Normal
page 2

Buchanan's New Conservatism
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Buchanan has not come to destroy 

conservatism, but to complete it

by Lawrence Auster

It is widely believed that "Buchananism"‑-whether in the form of Patrick J. Buchanan's current candidacy or in the form of some future political movement based on Mr. Buchanan's ideas‑-would shatter American conservatism and lead to Republican electoral disaster.  Happily for conservatives, the truth may be just the opposite.  Mainstream American conservatism is already divided among various ideological wings, namely the economic, the religious and the neo-moralist, each of which embraces only one fragment of a consistent conservative vision.  At the same time, mainstream conservative elites have signed on to an aggressive universalist agenda that contradicts the basic conservative values of patriotism and stability and alienates many middle and working class voters.  These Middle Americans feel economically threatened by globalization, and culturally threatened by mass Third-World immigration and the resulting erosion of our national culture.  The historic importance of Buchanan's "conservatism of the heart" is that it addresses these quintessentially conservative concerns about cultural identity, economic autonomy and national sovereignty that have been ignored by the "respectable" strands of contemporary conservatism.  His rhetoric supplies the missing pieces that could unite all of the conservative factions (along with many disaffected Democrats) into a coherent political movement.  

The economic conservatives want smaller government and greater economic freedom‑-core conservative beliefs.  However, these conservatives tend to be economic reductionists, who believe that prosperity by itself solves all social problems.  They have little comprehension of the crisis of moral authority in America that so alarms other conservatives.  They also have a remarkable lack of concern about the creeping loss of national and civilizational identity, as shown in their support for mass immigration and economic globalism, and in their contemptuous dismissal of people who question these policies.  

The religious conservatives, exemplified by Pat Robertson and the Christian Coalition, uphold the historic spiritual core of Western civilization, which is Christian faith.  But religious faith, however fervent, and opposition to abortion and homosexuality, however principled, do not comprise a complete or balanced cultural vision.  Defining American civilization solely in terms of Christianity and its ethical absolutes, the Christian conservatives are religious reductionists, who are ill-equipped to defend America against the larger challenges of multiculturalism and globalism.  

 The moralist neo-conservatives believe in a "Judeo-Christian," or at least a bourgeois, moral order, in marriage and family, and in high intellectual and cultural standards. [Note 5/30/03:  those are now questionable assertions in light of the neocons' more recent embrace of bourgeois bohemianism and the Sixties cultural revolution.]  But, like the economic conservatives, they view America more as an ideological project than as a historical nation and people.  Their ideal seems to be a democratic-capitalist world order in which distinct nations will have disappeared as a result of economic and demographic integration, and which will be held together by an abstract notion of "family values" divorced from any particular culture or religion.  In short, the moralist conservatives are "family-values" reductionists, who somehow believe that a society can maintain and enforce common moral norms in the absence of shared civilizational traditions and loyalties.  

These three conservatisms, especially the economic and the moralist, have all failed to address‑-indeed they are exacerbating‑-the real anxieties of ordinary Americans who fear they are losing control over their communities, their culture and their country to the transnational forces of globalism and mass immigration.  A conservatism that dismisses these legitimate concerns as "extremist" or "xenophobic" reveals itself as an elitist ideology that is doomed to electoral defeat.  Thus Patrick Buchanan's candidacy is not causing the current weakness and disarray on the right, it is a response to it.  It is an historic wake-up call to a conservatism that has lost its way amid economic and social-science abstractions.

While countering the ideological excesses of the mainstream conservatives, Buchanan nevertheless affirms their fundamental principles.  He is a true economic conservative because he believes in smaller government and lower taxes.  The recent charge that he is some kind of a socialist is absurd.  Buchanan wants to cut back the state's unconstitutional interventions in local communities and the domestic economy, and to revive the state's proper, but forgotten, role in preserving the nation's basic political and social stability, particularly through selective tariffs and control of immigration.  

Buchanan also shares the commitment of the moralist and religious conservatives to the traditional family, but unlike them he does not reduce the meaning of our culture to abstract universalist ethics or Christian faith per se.  In line with traditional (as distinct from post-Vatican II) Catholic teaching, Buchanan values the uniqueness of historic cultures, and believes that nations have a greater responsibility to their own citizens than to everyone else in the world.  At the same time, his Christian view of man distinguishes him from the racial reductionists of the farther right.  While Buchanan is committed to defending our borders, our culture and our national identity, his religious beliefs have led him to reject the arguments of The Bell Curve.  A man who insists, as Buchanan has done, that moral character is more important than inherited IQ is no racialist.  

By fusing the core beliefs of mainstream conservatism with concrete, popular interests that the mainstream conservatives have foolishly rejected, Patrick Buchanan is creating, perhaps for the first time in American history, a comprehensive and moral conservatism that can gain an enduring electoral majority and sustain American and Western civilization through the coming age of world disorder.  
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