
American Conservatism Reclaiming An
Intellectual Tradition: A Deep Dive into the
Modern Conservative Movement
When discussing American conservatism, the term often elicits a range of
interpretations and perspectives. From debates surrounding economic policies to
debates about social issues, conservatism has evolved and adapted throughout
history. In recent years, a renewed focus on reclaiming its intellectual tradition
has emerged.

The modern conservative movement encompasses a diverse range of ideologies,
advocating for limited government intervention, individual freedoms, free markets,
and the preservation of traditional values. However, with the rapid pace of social
and cultural changes, some argue that conservatism needs to reconnect with its
intellectual roots to remain relevant in a constantly evolving society.

The Foundational Principles of American Conservatism

At its core, American conservatism draws inspiration from the founding principles
of the United States. It values limited government interference, constitutional
originalism, and individual liberty. The conservative intellectual tradition can be
traced back to prominent thinkers such as Edmund Burke, John Adams, and
Alexis de Tocqueville.

American Conservatism: Reclaiming an
Intellectual Tradition by Andrew J. Bacevich (Kindle Edition)

4.3 out of 5
Language : English
File size : 1079 KB
Text-to-Speech : Enabled
Screen Reader : Supported

http://dl.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/e/wjkK/OPMw/LnRjm/American-Conservatism-Reclaiming-an-Intellectual-Tradition.pdf


X-Ray : Enabled
Word Wise : Enabled
Print length : 692 pages

Edmund Burke, often referred to as the father of conservatism, emphasized the
importance of tradition, gradual change, and a skepticism towards radical ideas.
He argued that societies should be built on the accumulated wisdom of the past
and cautioned against sudden societal transformations.

John Adams, one of America's founding fathers, warned of the dangers of
centralized power and advocated for a system of checks and balances. His belief
in the importance of limited government intervention and individual rights laid the
groundwork for conservative thought.

Alexis de Tocqueville, a French political thinker, observed American democracy
and praised its emphasis on individualism while cautioning against the potential
effects of excessive individualism on social cohesion. Tocqueville believed that a
strong civil society was crucial to maintaining order and the preservation of liberty.

American Conservatism in the 20th Century

The 20th century witnessed significant shifts in the conservative movement,
especially in response to the expansion of government power and the rise of
progressivism. Figures such as William F. Buckley Jr., Barry Goldwater, and
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Ronald Reagan played influential roles in shaping modern American
conservatism.

William F. Buckley Jr., the founder of National Review magazine, sought to create
a platform for conservative intellectuals where they could articulate their ideas
and arguments. His efforts helped solidify conservatism as a respected
intellectual movement.

In 1964, Barry Goldwater's presidential campaign marked a turning point for the
conservative movement. Goldwater's ideology of limited government, fiscal
conservatism, and individual liberty resonated with many Americans, even though
he ultimately lost the election. His candidacy sparked a conservative resurgence
that set the stage for future developments.

Ronald Reagan, widely considered one of the most influential conservative
leaders, championed the principles of free markets, limited government, and a
strong national defense. His presidency marked a significant shift in American
conservatism and transformed it into a mainstream political force.

Rediscovering Intellectualism in Contemporary American
Conservatism

Despite the successes of the conservative movement in the 20th century, some
argue that recent years have seen a departure from its intellectual traditions. At
times, conservatism has become associated with populism, reactionary impulses,
and tribalism.

However, many conservatives are actively working to reconnect with their
intellectual roots. Think tanks, publications, and grassroots organizations are
dedicated to fostering intellectual discussions and promoting conservative ideas
based on principles such as limited government, free markets, and individualism.



Furthermore, some conservative intellectuals advocate for a return to the
intellectual foundations of conservatism, embracing thinkers like Russell Kirk,
Robert Nisbet, and Richard Weaver. These intellectuals argue that conservatism
should be grounded in a more holistic approach, encompassing cultural and
societal aspects, rather than solely focusing on economics.

American conservatism is a multi-faceted movement that continues to evolve.
Reclaiming its intellectual tradition is essential to ensuring its relevance in an
ever-changing society. By rediscovering the principles and ideas on which
conservatism was built, conservatives can articulate a compelling vision for the
future.

As conservatism grapples with the challenges of the 21st century, its ability to
reconnect with its intellectual roots will determine its success in navigating an
ever-changing political and social landscape.
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As the nation stands at a crossroads, Andrew J. Bacevich urges us to reexamine
the ideas and values of the American conservative tradition.
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What is American conservatism? What are its core beliefs and values? What
answers can it offer to the fundamental questions we face in the twenty-first
century about the common good and the meaning of freedom, the responsibilities
of citizenship, and America’s proper role in the world?

As libertarians, neoconservatives, Never Trump-ers, and others battle over the
label, this landmark collection offers an essential survey of conservative thought
in the United States since 1900, highlighting the centrality of four key themes: the
importance of tradition and the local, resistance to an ever-expanding state,
opposition to the threat of tyranny at home and abroad, and free markets as the
key to sustaining individual liberty.

Andrew J. Bacevich’s incisive selections reveal that American conservatism—in
his words “more akin to an ethos or a disposition than a fixed ideology”—has
hardly been a monolithic entity over the last 120 years, but rather has developed
through fierce internal debate about basic political and social propositions. Well-
known figures such as Ronald Reagan and William F. Buckley are complemented
here by important but less familiar thinkers such as Richard Weaver and Robert
Nisbet, as well as writers not of the political right, like Randolph Bourne, Joan
Didion, and Reinhold Niebuhr, who have been important influences on
conservative thinking.

More relevant than ever, this rich, too often overlooked vein of writing provides
essential insights into who Americans are as a people and offers surprising hope,
in a time of extreme polarization, for finding common ground. It deserves to be
rediscovered by readers of all political persuasions.
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