

Gingrich also consistently chided the counterculture for abandoning manners and 

producing an "uncivil" atmosphere in American life. Yet no political figure in the 1990s did 

more to generate hostility in the public realm. In 1990, for example, he issued a list of terms 

for Republican candidates to use to describe their Democratic opponents in the 1990 

campaign; the list included such uncivil phrases as "sick, pathetic, traitor, ideological, cheat, 

steal, bizarre, permissive, and radical.Despite all of this Clinton-like countercultural 

behavior, Gingrich, as journalist Richard Wolf pointed out in 1994, "rejects comparison 

between himself and Clinton-both of whom sidestepped military service, suffered marital 

problems, immersed themselves in academic pursuits and emerged as political wunderkinds 

and polished speakers. 

One legacy of the sixties counterculture's sexual revolution was tolerance for 

alternative lifestyles; by contrast, anti-homosexuality was a staple of cultural conservatism, 

and it became a major recruiting tool for the New Right in response to the growth of the gay 

movement begiiming in the late 1960s. In addition, recent Republican conservatives often 

spread rumors of homosexuality to besmirch their Democratic opponents, including Hillary 

Clinton and House Majority Leader Tom Foley. 

But on the issue of homosexuality, many conservatives also displayed behavior more 

consistent with the values of the counterculture than with those of their professed 

traditionalist conservatism. There is "a long history of usually closeted gay men, some but not 
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all public homophobes on the American right, including Roy Cohn, J. Edgar Hoover and such 

top Reagan-era operatives as Terry Dolan, Marvin Lieberman and even Jesses Helm's 

political consultant, Arthur Finkelstein," liberal columnist Frank Rich noted in 2002, "The 

same goes for such intellectual patron saints of conservatism as [Whittaker] Chambers and 

Allan Bloom. 

Other commentators also pointed to the incongruity of the relatively high number of 

closeted high-ranking conservatives during the recent era. "There were gays on the staff of 

Ronald Reagan when, as governor of California, he launched the conservative revolution," 

liberal columnist Robert Scheer observed in 1998. "Robert Bauman, a right-wing, even 

homophobic, congressman from Maryland, v^ote a book about his double life after being 

arrested in a gay bar. Last year, Brian Bennett, the longtime chief of staff and surrogate son 

to gay-bashing former Rep. Robert Dornan, came out of the closet. So, too did David Brock, 

who launched the Paula Jones sex scandal story with his article in The American Spectator." 

Scheer also pointed out that David Brock broke the story outing Michael Huffmgton, a right-

wing congressman and the OOP's 1994 candidate for the U.S. Senate seat from California.^^^ 

Similarly, Robert Bauman insisted in his 1986 memoir that "there are many men in leading 

positions of power who are homosexuals and yet appear regularly in the media as leaders of 

out nation. . . . They serve in Congress, the Reagan administration and White House, the 

judiciary, military, and Washington power circles.The numerous gays in "the seniormost 

ranks of the Reagan administration called themselves laissez faires,"conservative journalist 

David Brock wrote in 2002.^^'' During the recent era, moreover, prominent gay conservative 
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Republicans included Congressmen Stewart B. McKinney, Bob Bauman, Jim Kolbe, and 

Steven Gunderson.^^^ 

Several prominent right-wing activists who had helped build the modern conservative 

movement by trashing the 1960s counterculture and its legacies were revealed as gay during 

the recent era. Marvin Liebman, the godson of William F. Buckley, Jr., was a leading right-

wing activist who hid his homosexuality. "Liebman teamed with Buckley and others to 

pioneer the modern conservative movement, founding the Young Americans for freedom," 

journalist John Robinson wrote in 1990, after Liebman had outed himself. "He was active in 

the Conservative Party of New York and the presidential campaigns of Barry Goldwater and 

Ronald Reagan, moving to Washington after Reagan was elected.. .. From 1982 to 1987, 

he was director of public affairs and special projects at the National Endowment for the Arts 

and is now director of special projects at the Federal Trade Commission."^^® Dr. Mel White 

was another high-profile conservative activist who outed himself as a gay man. "After 40 

years of hiding, self-hatred, suicide attempts, tranquilizers, prayers, shock therapy, 

psychotherapy, exorcism, and 'ex-gay' therapy. White gave it all up to live a new, more 

serene life as an openly gay man," Amy Adams Squire Strongheart v^ote in 1994. "As might 

be expected, his life as a conservative Christian celebrity fell apart. He had a long list of 

impressive clients for whom he had ghostvwitten: Jerry Falwell, Pat Robertson, Jim Bakker, 

Billy Graham and Oliver North. All of them disavowed him."^^^ Arthur Finkelstein, a 

conservative political consultant, was another right-wing homosexual. Ironically, Finkelstein 

had used negative campaign advertising, much of attacking the "morals" of liberal opponents. 
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to help elect many of the U.S. Senate's most conservative members, including Jesse Helms, 

Bob Smith Don Nickles, and A1 D'Amato.^^^ 

Some closeted conservative homosexuals were outed after it became known that they 

had AIDS. In 1986, Terry Dolan, the founder of the National Conservative PAC, died of 

AIDS. At Dolan's memorial service, wrote journalist Elizabeth Kastor, conservative "Sens. 

Orrin Hatch and Gordon Humphrey, and Dolan's brother Anthony, a [Reagan] White House 

speech writer, praised Dolan for his contributions to shaping the conservative movement. 

Former White House chief of communication Pat Buchanan and former senator Paul Laxalt 

attended the service." In 1987, Republican Congressman Stewart B. McKinney of 

Connecticut also died of complications related to AIDS.^^^ In 1994, conservative radio talk-

show host David Brudnoy disclosed that he was gay and had AIDS. "[T]he story, as pitched 

to some Hollywood producer, amounted to this: conservative celebrity is gay and has AIDS," 

Brudnoy complained in his 1996 memoir. Life Is Not a Rehearsal. "This image reduced me 

to a bizarre cliche."^''" 

In his 2002 memoir, gay conservative journalist David Brock revealed the extent of 

homosexuality in the recent conservative movement. In a review of Brock's book, columnist 

Frank Rich wrote that "the New Right of the 90's was, in Brock's account, nearly as gay as 

a soiree in Fire Island Pines. Even before Brock publicly acknowledged his own 

homosexuality ..., he tapped into a Washington subculture of closeted conservatives that 

seemed to hold forth everywhere from The American Spectator to the closest circles around 

Gingrich and Kenneth Starr." In his memoir. Brock claimed that, at a party, a closeted right-
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wing columnist "pushed me onto a bed, into a pile of coats, and tried to stick his tongue down 

my throat." Brock also related a story about "the closeted pro-impeachment Republican 

congressman, who had pursued me drunkenly through a black-tie Washington dinner offering 

a flower he had plucked from a bud vase, condemning Clinton for demeaning his office."^'" 

A few gay conservatives defied the right's staunch stand against homosexuality by 

combining a gay lifestyle with conservative values. This ideology became known as 

"homocon," a play on the term "neocon" (short for neoconservative). Journalist Andrew 

Sullivan was the best known of the "homocons." Homocon and conservative critic Bruce 

Bawer counseled gays: "Above all, don't use your homosexuality or [others] contempt for 

it as an excuse to lower your moral standards." Like other homocons, Bawer recommended 

that homosexuals live by thr same tradional values as heterosexuals, in monogamous 

relationships.^''^ The Log Cabin Republicans, a national organization of gay conservatives, 

pressured GOP candidates, and the Independent Gay Forum was a conservative homosexual 

lobbying group.^''^ Similarly, Soulforce, an interdenominational group of homosexuals pushed 

for the rights of gay Christians, including picketing Rev. Jerry Falwell's ministry in 1999.^'''' 

Some conservatives conceded that tolerance for homosexuals, a trend they believed 

began in the 1960s, had come to dominate mainstream American thought. "America's view 

of homosexuality has shifted irrevocably," journalist Stanley Kurtz wrote in 2001. "Only a 

small minority of today's Americans would have us return to the Fifties, when homosexuality 

was so shameful. . . [M]any Americans welcome increased tolerance of gays."^''^ Some 

conservatives even echoed the sixties counterculture's claim that what consenting adults did 
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sexually in the privacy of their own home was no one's business. When asked about Steve 

Gunderson, the openly gay Republican congressman from Wisconsin, Speaker of the House 

Newt Gingrich replied: "I've never asked him what he does in the bedroom and he has never 

asked me."^'^® 

A main target of the recent right's was feminism, the most successful movement to 

come out of the 1960s counterculture. During the 1970s, conservatives typically criticized 

feminism because it sought to redefine traditional gender roles of women as wife, mother, and 

homemaker. But the success of popular success of feminist ideas of equal opportunity for 

women caused the mainstream conservatism of the 1980s and after to appropriate many 

feminist ideas while continuing to deride "feminists" as a radical fringe. Conservative 

women's groups such as the Clare Boothe Luce Policy Institute and the Independent 

Women's Forum ironically argued that feminism infantalized women rather than empowering 

them. For example, the Independent Women's Forum asked "whether women's studies 

programs actually harm women with misleading feminist myths of women as victims." 

Conservative women's groups ironically argued that femist calls for protection of women 

e n c o u r a g e d  d e p e n d e n c e .  B y  c o n t r a s t ,  a r g u e d  t h e  r i g h t ,  " s t i l e t t o  c o n s e r v a t i v e s "  l i k e  A n n  

Coulter and Christina Hoff Sommers, "empowered" themselves while retaining their 

"femininity." "We have role models now, student conservative Allison Kasic said in 2003. 

"Hip, strong women who exude the message: 1 don't need hand-holding just because I'm a 

woman."^''^ 
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In addition, leading anti-feminist women of the right saw no hypocrisy in forsaking 

their traditional gender roles by becoming full-time working women. High-profile 

conservative women who worked in full-time careers outside the home included activist 

Phyllis Schlafley, First Ladies Nancy Reagan and Laura Bush, and vice-presidential wives 

Lynne Cheney and Elizabeth Dole, and Congresswomen Helen Chenowith, Some anti-feminist 

women even kept their maiden names, including journalist Midge Dector and historian 

Gertrude Himmelfarb. Meanwhile, baby-boomer and Generation X female conservatives such 

as Ann Coulter, Laura Ingraham, Christina Hoff Sommers, Katharine Harris, and others 

pursued lifestyles nearly identical to their feminist counterparts. 

Like the sexual revolution and feminism, illegal recreational drugs constituted another 

behavior that some conservatives indulged in, despite its association with the 1960s 

counterculture. Led by libertarians, the recent right thrived, in part, by playing on traditional 

American reverence for individual freedom, fears of a totalitarian Big Brother, and annoyance 

with the liberal "nanny state." The issue of recreational drug use, however, showed that the 

right's split between libertarian and traditionalist social conservatives. Esteemed libertarian 

conservatives like economist Milton Friedman and editor William F. Buckley argued that 

there drug use was a "victimless crime" and that, with no complaining witnesses, law 

enforcement was driven to violate people' s privacy in combating drugs through unreasonable 

search and seizure. As libertarian journalist Tom Bethell observed, "[t]he lack of complaining 

witnesses also corrupts law enforcement. It is easier to make a case go away with a bribe 
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when there is no plaintiff to press the matter." Libertarian editor Nick Gillepsie confessed 

that, as a young man, he had indulged in recreational drugs, "pot and alcohol, mostly, but also 

acid, mescaline. Ecstasy, mushrooms, coke and meth. . . . Mostly I did drugs because they 

were fun and I liked the way I felt when I was high."^'*^ 

The libertarian-traditionalist split over drug use became increasingly evident during 

the recent era. In 1998, for example, Republicans in Congress used the power of big 

government to overturn a medical-marijuana initiative in the District of Columbia, which had 

passed by 68-32 margin and was supported by libertarians. Right-winger Bob Barr, despite 

his reputation as one of the most extreme anti-government "freedom fighters" in Congress, 

declared that he wanted to use Congress's big government powers to overturn the initiative, 

thereby ensuring that "our nation's capital does not legalize any mind-altering drugs." 

Libertarian Republicans also took heat from their putative traditionalist allies when they 

supported the decriminalization of soft drugs like marijuana. In 2001, for example, the right-

wing libertarian Cato Institute held a reception for Gary Johnson, the Republican governor 

of New Mexico who in 1999 called for the legalization of marijuana. Social conservatives 

immediately castigated the putative conservative ally. As libertarian journalist Tom Bethell 

noted, "Clinton's drug czar. General Barry McCaffrey, comfortable with the idea of 

militarized law enforcement, held apress conference inNewMexico after Johnson's apostasy 

and called him Tuff Daddy Johnson,' a man pushing a 'pro-drug message.'" 

As of 2001, social conservatives had won the drug battle, partly because drug use, 

especially marijuana, remained so closely associated with the "hippie sixties." Marijuana has 
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"historically been seen by a lot of Americans as the badge of the counterculture," 

Congressman Barney Frank, a liberal Democrat, noted in 2001.^*^ 

Just as many recent conservatives ironically indulged in sex and drugs, many of them 

also championed the third element of the counterculture's "unholy trinity": rock 'n' roll. For 

example, conservative activist Ben Stein described sixties-rocker David Bowie as "my idol 

..., a true genius.In 1995, conservative journalist Fred Barnes described his pilgrimage 

to the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in Cleveland, and declared, "I like rock and roll, especially 

[sixties musicians] Bob Seger, Bob Dylan, and Ray Charles.In 1996, conservative cultural 

critic Diana West complained that many leaders of the recent conservative movement extolled 

the virtues of sixties-influenced rock music. "Spence Abraham, a Republican senator known 

as a principled conservative, eulogizes narcoculture poster child Jerry Garcia of the Grateful 

Dead," wrote West. "Rush Limbaugh chatters about achieving the maturity of age 50, even 

as he hums along to the metallic strains of the ever-wild, ever-pubescent ZZ Top. John Kasich 

describes himself as both a born-again Christian and a 'rock 'n' roller.' William Bennett, the 

man who turns homespun virtues into lucrative bestsellers, leads the charge against rap music 

even as he cherishes his rock 'n' roll collection. 

Some recent conservatives even venerated sixties countercultural icon Bob Dylan. 

Some conservatives, however, depicted Dylan as representing the "good sixties," that is, the 

early part of the decade. These conservatives argued that Dylan therefore should not be 

associated with the coarse hard-rock music that emerged in the late 1960s. "Supposedly, 
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Dylan's fusion of folk authenticity with blues electricity ignited the explosion known as 

rock-the blues-based music since transformed into hard rock, psychedelic rock, art rock, 

shock rock, heavy metal, glam metal, thrash metal, speed metal, death metal, punk metal, and 

other squealing progeny too numerous to list," conservative music critic Martha Bayles wrote 

in 2001. "But Dylan did not sire this line. Indeed, the true measure of Dylan's good musical 

taste is how quickly and thoroughly he parted company with rock." Bayles differentiated 

Dylan's music from the hard rock that came about in the late 1960s. "Musically speaking, the 

worst thing about rock is the rhythm," insisted Bayles. "Allan Bloom's memorable line-' rock 

has the beat of sexual intercourse'-captures the problem: The rock beat is simple, repetitive, 

pounding." Bayles concluded that "Rock lost its groove in the late 1960s, when the lead 

guitar became a virtuoso instrument, eclipsing the bass and drums. 

Many other conservatives also embraced Dylan, despite his association with the sixties 

counterculture. In 1998, when Dylan received Kennedy Center Honors, baby-boomer Newt 

Gingrich gushed: "The sheer magic, for I think everyone in my generation, is to finally have 

our nation recognize Bob Dylan."^^"^ In a 2001 article entitled "What Good Came from the 

Sixties? The Answer, My Friend, Is Bob Dylan," conservative Michael Long gave an 

appreciative critique of Dylan's career. "Pop music has given us talented stylists and 

praiseworthy songwriters-but only one artist," wrote Long. "No one matters but Bob Dylan. 

He emerged in the early 1960s with a voice as authentic as the genres he seemed to have 

created. He did nothing less than upend the cultural landscape. He redefined the method and 

meaning of music itself." Long argued that "Dylan's work is art because it does what art 
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should do: edify and entertain, provoke thought, promote truth, extol beauty." Long also 

insisted that Dylan was a great man, too. "[T]he music of Bob Dylan tells is that he is a man 

of integrity and character, a worker for beauty and truth and good," he wrote. Long, 

however, sought to put a conservative spin on Dylan's thought. "He became a born-again 

Christian, had the nerve to actually tell people about it, and began to write music about 

Jesus," he wrote. Predictably, the so-called 'serious' rock press was livid and sneering. He 

also added an ordained minister to his road crew and began preaching sermons ... at his 

shows. .. . [Dylan] "had plenty to say too about the power of the righteous and angry God 

he now followed."^^^ 

Just as many on the right tried to appropriate Dylan for the conservative movement, 

despite his entrenched association with the 1960s counterculture, so too did they try to 

rehabilitate as conservatives the greatest of all sixties cultural icons, the Beatles. This attempt 

was surprising because there was no denying the Beatles close influence upon and 

identification with the cotmterculture. All four of the Beatles ascribed, in varying degrees, to 

leftist politics and countercultural values. Guitarist John Lennon acknowledged his use of 

recreational drugs, declared that the Beatles were popular than Jesus, promoted New Left 

causes, was one of the world's most famous anti-Vietnam War protestors, and wrote 

"Imagine," a song calling for a sort of primitive communism. Similarly, bassist Paul 

McCartney imbibed in the counterculture, publicly acknowledging his use of marijuana and 

LSD. Led by guitarist George Harrison, all of the Beatles, including drummer Ringo Starr, 

embraced Eastern mysticism. 
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Conservative journalist Daniel Wattenberg commented on the Beatles close 

association with the development of the counterculture. "The Beatles' development paralleled 

that of the 1960s counterculture so conveniently that the band's identity seemed to merge 

with that of an entire generation," Wattenberg pointed out in 2000. The Beatles' influence in 

publicizing countercultural values was immense. "[I]t seemed like the Beatles couldn't catch 

cold without a generation sneeze," wrote Wattenberg. "They discovered pot during the 

recording of Rubber Soul, and it seemed like right angles softened into gentle curves 

everywhere. They costumed themselves as 'Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band,' and 

undergraduates everywhere started tuning up in their fathers' old service jackets and boots. 

They escaped to an ashram, and a generation seemed to abandon Utopian politics in favor of 

self-discovery. The baby-boomer generation spent more time entertaining itself than any of 

its predecessors. Inevitably perhaps, it was driven to justify itself by ascribing larger 

significance to its entertainment and entertainers than any of its predecessors. Its supreme 

entertainers were, of course, the Beatles."^^® 

Nevertheless, many recent conservatives still sang the praises of the Beatles, despite 

their intimate connection with the 1960s counterculture. In a 2000 article entitled, 

"Remember the Beatles! They Actually Were as Good as You Think," conservative j oumalist 

Daniel Wattenberg acknowledged the Beatles' deep influence on the counterculture, but he 

nevertheless cheered them for reinvigorating popular music. "When one thinks of the long 

period of vapid and infantile, pureed pop that saturated the ten market in the late 1950s and 

early 1960s before the rise of the Beatles, one realizes how badly music needed [the Beatles'] 
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honesty and emotional heat."^^^ In 2001, conservative activist Stephen Moore commented 

favorably on the fact that the Beatles' greatest hits CD," 1" had become the best-selling album 

in more than a decade. "It's cliche to say that Lennon and McCartney wrote the soundtrack 

of the '60s," wrote Moore. "The truth is that they've written the soundtrack for every 

subsequent decade. They were quite simply history's greatest entertainers." Moore expressed 

how much the band meant to him. "I remember when I was in college and heard the news that 

John Lennon (my favorite Beatle) was dead and I felt the world had been raped," he recalled. 

"I wore black for a week." Yet, Moore also tried to rehabilitate the countercultural icons. 

"Conservative should forever appreciate George Harrison for a lot of reasons," he wrote. 

"Not the least of these is that he wrote our anti-tax anthem' T axman.' Other conservatives 

also sought to appropriate the Beatles for their cause. After George Harrison died, 

conservative journalist Christopher Caldwell recalled something Harrison said years ago: 

'Everything else can wait but the search for God cannot wait,' At any rate, he turns out to 

have been right."^^® 

Unlike the Beatles, one sixties-rocker who truly was a conservative was guitarist Ted 

Nugent. Nugent professed to despise hippies, described homosexuality "extremely weird," 

and was a staunch pro-gun activist who served as a director of the National Rifle Association. 

At the same time, however, he revealed his roots in the 1960s by calling himself "the most 

uninhibited rock-n-roll guitarist maniac in the history of the free world" and by championing 

extremism. "Extremists founded America," he declared. "I am extremely dissatisfied with any 

status quo. ... I extremely believe in my independence and individuality."^^® Nugent also 
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sounded like a sixties-era environmentalist. "Today, much of what we ingest has been loaded 

with chemicals and toxins which eventually wreak havoc on our digestive system and the 

basic healthy blueprint for the human body," he wrote in his 2002 book, Kill It and Grill It.^''' 

In 1998, conservative critic Mark Steyn argued that sixties rockers, with their cultural 

liberalism and entrepreneurial spirit, symbolized the "libertarian 1990s." Steyn noted that 

many recent libertarian politicians shared much with sixties rocker. For example, "rockin' 

William Weld," the Republican governor of Massachusetts, wrote Steyn, "was not only a 

Jerry Garcia fan but also an admirer of the Violent Femmes." Steyn argued that Republicans 

had to adopt the spirit of the age to cormect with voters. "[I]n the America of William 

Jefferson Airplane Clinton, is a square guy fit for public office?" he asked. He insisted that 

commentators misunderstood rock music's scoial significance. "Let's forget about rock as a 

radical revolutionary force," he wrote. "But a revolution of a sort, all the more effective for 

being slyly insidious, has occurred. These Jurassic rockers-the Claptons and Bowies, the 

Beatles and Stones-now symbolize the spirit of the age in a way they never did thirty years 

ago. When say, Bill Weld, describes himself as fiscally conservative but socially liberal, what 

else is that but the traditional position of the sixties pop star.? Thus, Sir Paul [McCartney], 

from his lofty eminence as a Knight of the Realm, calls for the legalization of marijuana. But 

he's not so out of it that he hasn't cannily bought up a diversified portfolio of nest eggs to 

compensate for the more erratic sales of his post-Beatles work." Steyn concluded: "Like 

Massachusetts Republicans, the Jurassic rockers want low taxes and economic growth but 

they're relaxed about pot and sex and gays and like to feel good about themselves on 
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environmental issues."^®^ 

Still, many recent conservatives often complained that recent popular music was 

"irritating noise" for which they blamed the legacy of the hard-rock music of the late 1960s. 

They particularly despised the rudely anarchic punk-rock music that first emerged in the mid-

1970s, viewing it as a continuation of the distortion-laded guitar music of the late 1960s. 

Ironically, however, many commentators contended that punk rock was, in fact, a right-wing 

reaction to the hippie pacificism and art-rock pretentiousness of the late sixties and early 

seventies. "[M]ost of the early punks [of the mid-1970s] were rebelling against entrenched 

leftism, not 'right-wing authoritarianism. British conservative Kevin Blake wrote in 1996. "In 

truth the Sex Pistols were reacting partly against the awful stagnation wrought by Labour's 

policies and partly against... hippie New Leftism. 'Never Trust a Hippie!' was one of their 

battle cries. .Johnny Rotten decried Britains;' stratospheric income rates under Labour."^^^ 

Conservative journalist Daniel Wattenberg similarly argued that the American punk-

rock scene of the mid-1970s, like its British counterpart, was a right-wing reaction to the 

pretentious psychedelic music of the late 1960s. "I was part of the punk rock scene in late 

1970s New York, where it was invented-fast, brief songs which playfully evoked rock 'n' 

roll's preacid-rock Age of Innocence," Wattenberg wrote in 1996. "New York punks were 

unapologetic about their comfortable suburban origins, playful and irreverent in tone, and 

pretty affirmative about modern American life. Indeed, in many ways. New York pink 

represented a first skirmish within American popular culture with the then-gathering forces 

of political correctness."^®'' 
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Wattenberg and other commentators insisted that punk rockers held values 

diametrically opposed to those of sixities hippies. A "segment of the punk community 

(centered around the group known as the Ramones and the fanzine Punk . . .) explicitly 

rejected at one time or another just about every one of the reverse pities then associated with 

the Left; anti-commercialism, anti-Americanism, reverse racism, you name it," wrote 

Wattenberg. "This was coupled with an assault on the stale residue of the sixties 

counterculture, the whole sleepy, slit-eyed, vegetative, sexually, intellectually, and emotionally 

subdued, value-neutral, tie-dyed, and forever-fried cannabis cult that worked its way through 

suburban basements and college dorm rooms in the seventies." Mary Harron, a punk 

journalist, argued that the values of the Ramones and other punk rockers were "about saying 

yes to the modern world. Punk, like Warhol, embraced everything that cultured people, and 

hippies, detested: plastic, junk food, B-movies, advertising, making money-although no one 

ever did. You got so sick of people being so nice, mouthing an enforced attitude of goodness 

and health." Other commentators also saw punk rock as a conservative reaction to the hippie 

1960s. "[W]e were all white," recalled punk-journalist Legs McNeil. "There were no black 

people involved with this. In the sixties hippies always wanted to be black. . . . We had 

nothing in common with black people at that time: We'd had ten years of being politically 

correct, and we were going to have fun.... There were definite right-wing overtones. 

Punk rockers claimed to reject the overt political posturing assciated with the hippie-

rock of the late 1960s, but many of them did express their conservative views in thsome of 

their songs. "The Ramones third album was called Rocket to Russia." noted Daniel 
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Wattenberg. "Its back-cover cartoon provides a punk map of the world: An ICBM has been 

launched at "Russia" from South Florida. Pacing his island, Fidel Castro looks up nervously. 

.... Russia is depicted as a giant labor camp." In addition, Wattenberg pointed out that 

"Punk, the fanzine, regularly tweaked 'commies,' Russia, hippies, drug addicts. High Times 

magazine, the Village Voice, 'lesbos,' and 'faggots.'" In 1985, Johnny Ramone of the 

Ramones described his politics as "ultraconservative" in a 1985 interview and said of 

President Reagan, "I like Ronnie. Except he's a little liberal." Wattenberg claimed that: 

"There was in punk a recurring note of revulsion at what the liberal permissiveness of the 

sixties and seventies had wrought. The Swinging Madisons' songs included "Guilty White 

Liberal" and the anti-feminist "Put Your Bra Back On." Wattenberg maintained that "the song 

that best exhibits punk's use of liberalism expressive license to indict liberalism';s relaxed 

standards ofpersonal morality was the Sex Pistols' 'Bodies.' Punk legend had it that'Bodies' 

was anti-abortion."^®® 

Conservative Ivan G. Osorio also insisted that the punk rockers of the mid-1970s saw 

themselves as the antithesis of the hippie 1960s. ""Punk rock was a political and musical 

reaction," Osrio recalled in 1996. "[I]t was for the ears of Ivy League brats waving North 

Vietnamese flags that the Ramones shouted 'Hooray for the USA,' Jimmy Carter and disco 

notwithstanding, the [conservative] counterrevolution had begun." Osrio insisted that punk 

rock had maintained its anti-hippie stance in the present day. "For example, the passing of 

Jerry Garcia was an occasion of extreme rejoicing in punkdom. This may sound sick, but that 

wretched group [i.e., Garcia's Grateful Dead] embodied everj^hing that punk rock was a 
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rebellion against-the pollution of music by leftist politics and the drug-induced belief that rock 

music had transcended the confines of the primitive two-and-half-minute pop song."^®^ 

Perhaps the most peculiar conservative appropriation of a legacy of the 1960s 

coimterculture was "Christian rock" music. In the 1960s, conservative Christian ministers and 

priests never seemed to tire of denouncing rock 'n' roll as "the devil's music." During the 

recent era, however, Christian rock became one of the fastest-growing types of popular 

music. By 2003, 500 Christian bands had been signed to major record labels, and Christian 

music sold more than 50 million albums, nearly surpassing the sales of country music. 

Christian groups like Creed and POD topped record-sales charts and had their videos played 

heavily on MTV. Although Christian rock's lyrics expressed devotion to Jesus, their music 

and style echoed that of sixties rock. "In Hicksville, Long Island, on any given Sunday 

afternoon, pierced and tattooed teenagers in black clothing gather and watch as groups of 

kids like themselves tear their fingers on guitar strings and scream unintelligibly into 

microphones," journalist Lauren Sandler reported in 2003. And just as sixties rockers and 

their fans had passionately protested against the Vietnam War and supported other leftists 

causes. Christian rockers and their fans zealously demonstrated against abortion and backed 

other conservative crusades. By 2003, for example, more than 100,000 Christian-rock fans 

had signed "Rock For Life's" pledge to work to end abortion.^^^ 

Many on the right reacted coolly to fellow conservatives' affinity for rock, a form of 

music associated with the sixties counterculture. In 1996, for example, cultural critic Diane 

West complained about some conservatives' embrace of what she termed the "rock culture." 
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"[A] very important social wall still existed a quarter-century ago, a demarcation between 

bourgeois culture and the rock culture-variously and overlapping known as the silent majority 

and the protest generation, squares and cool people. Us and Them. That wall is gone," wrote 

West. "The rock 'n' roll sensibility grew up and over the line until it became a prevailing 

influence on Us and Them alike. It's no accident that Detroit (not to mention Japan) now 

markets family sedans-tangible markers of stability-with such rock 'n' roll anthems of 

recklessness as 'No Boundaries.'" West remarked that such mergers between recent 

conservatives and the counterculture were becoming "an increasingly common coupling as 

the unmoored bourgeoisie pursues a rock 'n' roll karma. The counterculture has overrun the 

mainstream."^®^ 

West viewed recent conservatives' embrace of rock music, the emblem of the sixties 

counterculture, as emblematic of the decline of traditionalist values. "The notion of personal 

responsibility ... can do little for a nation automatically pulsing to a countercultural beat," 

wrote West. "Look at the rock 'n' roll Hall of Fame. Once upon a time, Cleveland city fathers 

were repelled by rock 'n' roll. . . . Mayor Ralph Lechner went so far as to ban future rock 

concerts from public city venues, having 'averred that [rock 'n' roll] did not contribute to the 

culture of the city and tended to incite riots.' By the 1990s, of course, another Cleveland 

mayor, Michael R. White, j oined by Republican governor George Voinovich, had decided that 

not only did rock 'n' roll contribute to the culture of the city, it was the culture of the city; 

hence Cleveland's fight to make itself the site of the rock 'museum.'" West complained that 

the $92 million museum complex "was built to enshrine the memorabilia of rock culture-the 
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same rock culture that brought free love, getting high, and anti-Americanism to the 

masses."^™ 

West saw the conservative embrace of rock music as a treasonous betrayal in the 

right's culture wars against the legacy of the hated sixties counterculture. "Scions of Us are 

seeking alliance with legions of Them in an elusive quest for acceptance; for validation; for 

an edge of hipness; for a sense of cool from what used to be the other side," she wrote. "It 

doesn't seem to matter that this benighted quest for cool undermines-indeed, nullifies-the 

very principles that bourgeois culture, however marginalized it my be, still rests upon." She 

criticized baby-boomer conservatives who embraced rock music, including moralist William 

J. Bennett "Bermett is a creature of his time," she wrote. "His affinity for rock, whether 

genuine taste or studied pose, is maintained with astonishingly little awareness of the tension 

pulling between the rock and bourgeois cultures.""' 

West contended that conservatives had to rid themselves of their fascination of rock 

music to defeat their counterculture-influenced foes in the culture wars. "The essential ideals 

of bourgeois culture-responsibility, fidelity, sobriety, and other badges of maturity-remain 

the same. So, for that matter, does the cumulative message of the rock culture-sexual and 

narcotic gratification, anarchism, self-pity, and other forms of infantilism." She blamed rock 

music and the counterculture it exalted for much of the decline in American values since the 

1960s. "With the explosion of rock 'n' roll, as rhythm obliterated melody, as sexually 

overwhelmed romance, as the emotions were gutted, as popular taste was infantilized, a 

cultural condition was created that now has its expression in gangsta rap and other pop 
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excrescences," wrote West. "No getting around it: Rock culture is the phenomenally popular 

manifestation of the political shambles conservatives have appointed themselves to rebuild. 

There can be no meaningful progress, philosophically or politically, until this atmosphere is 

understood to be smothering all attempts at social rejuvenation. 

In the 1960s, both left and right posited a dichotomy between the anti-materialistic 

"liberal" values of the counterculture and the acquisitive "conservative" values of corporate 

America. During the recent era, however, some commentators disputed this notion that the 

counterculture and business were opposites. 

On the one hand, some recent commentators challenged the widespread conviction 

that the 1960s counterculture had been anti-business. Both the liberal and conservative myths 

of the counterculture, social critic Thomas Frank wrote in 1997, "assume quite naturally that 

the counterculture was what it said it was; that is, a fundamental opponent of the capitalist 

order. Both foes and partisans assume, further, that the counterculture is the appropriate 

symbol-if not the actual historical muse-for the big cultural shifts that transformed the United 

States and that permanently rearranged Americans' cultural priorities. They also agree that 

these changes constituted a radical break or rupture with existing American mores, that they 

were just as transgressive and as menacing and as revolutionary as countercultural 

participants believed them to be." But Frank maintained that changes in the goals and 

practices of business, especially advertising, in the 1950s and 1960s were more fundamentally 

important.^^^ 
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Revisionist historians Uke Frank contended that the consumerism of the 1950s and the 

bohemianism of the 1960s derived from the same source. "When business leaders cast their 

gaze onto the youth culture bubbling around them," Frank wrote, "they saw both a reflection 

of their own struggle against the stifling bureaucratic methods of the past and an affirmation 

of a new dynamic consumerism that must replace the old." Historian Thomas Sugrue agreed. 

"When I look at the land of Leave it to Beaver, and then look at the Sixties, I see a bunch of 

commonalities," wrote Sugrue. "The Sixties memoir writers and historians see radical 

discontinuities. And that's because we're of different generations." This notion of cultural 

continuity led journalist and historian Rick Perlstein to ask: "Is a Sixties bell-bottom merely 

a Fifties tail fm rendered in cloth? It's a question that's bound to rankle Sixties veterans, of 

both the reconstructed and unreconstructed varieties. After all, was there ever a society more 

self-conscious about its own historical identity, its role as an agent of history, than America 

in the Sixties?" Perlstein concluded: "The counterculture was not a blot on the American 

creed but its apotheosis."^^'* 

Some recent conservatives agreed that the counterculture was not truly anti-business. 

"The politics of the hippie generation of the 1960s always tended toward retailing-and now, 

through retailing, they have arrived, in a smashing big way," conservative journalist Joseph 

Epstein wrote in 1999. "One sees it in all the New Age products, in the outdoor-clothing 

madness, in the Holistic medicine vitamin-and-herb biz, in the healthy-eating gastronomic 

putsch. Hippie living at upper-bourgeois prices has infiltrated the quotidian life of the so-

called educated classes.Other conservatives pointed out that rock music, despite its 
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association with the counterculture, had always been a big business. "Ever since Elvis Presley 

we've had corporate continuity masquerading as permanent revolution," conservative critic 

Mark Steyn wrote in 1996?'® Conservative Shawn Miller agreed. "The much-lampooned Cold 

War worry about rock music-that it was a Kremlinbred virus designed to clear the way for 

world communism-has proven spectacularly unfounded," Miller wrote in 1997. "As rock and 

roll nears the end of its first half-century, it finds itself part of a $20 billion industry.... If, 

in 1997, we have Madonna running her own music company and the CEOs of giant 

corporations attending board meetings in blue jeans, it seems safe to say rock and commerce 

did not collide. They merged."^" 

Commentators noted that the members of the counterculture not only participated in 

the capitalist market by selling-they bought, too. "[T]he 60's counterculture was never really 

a movement of the radical left-and thus no challenge to consumer capitalism," critic Gerald 

Marzorati wrote in 1997. "The counterculture was made up mostly of trembly romantics, 

rock-and-roll hedonists and libertarian humanists The hippies and student freaks and the 

rest didn't pull the plug on consumer capitalism. 

On the other hand, many recent observers commented that corporate America during 

the recent era had appropriated values and styles associated with the sixties counterculture. 

"For writers schooled in the culture wars, the most important conflict in America was and will 

forever be the one between the hip and the square, the flag-burning and the church-going, the 

hippie and the suit," cultural critic Thomas Frank wrote in 2000. "But as the '90s progressed 

. . . as the jeans replaced suits in the offices of America, and as the ultra-hip culture of 



895 

cyberspace became the culture of the corporation generally, business increasingly imagined 

itself on the other side of the occasion."^'^ 

For example, clothing styles associated with the sixties counterculture continued to 

sell during the recent era, with the highpoint occurring in the late 1980sd and early 1990s. 

"Jeans have holes again. Love beads are back. . . Tie-dyed shirts and hosiery are selling," 

journalist Woody Hochswender noted in 1988. "It is not quite the dawning of a new age of 

aquarius, but hippie fashions are making a comeback in th twilight of the 1980's." 

Hochswender noted that, "[o]n Bloomingdale's second floor, a new boutique, 'The Beat 

Goes On,' exudes flower power."^^° 

Marketing expert Hugh Cameron argued that the continued popularity of 

"countercultural" clothing was culturally significant. "The flower power generation, the 

hippies, with their long hair and flairs, are to many a bit of a laughing stock-a freak side

show, at best a cult that for a fleeting moment stepped into the limelight at Woodstock, 

banging on about freedom and peace," Cameron wrote in 2001. "The hippy value system was 

not based in reality." Cameron, however, noted that, "during the 90s we saw a resurgence of 

hippy fashions, graphics and Tounge' behavior... But behind the style revival lies something 

rather more fundamental." Cameron insisted that "[tjhere is a set of emerging societal values 

that seems remarkably close to the beliefs of the original hippies. . .. Silicon Valley might 

have been the flowering of this new, free world. . . It is no coincidence that the two 

movements grew in the same geographical area.... The mobile internet could represent the 

real break for the hippy dream. It is fundamentally individual, a piece of technology that 
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places you at the center of the universe, liberated from geographical or physical boundaries 

and devoid of barriers. ... It is something that can help you make the most of 

yourself-anyone, anywhere, anytime. It is total freedom. . . . Believers, or new economy 

hippies, already exist."^^' 

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, huge multinational corporations employed sixties-

influenced countercultural themes to sell their products. "[RJebel youth culture remains the 

cultural mode of the corporate moment, used to promote not only specific products but the 

general idea of life in the cyber-revolution,"cultural critic Thomas Frank observed in 1997. 

"Commercial fantasies of rebellion, liberation, and outright 'revolution' against the stultifying 

demands of mass society are commonplace almost to the point of inevitability in advertising, 

movies, and television programming." 

The music industry was the most obvious example of this trend. Music companies like 

Sony and music providers like MTV and VHl thrived by associating themselves with the 

youth counterculture, both past and present. "The music industry continues to rejuvenate 

itself with the periodic discovery of new and evermore subversive youth movements," noted 

Thomas Frank, "and our televisual marketplace is a 24-hour carnival, a showplace of 

transgression and inversion of values, of humiliated patriarchs and shocked puritans, of 

screaming guitars and concupiscent youth, of fashions that are uniformly defiant, of cars that 

violate convention and shoes that let us be us."^^^ 

The computer and software industries also consistently purveyed "countercultural" 

values. Apple, IBM, and Microsoft each advertised their products as tools to "liberate" their 
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users's lives. Apple and Microsoft also portrayed their business model as based on a more 

fluid and egalitarian "corporate counterculture." "The great success of Apple Computer Inc. 

is due to more than just having the right product at the right time," Business Week wrote in 

1984. "It is also the result of the company's homespun, entrepreneurial corporate culture." 

Steven P. Jobs, Apple's chairman and cofounder, maintained that countercultural values 

constituted his company's strength. "Steve used to say that the reason we're going to blow 

IBM away is because we're unprofessional," recalled William "Trip" Hawkins, a former 

Apple executive. "Trofessional' was a word he used to spit out like an insult."^^^ 

During the 1990s, such technology-business magazines as Wired and Fast Company 

showcased self-described "corporate revolutionaries" who heralded the dawn of an insurgent 

age of a "new economy" driven by computer and Memet technology. Conservative columnist 

John Leo observed that the "Internet gurus" of the 1990s brooked "no interference at all from 

the government... These attitude are also familiar from the 1960s-in some ways the Internet 

looks like the second coming of the counterculture." Other commentators also noted that 

"[t]echnology is on the side of anarchy," as Walter Isaacson, head of new media for Time 

Warner, said in 1995.^^'' 

Some conservatives mocked the pretensions of technology corporation, comparing 

them to the hippies of the 1960s. "These are the Cosmic Capitalists," conservative journalist 

David Brooks satirized in 1997. "They know more than they know anything else, that we are 

living in an age of unprecedented change. They know that in times of revolution, you've got 

to confront change." Brooks perceived parallels between the techno-gurus of the 1990s and 
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the technocratic leftists of the 1960s. "[SJuddenly there are squads of Cosmic Capitalists 

across the business landscape, all of them co-religionists in the faith of Technomarxism," he 

wrote.'They share the belief that technology ineluctably drives history and that we live at the 

dawn of a new and unprecedented age." Brooks concluded that "[i]t used to be that this 

modernist ethos-the desire to be free of history, to leap into a brave new future-flourished 

only in politics (where it created the disastrous Marxist Utopias). . . . But just when you 

thought the modernist impulse was so old and outmoded that it would die of senescence, it 

hits high-tech valleys where silicon gurus march, blithely unaware of the generations that have 

trod this path before them."^^^ 

Other industries unrelated to technology products also exploited the sixties 

counterculture to sell their products. For example, Coca-Cola utilized Ken Kesey's 

psychedelically painted bus to advertise its "Fruitopia" line of beverages. To sell athletic 

shoes, Nike used the words and images of novelist William S. Bvirroughs and rock stars the 

Beatles ("Revolution"), Iggy Pop, and Gil Scott Heron ("the revolution will not be 

televised"). Meanwhile, both R. J. Reynolds cigarette company and Starbucks coffee 

employed the quintessential sixties symbol, a peace sign, in their advertisements. And many 

advertisers, from car manufacturers to cookie companies, claimed that buying their products 

was a means for consumers to "break the rules" and "find themselves." In 2000, 

neoconservative j oumalist Jacob Heilbrunn commented on the ubiquity of the "countercultural 

capitalist." Heilbruim observed that "[a]nti-establishment rebelliousness melded with 

Republican laissez-faire to produce business leaders who trumpet slogans form the 1960s; 
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'maximum freedom,' 'thinking outside the box,' 'radical experimentation.' How else could 

Jack Kerouac end up posthumously starring in Gap ads for khakis, or Burger King proclaim, 

'Sometimes You Gotta Break the Rules.'^^® 

Two especially popular tropes in counterculture-influenced corporate advertising were 

"breaking the rules" and observing "no limits." Foster Grant sunglasses had "no limits" as its 

marketing slogan, while Prince Matchabelli perfume described "Life without limits," 

Showtime TV declared "No Limits," AT&T: "Imagine a world without limits," and Ralph 

Lauren's Safari cologne: "no boundaries.^^' Meanwhile, Burger King's slogan was: 

"Sometimes, you gotta break the rules," while Columbia House Music Club armounced: "We 

broke the rules." Surveys discovered that this was clever marketing strategy. Pollsters found 

Walker Smith and Ann Clurman discovered that rule-breaking was a hallmark of the baby-

boom generation. "Boomers always have broken the rules.... The drugs, sex, and rock 'n' 

roll of the '60s and '70s only foreshadowed the really radical rule-breaking to come in the 

consumer marketplace of the'80 and'90s."^^^ 

In a 1998 column entitled "The Selling of Rebellion," conservative John Leo 

denounced corporate advertising's embrace of countercultural values. Reviewing a television 

commercial for the Isuzu Rodeo, Leo complained that "the central message here is very 

serious and strongly antisocial.: We should all rebel against authority, social order, propriety, 

and rules of any kind. . . . Breaking rules, with or without your Isuzu, is good." Leo 

concluded that "[a] great many advertisers now routinely appeal to the so-called postmodern 

sensibility, which is heavy on irony (wink, nudge) and attuned to the message that rules 
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By the 1990s, some conservatives began to notice that many baby boomers and 

members of Generation X sought to combining "bohemian" values associated with the 1960s 

with "bourgeois" qualities associated with the 1950s and 1980s. Conservative joumahst David 

Brooks was the main proponent of this theory, coining the term "bobos" for these "bohemian 

bourgeoisie." In 1999, Brooks argued that the bobo sensibility explained the public's relative 

lack of condemnation for President Clinton's sex scandal with Monica Lewinsky. "[NJobody 

wanted to moralize about the president's adulterous affair with a 21-year-old intern," wrote 

Brooks. "Some conservatives have argued that this non-judgmentalism is a product of 1960s 

moral relativism, that the amoralism of the counterculture has seeped into the mainstream." 

Brooks rejected this contention. "In fact, the counterculture has nothing to do with the 

attitudes on display... across the country," he wrote. "The counterculture of the 1960s was 

Utopian. It believed in emancipating the individual from repressive social strictures and so 

elevating him to a more free and natural spiritual realm. It rebelled against bourgeois 

materialism, always searching for transcendental breakthroughs. Today's moral attitudes are 

anti-utopian. They are utilitarian. They are, in fact, the values of the class the counterculture 

hated. They are the values of the bourgeoisie." Brooks noted the irony of ideological 

conservatives of the 1990s emulating the ideological leftists of the 1960s. "These days, of 

course, it is not just the Marxists and countercultural poets who are offended by the prosaic 

materialism of the bourgeoisie. It is also the conservatives," wrote Brooks. "It is 
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conservatives who are urging the American middle classes to rise from the prosperous torpor 

and get outraged at Bill Clinton."^'" 

Others on the right agreed that many Americans combined countercultural and 

bourgeois values. "The facts are these," conservative political philosopher Mark Lilla, wrote 

in 1998. "The 60's happened, Reagan happened and for the foreseeable future they will 

together define our political horizon. As anyone who deals with young people today knows, 

Americans find no difficulty in reconciling the two in their daily lives. They see no 

contradiction in holding down day jobs in the unfettered global marketplace-the Reaganite 

dream, the left nightmare-and spending weekends immersed in a moral and cultural universe 

shaped by the 60's."''' 

Like Bobos, another group on the recent right, "crunchy conservatives," also 

embraced values associated with the 1960s counterculture. "Crunchy conservatives" 

comprised a subculture of Americans who combined conservative politics with earthy, hippie-

influenced "crunchy-granola" cultural values. National Review journalist Rod Dreher, a self-

proclaimed "crunchy conservative," popularized the phrase. In a 2002 article, Dreher 

acknowledged some similarities between bobos and crunchy conservatives, but he emphasized 

the differences between the two right-wing groups. "God save us from these Brie-eating 

bobos, who have the money to indulge their snobbish tastes and want to inflict them on the 

rest of us," he wrote. "[M]ost crunchy cons are different from bobos-David Brooks's 

bourgeois bohemians-in part because they don't have a lot of money." 

Dreher wrote that he first began thinking about crunchy conservatives as a distinct 
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subculture after seeing the reaction by fellow conservatives when he told them that noted that 

he and his family were members of an organic food co-op. "Organic vegetables are a left-wing 

cliche," he conceded. "[And eating organic vegetables] got me thinking about other ways my 

family's lifestyle is countercultural We are as suspicions of big business as we are of big 

government. We rarely watch TV, disdain modern architecture and suburban sprawl, avoid 

shopping malls, and spend our money on good food we prepare at home. My wife even makes 

her own granola. And yet we are almost always the most conservative people in the room."^'^ 

After Dreher wrote an online essay, "Birkenstocked Burkeans," about his hippie-

influenced yet right-wing lifestyle,^®'' he received hundreds of emails from other "crunchy 

conservatives." "There was the pro-life vegetarian Buddhist Republican who wanted to find 

somebody to discuss the virtues of George W. Bush over a bowl of dal," recalled Dreher. "An 

interracial couple, political conservatives and converts to Eastern Orthodoxy, wrote to say 

they loved shaking up the prejudices of liberal friends at the organic co-op. Small-town and 

rural crunch cons checked in." One crunch conservative wrote to Dreher: "I used to listen to 

Rush [Limbaugh] while driving around following the grateful Dead!' Another v^ote that 

"[w]e thought we were the only Evangelical Christians in the world with a copy of The 

Moosewood Cookbook.' 

Dreher observed that "[t]here are four basic areas that are touchstones for crunchy 

conservatives: Religion, the Natural World, Beauty, and Family." Dreher argued that crunchy 

conservatives' traditionalism, especially in religion, led them to eschew the materialism of 

modern American culture. "The crunchy cons, religious or not, share a belief that something 
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has gone seriously wrong in contemporary mass society, and are grasping for 'authenticity' 

... amid a raging flood of media-driven consumer culture," wrote Dreher. "This is not new, 

of course; the 1960s counterculture got there first. Crunchy cons credit the hippies, but 

strongly disagree with their solutions." For example, Bryan Greer, a Baptist from Minnesota, 

criticized the sixties counterculture for rej ecting the primacy of evil in the world. "Apparently 

believing that all of nature, including humankind, is inherently and purely good, they reach all 

sorts of absurd solutions," wrote Greer.^'® 

Nevertheless, crunchy conservatives joined with sixties hippies and differed from the 

mainstream right by embracing the natural world and environmentalism and rejecting 

suburban sprawl. "In the crunch-con view, right-wing indifference to natural beauty extends 

to the man-made world," wrote Dreher. "Ugly suburban architecture, lousy food, chain 

restaurants, bad beer, and scorn for the arts are defended by many rank-and-file Republicans 

as signs of populist authenticity, as opposed to the 'elitist' notion that aesthetics matter. 

Other conservatives also claimed to be environmentalists, including Speaker of the House 

Newt Gingrich. "The years 1965 top 1995 were not a complete wasteland," Gingrich 

acknowledged in 1995. "[T] he impetus behind the environmental and safety laws of the 1970s 

was right. I taught environmental studies and participated in Earth Day in 1971... . But we 

let environmental protection become a maze of mindless rules.Indeed, environmentalism 

had became a core American value by the late 1980s (although it did not really challenge a 

more entrenched and pervasive core American value: consumerism). As journalist Kevin Kerr 

noted in a 1990 Adweek article, "Thinking Green Is No Longer a Hippie Dream," "96% of 
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all consumers say environmental concerns have a bearing on purchase decisions."^®' 

Consequently, conservative groups such as the Wise Use movement sought to depict 

themselves as protecting the environment in a "moderate" manner. 
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CONCLUSION 

As we have seen in previous chapters, the 1960s era and its legacies to recent America 

loomed large in the contemporary right's thought and discourse. This concern was evident 

in a variety of conservative sources: scholars and journalists who published books examining 

the 1960s era and its legacies; politicians, activists, and pundits; producers of mass-media 

entertainment; and the "ordinary citizens" of the grassroots right. This fixation with the sixties 

decade and its legacies, moreover, evinced itself in both major branches of American 

conservatism. It was apparent in the discourse of traditionalists, who resisted attempts to 

achieve greater social/cultural equality in the 1960s and later, and, also, libertarians, who 

opposed governmental efforts to effect more economic equality in the 1960s and after. 

During the recent era, most conservatives made blanket denunciations of the sixties 

period and its legacies. At the same time, however, some on the right expressed favorable 

opinions toward ceratin aspects of the 1960s, especially the early part of the decade. In fact, 

most conservatives who referred derogatorily to "the sixties" really meant to condemn the 

post-1965 "late sixties," which they perceived as signaling the dawn of a new, inferior age 

that, in many ways, lived on into the twenty-first century. Indeed, the recent right forthrightly 

portrayed itself as a countermovement dedicated to overturning the cultural and political 

"revolution" that it believed had first emerged in the mid-sixties. 
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Yet, recent conservatives also pragmatically tried to appropriate for their causes 

sixties figures-even liberals-whose popularity and iconic status had become firmly entrenched 

in the heart of the American public by 1980; most notable in this regard were Rev. Martin 

Luther King, Jr., and President John F. Kermedy. According to recent polls. King and 

Kermedy were the two individuals the public most associated with the 1960s, and they also 

were the sixties-era individuals the public most admired.' The right's attempted appropriation 

of the legacies of King and Kennedy was made easier by the fact that both men had made their 

main historical contributions in the early 1960s, especially JFK, who died in 1963. The 

association of King and Kennedy with the early 1960s enabled the recent right-especially 

neoconservatives-to embrace some of their legacy while maintaining their overall assault on 

"the (late) sixties" and the decade's "destructive" legacies to recent America. 

Recent conservatives approached the legacies of Martin Luther King and the African-

American civil-rights movement of the early 1960s in two very different ways: the "Old 

Right" and the "neoconservative" interpretations. In the early 1960s, most conservatives, 

especially those in the South, denounced the King-led movement. During the 1980-2000 

period, many conservatives maintained this hostile attitude, which is labeled here the "Old 

Right" view. Although racists targeted King, most Old Rightists during the post-1980 period 

resisted civil rights without openly appealing to racism. Only a minority of recent 

conservatives openly embraced the Old Right position, however, because recent American 

culture venerated King as a national hero and icon and regarded the civil rights movement as 

a moral crusade.. 
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Consequently, most conservatives during the recent era espoused the 

"neoconservative" view, a positive interpretation of King and the civil-rights movement that 

repudiated the Old Right's antagonism to racial equality. Neoconservatives also sought to 

appropriate King's legacy by selectively employing his message in support of their own right-

leaning contemporary positions in such areas as religion, patriotism, freedom from 

government coercion, and equal opportunity. Most important, neoconservatives employed 

King's "color-blind" values to oppose affirmative-action programs for blacks. Additionally, 

recent conservatives consciously emulated the strategy and tactics of the civil-rights 

movement to promote their own conservative causes. For example, conservatives like Justice 

Clarence Thomas "played the race card." Other conservatives created organizations like the 

Christian Coalition based on civil-rights groups. And evangelicals Christians and others 

applied King's philosophy of civil disobedience to support right-wing causes, such as 

disrupting abortion clinics. 

Like King and the civil rights movement, John F. Kennedy, another early sixties icon, 

also drew an ambiguous response from the recent right. Many conservatives promulgated a 

revisionist critique of Kennedy and his administration, a negative view that sought to debunk 

the highly favorable liberal "Camelot" myth of him. Like revisionists, the Old Right argued 

that Kennedy possessed a deeply flawed character and that his portion achieved relatively 

little. Unlike left-leaning revisionists who questioned JFK's commitment to liberalism, 

however, the Old Right perceived him and the rest of the Kennedys as personifying postwar 

liberalism. Conservatives who embraced the Old Right interpretation harshly criticized JFK. 



926 

They faulted him for what they viewed as his part in aiding liberal big government, which 

came to fulfillment after his death, in Lyndon Johnson's Great Society. Many Old Rightists 

also focused on Kennedy's sexual misbehavior, viewing it as a precursor to the "moral 

breakdown" that was highlighted by the counterculture's sexual revolution of the late 1960s. 

At the same time, however, another group on the right espoused a very different, far 

more favorable view of JFK, which can be called the "neoconservative" interpretation. 

Whereas the Old Right claimed that Kennedy had been a forerunner of the "radicalized" 

cultural liberalism of the late sixties, neoconservatives argued that JFK in fact belonged to the 

more conservative era, which preceded the late sixties. Neoconservatives also attempted to 

disassociate Kennedy from recent liberalism, which they believed had become radicalized in 

the late 1960s. They even argued that it was conservative Republicans like Ronald Reagan, 

rather than liberal Democrats, who conformed to the genuine JFK legacy. Unlike the Old 

Right, moreover, neoconservatives considered Kennedy as one of a long line of 

(neoconservative) "great leaders." During the recent era, consequently, the right displayed 

ambivalence toward the early 1960s and highly popular figures, such as King and Kennedy. 

By contrast, mainstream conservative rhetoric straightforwardly condemned major 

events and efforts associated with the late 1960s, including the Warren Court, the Great 

Society, anti-Vietnam War protestors, and the counterculture. Indeed, the conservative 

movement of recent years viewed itself as embodying a counterrevolution against these liberal 

and radical "excesses" of the 1960s. Ironically, however, recent conservatives often emulated 
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the language, style, tactics, and strategy of their foes, 1960s-era liberal and leftist. More 

strikingly, many of them also adopted some of the substance of the sixties left, too. 

The right's hostile views toward the liberal legal legacies of the 1960s focused on the 

U.S. Supreme Court under Chief Justice Earl Warren, which they perceived as revolutionary, 

politically radical, culturally liberal, activist, and imperialistic. The right's criticism of the 

Warren Court changed little over time. In the late 1990s, for example, recent conservatives 

like Bob Dole and George W. Bush criticized the Warren Court in language identical to that 

of 1960s conservatives Barry Goldwater and Richard Nixon. Additionally, conservative legal 

commentators generated a mountain of works during the 1980s and 1990s denouncing the 

Warren Court and its legacies to the recent era. 

At first glance, it seemed siuprising that conservatives, especially traditionalists, 

proclaimed such hostility toward the Warren Court. Traditionalists' professed reverence for 

authority and tradition would seem to compel obeisance to the Supreme Court, a hallowed, 

two-hundred-year-old institution. In addition, the Court's place at the apex of the U.S. legal 

system and its status as the final arbitrator on interpreting the Constitution, the "bible" of 

American "civil religion," makes it an elite body. But several factors converged to make the 

Warren Court an inviting target for conservatives, particularly traditionalists. Most observers 

acknowledged that the Warren era had brought profound liberal-leaning changes in the 

interpretation and application of constitutional law. Many commentators also viewed the 

Warren Court as an influential proponent of the modernist cultural revolution associated with 

the 1960s. 
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As a result, recent conservatives harshly criticized specific rulings of the Warren Court 

and liberal legacies these rulings left. In particular, both libertarians and traditionalists disliked 

and feared Warren Court decisions that enhanced the power of the national government. 

Libertarians denounced the Court for upholding the national government's centralization of 

power and its "anti-business" federal regulation. Meanwhile, traditionalists censored the 

Court's broad exercise of national authority because it weakened state and local governments' 

ability to compel compliance with culturally conservative values, such as racial segregation, 

religious instruction in public schools, censorship of erotic material, suppression of radical 

dissent, and maintenance of unequal electoral-apportionment systems. Conservatives of all 

sorts denounced the Warren Court for expanding Constitutional protection of the rights of 

criminal defendants and prisoners. Conservatives insisted that the most destructive legacy left 

to the recent era by the Warren Court was liberal dominance of the courts, law-school faculty, 

and the legal profession as a whole. 

In reality, conservatism maintained an influential presence within the legal profession 

during the Warren era, and this influence escalated during the conservative counterrevolution, 

which began in the 1970s with the development of the "law and economics" school. The 

counterrevolution gained steam after the founding of the Federalist Society in 1982. During 

the Reagan-Bush administrations. Federalist members dominated the Justice Department, and 

by 2000, the Society was the leading conservative legal organization, with 25,000 members, 

and it was working to supplant the American Bar Association as the most influential 

organization in the field of law. 
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Ironically, this conservative counterrevolution often relied on legal tactics pioneered 

by sixties-era liberal groups. Despite their criticism of the "rights revolution," conservative 

groups like the Institute for Justice and the Center for Individual Rights appealed to individual 

rights to bolster conservative causes. Recent conservatives criticized liberal Democrats for 

supporting judicial activism. However, the right's counterrevolution necessitated placing 

conservatives on the bench, especially the Supreme Court, who were willing to use their 

power to roll back liberal rulings. Consequently, while conservative justices censured judicial 

activism, they brazenly employed it in support of conservative causes. The Burger Court 

(1969-86), viewed as more conservative than the Warren Court, was equally as activist its 

predecessor, as even many conservatives conceded. The Rehnquist Court (1986-) was the 

most conservative Court since the 1930s, but it followed an activist course in its effort to roll 

back the liberal legacies of the Warren Court. 

Just as recent conservatives denounced the Warren Court's use of federal power to 

protect and help the less powerful, they condemned the President Lyndon B. Johnson's 

"Great Society" programs for the same reason. The Great Society legislated policies to help 

all kinds of Americans, but most of the public identified it with protection for minorities' 

rights and with the "War on Poverty." Most important, conservatives blamed the Great 

Society for the alleged "big government" of the recent era, and the attack on the Great 

Society formed the core of the conservative political coimterrevolution. For example, the 

right's two recent political breakthroughs, the "Reagan Revolution" of the early 1980s and 
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Newt Gingrich's "RepubHcan Revolution" of the mid-1990s, each targeted the Great Society. 

Both major strains of the recent right-economically conservative libertarianism and 

culturally conservative traditionalism-disliked the Great Society. Libertarians argued that it 

symbolized "big government," which they claimed was inherently inclined toward 

totalitarianism and the destruction of freedom. Monetarists, supply-side theorists, and other 

libertarian economists also disliked the Great Society because it embraced Kejoiesian-inspired 

government intervention in the market, which libertarians believed damaged the economy, 

causing the "stagflation" of the 1970s. Meanwhile, traditionalists viewed the Great Society 

as embodying and encouraging "immoral, countercultural" values. In fact, many of them 

maintained that the Great Society and its legacies was the single cause most responsible for 

America's alleged moral decline since the mid-1960s. The final prong of the recent right's 

attack on the Great Society was pragmatic. Conservatives argued that, whatever the merits 

of government intervention. Great Society programs had failed to accomplish their goals. 

Unfortunately for the recent conservative movement, its internal debates over which 

parts of the Great Society to attack first again exposed the customary divisions separating 

traditionalist and libertarian philosophy. When it came to the Great Society, libertarians 

wanted to slash its spending, so they targeted the most costly programs, like Medicare. 

Meanwhile, traditionalists wished to eliminate programs encouraging "immorality," but they 

wanted to retain those that, like Medicare, promoted traditionalist values. Another flaw in 

recent conservatives' anti-Great Society, anti-government attack was that their actions often 

belied by their rhetoric. Spending on Great Society programs declined little during the recent 
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period, even though conservatives controlled the presidency throughout the 1980s and 

Congress in the late 1990s. Additionally, some conservatives openly acknowledged the 

benefits of certain Great Society programs. Equally ironic, many conservatives also supported 

"big government" policies reminiscent of the Great Society. 

During the recent era, most scholars and most ordinary Americans united in regarding 

the Vietnam War as the paramount event of the 1960s. Consequently, many historians used 

the label "the Vietnam era" to describe U.S. history during the late sixties, and many 

commentators referred to Americans who came of age during this time as the "Vietnam 

generation." During the recent era, the Vietnam War and its legacies remained prominent 

within the U. S. public' s consciousness, serving as a symbol for failed war policies. The war's 

unpopularity affected the recent right's strategy for dealing with it. In general, conservatives' 

strategy toward 1960s-era issues focused on creating a negative caricature of the maj or liberal 

or "radical" developments of the late-sixties era, including the Warren Court, the Great 

Society, the counterculture, and the New Left. The right then denounced this caricature and 

presented itself as a countermovement seeking to overturn these developments and, thereby, 

effect a restoration of pre-sixties America. This strategy often proved successfiil because 

many recent Americans had come to view as wrongheaded many of the major developments 

of the late 1960s. The Vietnam War proved an exception to this typical pattern, however. By 

maintaining their support for U. S. military intervention in Vietnam, conservatives, rather than 

liberals, found themselves championing the legacies of an unpopular sixties-era event. 
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Nevertheless, the right worked diligently to convince the public that U.S. intervention 

in Vietnam had been a "noble cause," as President Ronald Reagan had put it. The right's 

interpretation found itself on the defensive, challenging the pervasive view that the war had 

been a failure, a view embraced by most intellectuals and a large majority of the public. 

Recent conservatives, however, could draw on hawkish arguments made during the 1960s 

to state their case for rehabilitating the war. For example, they argued that America fought 

in Vietnam for defensive reasons. They claimed that the war originated when the "nation" of 

North Vietnam invaded the "nation" of South Vietnam. But the right most frequently 

employed the defensive-war theme in its portrayals of U.S. troops in Vietnam. In fact, the 

conservative rendering of the war in Southeast Asia focused narrowly on the experience of 

the Americans combat troops. Beginning in the years after the war ended, revisionist 

conservative works of popular fiction and movies and helped to establish theme of individual 

or small groups of Americans on the defensive. Conservative representation of the war 

reinforced the image of the victimized American by portraying U.S. prisoners of war (PO Ws) 

and missing in action (MIAs) as the chief symbols of the Vietnam conflict. 

Many conservatives also sought to rehabilitate the Vietnam War while smearing the 

left by claiming that the U. S. military would have won the war but that left-leaning Americans 

had "stabbed the armed forces in the back," causing defeat. Conservatives charged that these 

alleged back stabbers included several intercormected liberal forces: the Democratic-

controlled Congress during the Nixon era; the civilian leadership of the Kennedy and Johnson 

administrations; the news media; and antiwar activists, the New Left, and student protestors. 
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Conservatives contended that treasonous antiwar activists were the principal villains who had 

stabbed in the back the U.S. military effort. 

Many recent conservatives therefore focused the discussion of the Vietnam War on 

the supposedly "unpatriotic" antiwar movement. Conservatives' focus on opposition to the 

war, rather than the war itself, was bolstered by the fact that peace protestors were easily 

caricatured as part of the larger late-1960s movement that pushed "untraditional liberal 

values." During and after the Vietnam era, moreover, the ideological associations of 

conservatives as hawks and liberals as doves was reinforced by the fact that the antiwar cause 

became intertwined with liberal and leftist movements, including the civil-rights effort, the 

New Left, the counterculture, and feminism. In the recent era, partisan polarization on foreign 

policy increased this ideological polarization: Democrats tended toward the antiwar position, 

while Republicans leaned in a pro-war direction. The patriotism issue bolstered the 

conservative and GOP cause, especially in presidential-election campaigns, throughout the 

1980-2000 period. 

In short, the recent right appeared fixated on Vietnam antiwar movement, harshly 

condemning it as unpatriotic, if not treasonous. Recent conservatives saw no legitimate reason 

to oppose U.S. military intervention against communist aggression in Vietnam, so they 

perceived the antiwar movement as misguided at best and evil at worst. In the softer version, 

the right depicted most peace protestors as naive, selfish, hypocritical, disgruntled rich college 

students. (However, scholarly analyses belied the claim that opposition to the war had been 

a youth movement.) In the harder version, conservatives charged that the peace movement 
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was anti-American, desired a communist victory over U.S. forces, and hated American 

soldiers and veterans. The claim that the antiwar effort was tainted by immoral behavior 

toward valiant, sjonpathetic U.S. troops represented the right's most emotionally compelling 

pro-war arguments. Conservatives gained populist support by prominently embracing the 

Vietnam veteran and, then, pitting him against a caricature of the antiwar protestor as a 

cowardly, draft-dodging, upper-middle-class traitor. During the 1980-2000 period, 

conservative Republicans used their depiction of the Vietnam War to present caricatures of 

themselves as patriotic, macho pro-war nationalists and of their liberal Democratic foes as 

disloyal, cowardly, selfish doves. 

Like the antiwar movement, the Vietnam War itself left a substantial legacy to the 

1980-2000 period. The war decisively shaped recent U.S. foreign policy, providing the 

backdrop for every discussion of possible intervention abroad. Conservatives worked to 

construct a narrative of Vietnam and its "lessons" that would rehabilitate the war and, in so 

doing, build support for their hawkish foreign polices. Rehabilitating the Vietnam experience 

to the public proved a tough sell, however, and a few conservatives argued that Vietnam had 

been an aberration and should be forgotten. 

Ironically, examination of recent conservatives, especially during the Clinton era, 

revealed that many of them shared much with their putative enemy, the antiwar movement 

and the New Left of the 1960s. For example, virtually none of the OOP's recent leadership, 

including Newt Oingrich and George W. Bush, had served in the military in Vietnam-much 

less saw combat-even though they were of draft age during the 1960s. Equally surprising, 
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some conservatives, such as Vice President Richard Cheney, expressed few regrets about 

evading military service during the Vietnam era. Along with draft dodging, the recent right 

ironically resembled their caricature of the post-sixties left by appearing to be afflicted with 

the "Vietnam syndrome." For example, the armed forces, a conservative bastion, wanted "no 

more Vietnams." During the Clinton years, moreover, many conservatives also ironically 

repeated the excesses of the New Left antiwar movement. They opposed U.S. intervention 

overseas by utilizing "isolationist" arguments almost identical to those used by anti-Vietnam 

activists during the 1960s. Even more radically, the recent right echoed the sixties New Left 

by expressing "anti-American" contempt for the U.S. military leaders, the government 

establishment, and the values of Middle America. 

For recent Americans, especially conservatives, nothing was more closely linked to 

"the 1960s" than the "counterculture"; indeed, the two terms were often used as synonymous. 

Most recent conservatives professed a harshly negative view of the counterculture. They 

portrayed it as an unprecedented, detestable movement that destroyed the glorious culture 

of the 1950s-even though the attributes most associated with the counterculture ("sex, drugs, 

and rock 'n' roll") were popularized in the fifties. Most conservatives argued that the sixties 

counterculture sprang from the hedonistic urges of an elite group of spoiled and pampered 

youth born during the postwar baby boom. 

Recent conservatives insisted that the sixties counterculture had left a terrible legacy 

to recent American culture. They often expressed armoyance that the 1960s counterculture 
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pervaded mass culture throughout the recent era, and they complained that, because of 

liberals' nostalgic depictions of the hippie 1960s, too many young people aped the sixties 

counterculture. Consequently, many on the right sought to refute the widespread nostalgic 

"myths" of the hippie sixties. Conservatives also blamed the roots of all of America's recent 

cultural problems on the legacy of the counterculttire, and the notion of the alleged decline 

of American culture since the 1960s became a staple of conservatives rhetoric throughout the 

recent era. 

The legacy of the 1960s counterculture profoundly influenced the politics during the 

recent era, especially in the 1990s when the baby-boom generation took control of 

government. The conservative claim that the counterculture was responsible for every 

negative consequence that had occurred in the 1960s and afterwards was politically popular. 

Republicans claimed that the Democratic party embodied the values of the counterculture, 

and many of them sought to portray their opponents as unreconstructed hippies. During the 

1990s, conservatives led by Newt Gingrich claimed that President Bill Clinton and First Lady 

Hillary Clinton personified the countercultural excesses of the baby-boomer generation. 

Although recent conservatives often depicted the "sixties counterculture" as a 

monolithic menace, they also criticized specific legacies of the counterculture, including the 

sexual revolution, tolerance for homosexuality, feminism, rock music, crime, moral relativism, 

secular humanism. New Age religion, and educational decline. Conservatives sought to link 

the counterculture's "amoral" values of "sex, drugs, and rock 'n' roll" with liberal 

"permissiveness" for criminals, thereby exploiting the fear caused by a skyrocketing rate of 
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violent crime that began in the 1960s. They often argued that the countercultural elite, though 

its alleged control of popular-culture media like television and film, disseminated their 

"immoral" lifestyles to the masses. Additionally, conservatives often claimed that "permissive" 

liberal judges and lawyers, imbued with the values of the "anything goes" counterculture, 

enabled criminal behavior among lower-class individuals, especially minorities. Recent 

conservatives also argued that the counterculture had left a pernicious legacy in the areas of 

religion and education. At the same time, conservatives sought to portray sixties veterans as 

unscrupulous hypocrites. For example they promulgated the notion that the anti-authority 

hippies of the 1960s had "sold out" to the establishment, migrating from "yippie" in the 1960s 

to "yuppie" in the 1980s. 

Ironically, however, many recent conservatives appropriated the style and substance 

of the counterculture. For example, conservatives rhetoric, tactics, and strategy often closely 

resembled that of the 1960s counterculture, as did its style, which was often similarly 

insolence, vulgarity, and incivility. Many conservatives also ironically adopted the premise 

that traditionalist conservatism was the new embattled, minority "counterculture" in an 

American mainstream culture dominated by "liberal" values. By the late 1990s, in fact, some 

influential traditionalists emulated sixties leftists by calling on their brethren to forsake 

"immoral" mainstream American culture in favor "dropping out" into their own 

countercultural "beloved community." 

Recent conservatives ironically appropriated the substance of the 1960s 

counterculture as well as its style. Many recent conservatives engaged in personal behavior 
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consonant with the "sex, drugs, and rock 'n' roll" values of the countercultvire. For instance, 

many of President Bill Clinton's main detractors during the Monica Lewinsky sex scandal 

were leading Republicans who had admitted to committing adultery, including Newt Gingrich. 

On the issue of homosexuality, many conservatives also displayed behavior consistent with 

the tolerant values of the counterculture. The right also ironically appropriated some of the 

values associated with modem feminism, a philosophy that many of them believed sprang 

from the 1960s counterculture's "women's liberation" movement. Illegal recreational drugs 

constituted another behavior that some conservatives indulged in or supported, despite its 

association with the 1960s counterculture. Many recent conservatives also ironically 

championed rock music. Corporate America also evinced a style and values that resembled 

those of the 1960s counterculture. By the 1990s, conservative journalist David Brooks and 

other commentators had begun to note that many Americans sought to combine the 

"bohemian" values associated with the 1960s with "bourgeois" qualities associated with the 

1950s and 1980s. 

The "Other Sixties": The Birth of the New Right 

Recent conservatives' continued obsession with the 1960s era and its legacies has, in 

many ways, defined contemporary conservative discourse and policy agenda. Additionally, 

most conservatives believed that bashing the sixties remained political advantageous for their 

cause. 

By the late 1990s, however, a few conservatives began to argue that this tendency to 
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remain "stuck in the sixties" was counterproductive for their movement. "What should I say 

to conservatives who are as Sixties-fixated as old hippies?" historian Richard Brookhiser 

wrote in 1998. "Even though the Sixties were lurid for conservatives, many of us look back 

on them with . . . fervor because we were young then-either young in years or (for the 

neocons) young in conservatism The intensity of our response stays with us." Brookhiser 

argued that the right's obsession with the sixties "isn't good for us. Time moves on, but we 

miss the opportunities and threats it brings to the extent that we refight the past." He 

therefore worried that conservatives' tendency to remain stuck in the sixties could undercut 

their contemporary political program. In the narrow world of politics, conservatives risk being 

blindsided by more nimble opponents," he noted. "New Democrats elude us So much of 

[Bill Clinton's] resume looks Sixties-the sex, the draft, the pot. But these field markings 

compete with others: talking a moderate line on welfare and race; praying in church and 

meaning."^ 

Recently, moreover, some conservatives have questioned the assumption held by both 

the left and right that the 1960s symbolized an era of left-liberal dominance. "It was not a 

decade of the left ascendant," conservative columnist George F. Will insisted in 1997. 

"Rampant, perhaps, but not ascendant." Indeed, Will viewed the main importance of the 1960s 

as the rebirth of the conservative movement that became known as the New Right. "Politically 

the decade invigorated the right more than the left," wrote Will. "[T]he decade of dissent 

began at... the podium of a Republican National Convention. In the beginning was Barry 

Goldwater. In 1960 in Chicago. . . . Four years later he and his people had control of the 
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party. Eight years later the Nixon-Wallace share of the vote was 57 percent. In fact the most 

remarkable example of'people power'... was the achievement of George Wallace's ragtag 

army in getting him on the ballot in all fifty states in 1968." Will concluded that the sixties 

left's main historical significance was that it served to provoke a counterrevolution by the 

right. "[T]he foremost fecundity of the sixties radicalism of the left, particularly on campuses, 

was in manufacturing a conservative movement," he wrote.^ 

Conservative editor Lee Edwards similarly argued that the 1960s should be primarily 

viewed as the birth of the New Right rather than the high point of the New Left. "For me, as 

for most young conservatives," Edwards recalled in 1988, "the '60s were the decade not of 

John F. Kennedy but Barry M. Goldwater, not students for a Democratic Society but Young 

Americans for Freedom, not The New Republic but National Review, not Herman Marcuse 

but Russell Kirk, not Norman Mailer but Ayn Rand, not Lyndon Johnson's Great Society but 

Ronald Reagan's Creative Society, not a 'meaningless' civil war in Vietnam but an important 

battle in the protracted conflict against Communism.'"^ 

Revisionist scholars agreed that a heavy focus on the left in the 1960s obscured the 

fact that the decade was a momentous time for the right.^ "In terms of the political history of 

this country, the New Left just isn't an important story," noted James Miller, a leading 

historian of the New Left. Focusing narrowly on the left in the 1960s, continued Miller, 

"evade[s] the extraordinaiy success of the forces that first supported Goldwater, then Reagan 

as governor of California, and then Wallace. I can't help but see that absence in the 

historiography as integral to the mythologization of the Sixties." Historian Mary Brennan 
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argued that a overwhelming focus on leftist social movements overshadowed the fact that it 

was the right who mastered grassroots organizing during the 1960s. "Right-wingers 

succeeded by exploiting hitherto untapped sources of discontent," observed Breiman. 

" M o r e o v e r ,  b u i l d i n g  a  p o l i t i c a l  m o v e m e n t  f r o m  t h e  b o t t o m  u p  a l l o w e d  c o n s e r v a t i v e s  t o  . . .  

avoid the [Republican Party's] liberal-controlled national organization."® 

In a 1996 historiographic article, historian Rick Perlstein commented upon this 

revisionist interpretation that the 1960s should be viewed primarily as the era that gave birth 

to the contemporary conservative movement. "One of the most powerful insights of new 

Sixties scholarship, then, may be that Reagan Democrats were a long time in the making," 

wrote Perlstein. "It was the nomination of Barry Goldwater, in 1964, after all, that first turned 

the Republican Party toward a right-wing populism centered by 'anti-Sixties' themes of law 

and order, patriotism, and' family values.' In fact, conservative historian Steven F. Hayward 

even relabeled the 1964-1980 era-a period once thought to be the highpoint of liberalism-as 

the "Age of Reagan." 

In short, some conservatives turned away from the right's decades-long obsession 

with viewing the 1960s as the beginning of an era of left-liberal dominance. Instead, they now 

closely examined the decade for clues about the origins of modem American conservatism. 

Ironically, then, these conservatives, like others on the recent right, remained "stuck in the 

sixties." 
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