(2 i

E2]

LA 15 o

‘ 5 5 v gAY
3 - 4 3° 5y e
Sk K ; ” . Wy "
4 e B G 8 b e e
> I s B 1 v,

|« ¢ THE PHILOSOPHICAL * » -
e T eNEW coNSERV‘éTTsM’% (1962),
™ kT PR ¥ P N a

s wen & . PetetViereck woo S P
gt o . ¥ | %
X oo leen st v, S ey .o .,

The author’s preceding chapter of 1955, in the symposium ‘
. book The New American Right, tréats this new right as mainly
; the right-wing radicals of McCarthyism and of Midwest neo-
. populist;Republicanism. Hence, the 1955 chaptet fails to deal
with somethipg far:morg -setipus intellectually~the nop-Mc-
' Garthyite, -non-thoughi-cpntrolling -movement- kpown as “the
{ 'news. conservatism:” The latter, rgvément, being. non-popular
ands being, butden¢d with, partly:merited philosophical preten-
$ siohs, issirestficted mainly to the, tampuses and the’ maga-
zine world, .€ven though-it sometirhes 1énds’ghost-writers and
 an ‘egghead. fagade~torthe, poputer political Arend ‘ontside.
The: extremte McCatthy emphasis of the 1955.chapter was
justified in the exvepfichal ‘¢ontext of the.early. 1950s. It'is
Perfiaps nd longér fustified-irt the €onteéxt of this'1962 edititn.
As for ovef-fublicized groufss’ 1iké theJohn Birch:'Society,
fortubiately theﬂy‘ havé no-¢hdrice of Httaining’ anything like the
nass ‘base attainéd by McCarthy, Coughlin, or Huey. Long.
¥ This'is becatse they lack the derhagdgic populiét” or pseudd-
{ socialist etondmic platforni*without which thauvitiist thought-
control movernents”havé ‘no “chahbés: of .successs Note that
Hitlei Galled himsélf ndt; ther€ly" a.natiomalist but a National
Socialist. Nofe fhat Hitfey” Long '(“every” man 4 king”),
Coughlin '(“freé ‘ilver”), and McCarthy (“socialistic” faim
subsidies) ‘had & similar righfist-leftist amalgand’ rathér thid a
purély rightist or nationalist platforni.
; Though the' “pseudo-cofisérvatisni of Long-Coughlin-Mc-
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186 PETER VIERECK

Carthy seems dead for the time being, and though that of the
John Birchers seems stillborn, the philosophical “new con-
servatism” is still—on its admittedly smaller scale—alive. Alive
whether for better or worse, its merits and defects being
approximately equal. Since the present author furnished the
first postwar book of the new conservatism—Conservatism Re-
visited: The Revolt Against Revolt (1949, reprinted by Collier
Books, 1§62) —he bears a certain resﬁonsibility: again,
“whether for better or worse.” Hence, since the new conserva-
tism is still alive and since it was not included in the pre-
ceding chapter of 1955, the following supplementary chapter
seems in order.

1

In the 1930s, when the present author, still a student, was
writing an article for the Atlantic Monthly urging “a Burkean
‘iew conservatism in America,” and to some extent even as
late as his Conservatism Revisited of 1949, “conservatism”
was an unpopular epithet. In retrospect it becomes almost
attractively amusing (like contemplating a dated period piece)
to recall" how violently one was denounced in those days for
suggesting that Burke, Calhoun, and Irving Babbitt were not
“Fascist beasts” and that our relatively conservative Constitu-
tion was not really a plot-in-advance, by rich bogeymen like
George Washington and the Federalist Party. For example,
the author’s Aflantic article, written in prewar student days,
was denounced more because the word used (“conservative”)
was so heretical than because of any effort by the Popular
Frontist denouncers to read what was actually said. It was
the first-written and worst-written appeal ever published in
America for what it called a “new” conservatism (“new”
meaning non-Republican, non-commercialist, non-conform-
ist). This new conservatism it viewed as synthesizing in some
future day the ethical New Deal social reforms with the more
pessimistic, anti-mass insights of America’s Burkean founders.
Such a synthesis, argued the article, would help make the
valuable anti-Fascist movement among literary intellectuals

1
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simultaneously anti-Communist also, leaving ‘bebind the Pop-
ular Frontist illusions of the 1930s.
! As the liberal Robert Bendiner then put it, “Out of some
{ 140,000,000 people in the United States, at least 139,500,000
I are liberals, to hear them*tell it. . Rare is the"citizen twho
1 can bring himself to say, Sure I’ m a conservative.’ . Any
American would sooner drop dead than proclaim ]nmself a
reactionary.” In July, 1950, a newspaper Was listing the
.l charges against a prisoner accused of creating 4 ptblic dis-
il | turbance. One witness charged, “He was using abuswe ind
obscene language, calling people conservatives and all that.”
4! When conservatism was still a dirty word, it seefned gal-
l lintly non-conformist to defend it against the blg, smug lib-
} eral ma]onty among one’s fellow writers and professors. In
j those days, therefore, the author deemed it more helpful to
1 stress the virtues of conservative thought than its faults, and
' this is what he did in the 1949 edition of Conservatism Re-
visited. But in the mood emerging from the 1950s, blunt
I} speaking about conservatism’s important defects mo longer
runs the danger of obscuring its still more important virtues.
i The main defect of the new conservatism, threatening to
| make it a transient fad irrelevant to real needs, is its rootless
1 nostalgia for roots. Conservatives of living roots were Wash-
; ington and Coleridge jin their particular America and Eng-
i land, Metternich in his special Austria, Donoso Cortés in his
| Spain, Calhoun in his antebellum South, Adenauer and
f Churchill in the 1950s. American conservative ’wrxtmgs of liv-
; ing roots were the Federalist of Hamilton, Madison, Jay,
1 1787-88; the Defense of the Constitutions of John Adams,
1787-88; the Letters of Publicola of John Quincy Adams,
‘1791; Calhoun’s Disquisition and Discourse, posthumously
published in 1850; Irving Babbitt’s Democracy and Leader-
ship, 1924. In contrast, today’s conservatism of yearning is
based on roots either never existent or no longer existent, Such
; @ conservatism of nostalgia can still be of high literary value.
It is alsovaluable as an unusually detached perspective about
current social foibles. But it does real harm when it leaves
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188 PETER VIERECK

literature and enters short-run politics, conjuring up mirages
to conceal sordid realities or to distract from them.

In America, southern,agrarianism has long been the most
gifted literary form of the conservatism of yearning. Its most
important intellectual manifesto was the Southern symposium
I'll Take My Stand (1930), contrasting the cultivated human
values of~a.lost aristocratic agrarianism with Northern com-
mercialisd and liberal materialism. At their best, these and
more recent examples of the conservatism of yearning are
needed warnings against shallow practicality. The fact that
such warnings often come from the losing side of our Civil
War is in itself a merit; thereby they caution a nation of suc-
cess-worshippers against the price of success. But at their worst
such books of the 1930s, and again of today, lack the living
roots of genuine conservatism and have only lifeless ones.
The lifeless ones are really a synthetic substitute for roots,
contrived ‘by romantic nostalgia. They are a test-tube conserv-
atism, a lab job of powdered Burke or cake-mix Calhoun.

Such romanticizing conservatives refuse to face up to the
old and solid historical roots of most or much American
liberalism. What is really rootless and abstract-is not the in-
creasingly conservatized New Deal liberalism but their own
utopian dream of an aristocratic agrarian restoration. Their
unhistorical appeal to history, their traditionless worship of
tradition, characterize the conservatism of writers like Russell
Kirk.

In contrast, a genuinely rooted, history minded conservative
conserves the roots that are really there, exactly as Burke
did when he conserved not only the monarchist-conservative
aspects of William III’'s bloodless revolution of 1688 but
also its constitutional-liberal aspects. The latter aspects, for-
mulated by the British philosopher John Locke, have been
summarized in England and America ever since by the word
“Lockean.”

Via the Constitutional Convention of 1787, this liberal-
conservative heritage of 1688 became rooted in America as a
blend of Locke’s very moderate liberalism and Burke’s very
moderate conservatism. From the rival Federalists and Jeffer-
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sonians through today, all our major rival parties have con-
tinued this blend, though with varied proportion and stress.
American history is based on the resemblance between mod-
erate liberalism and moderate conservatism; the history of
Continental Europe is based on the difference between extreme
liberalism and extreme conservatism.

But some American new conservatives import from Con-
tinental Europe a conservatism that totally rejects even our
moderate native liberalism. In the name of free speech and
intellectual gadflyism, they are justified in expounding the
indiscriminate anti-liberalism of hothouse Bourbons and
czarist serf-floggers. But they are not justified in calling them-
selves American traditionalists or in claiming any except ex-
otic roots for their position in America. Let them present their
case frankly as anti-traditional, rootless revolutionaries of Eu-
rope’s authoritarian right wing, attacking the deep-rooted
American tradition of liberal-conservative synthesis. Conserv-
atiVe authority, yes; right-wing authoritarianism, no. Author-
ity means a necessary reverence for tradition, law, legitimism;
authoritarianism means statist coercion based only on force,
not moral roots, and suppressing individual liberties in the
Continental fashion of czardom, Junkerdom, Maistrean ultra-
royalism.

Our argument is not against importing European insights
when applicable; that would be Know-Nothing chauvinism.
The more foreign imports the better, when capable of being
assimilated: for example, the techniques of French symbolism
in studying American poetry or the status-resentment theory
of Nietzsche in studying the new American right. But when
the European view or institution is neither applicable to the
American reality nor capable of being assimilated fherein,
as is the case with the sweeping Maistre-sfyle anti-liberalism
and tyrannic authoritarianism of many of the new conserva-
tives, then objections do become valid, not on grounds of
bigoted American chauvinism but on grounds of distinguish-
ing between what can, what cannot, be transplanted viably
and freedom-enhancingly.

The Burkean builds on the concrete existing historical base,
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