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A QUARTERLY REVIEW

The Future of Conservatism
George W. Carey

A SURVEY OF THE PRESENT American political
scene provides, I believe, the background
and point of departure for examining
more permanent and basic aspects of
American institutions and politics that
pose enormous obstacles to the realiza-
tion of principles long associated with
traditional conservatism. More specifi-
cally the eclipse (some might say the
disappearance) of traditional conserva-
tism when both Congress and the presi-
dency are controlled by Republicans is
no anomaly;itis, instead, the predictable
outgrowth of an interplay between the
political culture and institutions. Let me
begin with three salient observations re-
lating to conservatismand to our present
political environment.

I

First, a consensus exists among media
pundits, editorial writers and the like—
and, therefore, one would assume among
wide sectors of the politically aware as
well—that the current Bush administra-
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tion is among the most conservative in
history. Some media commentators, per-
haps most, even regard it as the most
conservative ever. In any event, there is
no dearth of analyses that stress Presi-
dent George W. Bush’s conservative val-
ues and outlook, as well as how they find
expression in the policies he advances.
Moreover, liberal Democrats who take
exception with administration policies
contribute to this consensus by fre-
quently characterizing these policies as
conservative in the extreme. In a more
general vein, it is not at all uncommon to
hear that, with the election of Bush, and
now with Republican majorities in both
chambers of Congress, the country has
witnessed atriumph of conservative prin-
ciples over the badly divided, defensive,
and intellectually barren forces of liber-
alism.!

Second, what is not widely known,
save in certain “conservative” circles, is
that there are those—once avid readers
of National Review, die-hard Reagan sup-
porters, long-time subscribers to avow-
edly conservative causes and such—who
regard Bush as something other than
conservative.? Indeed, what many call,
forlack of abetter term, “paleo” or “tradi-
tional conservatives” see the Bush ad-
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ministration as actually advancing the
cause of liberalism or, if not that, as pur-
suing the path of a calculated, poll-driven
political expediency devoid of any prin-
ciple. Consequently, in their view, to ap-
ply the word “conservative” to Bush and
his administration, as the mediaroutinely
does, not only is misleading but also de-
bases conservatism.Inshort, thereisnow
an apparently unbridgeable divide be-
tween traditional conservatives and the
Bush administration on major policy
matters.

There are aspects of this chasm that
bear mention. It can be viewed as the
fruition of bitter conflicts between
neoconservatives and “paleo” or “tradi-
tional” conservatives over policies and
personalities that first arose early in the
Reagan administration and that have sim-
mered ever since. From the perspective of
the traditionalists, the media’s failure to
note this conflict, as well as its penchant
for conflating neoconservatism with the
broader, longer standing (“traditional”)
conservatism, has contributed to a dis-
torted and truncated understanding of
conservatism particularly among large,
politically unsophisticated sectors of the
American people. Of course, what may
well account for the media’s skewed per-
ceptionof conservatismis theascendancy
of the neoconservatives to positions of
prominence in the Bush administration
and in the major think tanks; that is, they
simply overshadow the traditionalists in
the political arena, and are, therefore,
morereadilyaccessible tothe media. But
whatever the reason, this conflation has
led some traditional conservatives to
abandon the very term conservative, ar-
guing either that it nolonger has meaning
(certainly not that which it possessed
prior to Bush’s first election) or that the
very use of the term leads to a misunder-
standing or confusion too troublesome
to unravel.?

Third, the Bush Il administration has
also drastically altered the character of
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theRepublican party, moving it away from
its longstanding conservative positions.
This much seems obvious when the Demo-
crats can boast, and not without substan-
tial justification, of being the party of
fiscal responsibility. Congressional Re-
publicans, following the lead of the ad-
ministration, now seem unconcerned
about expansive and expensivelong-term
federal programs, centralization, the
growth of bureaucracy, agrowing debt, or
balanced budgets. Or, again acceding to
theadministration’s wishes, they seemto
have watered down or abandoned posi-
tions on significant policy issues, e.g.,
farm subsidies, the role of the Depart-
ment of Education, school vouchers.

To be sure, not all of the administra-
tion’s policies are displeasing to the more
traditional conservatives, the most no-
table exceptions being perhaps taxation
policy, most judicial appointments, and
positions on certain cultural issues.* The
factremains, nevertheless, that therehave
been highly significant deviations from
basic principles long shared by both the
Republican party and the traditional con-
servatives. To see this clearly, let us sup-
pose that at some point during William
Jefferson Clinton’s second term a promi-
nent politician had advanced the poli-
cies now embraced by the Bush adminis-
tration? How would his political outlook
have been characterized?

But, if there be any doubts about devia-
tions from traditional conservatism and
the Republican heritage in the domestic
field, there can be none over the major
goals and principles of Bush II's foreign
policy. His aggressive foreign policy, per-
haps best described as Wilsonianism on
steroids, hasitsrootsinthetraditions of the
Democratic party and clearly runs counter
towell-established conservative principles.
The Iraq War and the reasons given to
supportit, for example, would hardly find
support in the writings of the more tradi-
tional conservatives such as Russell Kirk,
Robert Nisbet, or Richard M. Weaver .’
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Most interesting in this connection
are Condoleezza Rice’s remarks at the
Institut d’Etudes Politiques de Paris (8 Feb-
ruary 2005) that reveal a mind-set totally
at odds with the intellectual foundations
of traditional conservatism. After point-
ing out how the histories of the United
States and France are “intertwined” (the
1989 “bicentennial celebration of the
French Revolution and the Rights of Man”
was also “the 200" anniversary of our
nation’s Constitution and our Bill of
Rights”?), sheadds that these “shared cel-
ebrations” were something more “than
mere coincidence.” On the contrary, as
she would have it, “The founders of both
the French and American republics were
inspired by the very same values, and by
eachother. They shared the universal val-
ues of freedom and democracy and human
dignitythat haveinspired men and women
across the globe for centuries.””

Traditional conservatives, of course,
canonlylookupontheseremarks asrank
heresybecausethey contradict theteach-
ings of Edmund Burke—regarded by many
scholars to be the “father” of modern
conservatism—and the philosophical
heritagewhichtheyinspired. Her remarks,
whether intended or not, link American
foreign policy to those very principles
against which Burke and a long line of
conservative thinkers have inveighed.?
The traditionalist, thus, is to be forgiven
his bewilderment and even resentment
when he confronts statements of this kind
from the leading international spokes-
person for an administration reputed by
many to be the most conservative in our
nation’s history.

What the foregoing shows is that in a
very short period of time a major transfor-
mation in the American political land-
scapehasoccurred. TheRepublican party
has, so to speak, changed its spots virtu-
ally without attracting much critical at-
tention, the major exception being that
of disillusioned and disgruntled tradi-
tionalists. Moreover, along with the trans-
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formation of the Republican party, we
have witnessed a corresponding trans-
formation of the popularly accepted un-
derstanding of conservatism. The two,
this is to say, go hand in hand, with
neoconservatism providing a “cover” that
allowed the administration to drastically
transform the character of the Republi-
can party without its spokesmen being
obliged to renounce conservatism. All
this was facilitated because, with a few
exceptions, neither the Democrats nor
the media were either interested in or
aware of philosophical divisions within
Republican ranks.?

11

Assuming that [ am essentially correct in
describingthesalient aspects of the trans-
formation of the Republican party,
wherein do we find the more basic and
permanent concerns to which I referred
at the outset? We come to see the nature
of these concerns by inquiring first into
how Bush II could accomplish what he
has in such short order without any ap-
parent “rebellion” by a significant num-
ber of his own party in Congress. Afterall,
itwould seem that atransformation of the
dimensions alluded to above would in-
volve far greater intra-party conflict and
dissent than we have witnessed. Instead
we find the rebellion, if it can be called
that, confined to asmall number of Repre-
sentatives. The question thus becomes,
Why have Republicans in Congress been
so compliant?

To a great degree the reasons for this
compliance are attributable to the na-
ture of our political culture. To begin
with, the president nowadays has abun-
dant means at his disposal to bring recal-
citrant congressional members of his
party around to his views. Republicans in
Congress, for instance, are no doubt
thankful to Bush II for his generosity in
allowing record expenditures for “pork
barrel” projects. But, more significantly,
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the presidency, being the only elective
national office, is the main prize sought
in the struggle between the two major
parties. And there are very substantial
reasons why it is valued so highly. The
powers of the office have grown enor-
mously over time so that the rewards,
honors, favors, and such that flow from
controlling it provide strong incentives
for the members of Congress to defend
and to support a president of their party.
They want to share in this bounty, which
is also important to their own political
success, and they are smart enough to
know that, if members of the congres-
sional wing of the party split with their
president, intra-party conflicts might well
result that could imperil continued con-
trol of the presidency. Thus, any sizeable
congressional group, even one united on
doctrines or policy, being fully aware of
just how high the costs can potentially
bein defying a president of their party, is
most reluctant to do so save in the most
extreme cases.

Fifty years ago James Burnham la-
mented that Congress, once the domi-
nant institution in our constitutional
system, had been eclipsed by the presi-
dency.! Yet, there is good reason to be-
lieve that in the intervening decades,
despite Nixon’s resignation and Clinton’s
impeachment, the presidency has grown
stronger relative to Congress and, as evi-
denced by the behavior of the Bush II
administration, in significant, non-con-
stitutional ways. Woodrow Wilson’s ob-
servations provide here a framework for
understanding the nature of these new
dimensions of presidential power. He was
among thefirst to set forth the outlines of
a presidentially-oriented system that in
many respects is a forerunner of the dis-
ciplined and responsible party schemes
so attractive to many modern American
political scientists.

Given the diffusive constitutional dis-
tribution of authority, Wilson saw the
need for strong political parties in order
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to assure accountability, responsibility,
and reasoned policies. In this vein, he
viewed the political party, much as
moderns do, as a mechanism that could
overcome the undesirable separation
between Congress, the law-making insti-
tution, and the executive, the executor of
the law. He prophesied that the presi-
dent’srole would grow immensely: as the
demands of the officeincreased over time
“incumbents...will more and more come
tofeel that they are administeringit in its
truest purpose and with the greatest ef-
fect by regarding themselves as less and
less executive officers and more and more
directors of affairs and leaders of the na-
tion,—men of counsel and of the sort of
action that makes for enlightenment.”!!
Wilson’s prediction concerning presi-
dentialleadership has cometo pass. What
also seems to have transpired, as we see
from Bush’s rejection of traditional Re-
publican/conservative principles, is
that the president is now the head of his
political party, representing not what
Wilson’s intellectual disciples would pre-
fer, i.e., a leader who ably presents and
advances the policies and the principles
thatareatleast shared by the “grassroots”
of the party,'?but instead, aleader whois
free within the bounds of political reality
to redefine what the party stands for,
even if this means changing the direction
of the party by repudiating or abandon-
ing its traditional principles and values.
For reasons I have set forth, the modern
president in this capacity will carry the
party with him, provided he does not take
outlandish positions that would endan-
ger the party’s status or adversely affect
his party’s congressional delegation. Yet,
as Bush II's example attests, even with
these and similar limitations, the presi-
dent still has a wide latitude in determin-
ingthe party’s direction.” This is particu-
larly trueintheforeign policy areawhere,
normally, there are even fewer restric-
tions on the president’s course of action.
The question arises, Is this develop-
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ment good or bad? For instance, the coun-
try might well benefit from a periodic
reorientation of the political parties
brought about by presidential dictation.
Or it might be that the common good is
promoted when presidents are free to
shed their partisanship and promote poli-
cies and principles more in keeping with
the public interest. As | have indicated,
however, neither of these outcomes
seems likely given the character of our
political culture. Beyond this, there is
amplereasonto believe that presidential
“leadership” of this kind does not bode
well from the perspective of traditional
conservatives. Whyso? The answer comes
from recognizing the simple fact that
Progressives havelong dreamed of a presi-
dentially-oriented constitutional order,
oneinwhichthe president dominates the
Congress. The periodic polls which con-
sistentlyreveal that historians and politi-
cal scientists, most of them confirmed
liberals, give their highest rankings to
“strong” presidents—i.e., those who have
asserted and expanded the prerogatives
of the presidency—simply manifest this
view. Generations of Americans have been
weaned on the notion that strong presi-
dents arealso “great” presidents. What is
more, as Burnham documents, and what
is stillthe case today, in American history
and politics texts and commentaries, the
presidency is normally pictured in the
most positive terms, particularly in con-
trast to Congress. Again, Woodrow Wil-
son set the tone in describing the presi-
dent as “representative of no constitu-
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ency, but of the whole people”; “the politi-
cal leader of the nation”; “the only voice
in national affairs.”'* And this vision has
beenreinforced by normally sober histo-
rians and political scientists who see the
president as the one individual best
equipped to express the “general will” of
the nation."

Progressives are quite correct in as-
suming that their values are best served
by strong presidents, but for areason that
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is not sufficiently emphasized, namely,
the presidency is an office inherently
suited totheir goals and aspirations. As a
constitutional office, of course, it is well
structured to satisfy their normal pen-
chant for centralization; i.e., in this con-
text, centralized decision-making with-
out what they deem to be the undue,
perhaps corrupting, influence of paro-
chial or local interests. But other, more
intangible factors, relating to the status
of the office and the character of the
individuals who aspiretoit, influence the
substance and the tenor of these deci-
sions.

Consider, to begin with, that presiden-
tial aspirants are pathological, even
though their pathology may not as yet be
clinically defined. The distant prospects
of fame and power must be sufficient to
overcome the trials and tribulations of
campaigning for and holding office. For
instance, to say nothing of the physical
demands and pressures, they must antici-
pate that their lives and those of their
family will be scrutinized in great detail;
that rumors and falsehoods about them
and their family will abound; that their
positions will be distorted; or that, in the
course of their campaigns and tenure in
office,they must be prepared to fudge the
truth and even lie. Only extremely ambi-
tious individuals with oversized, fortified
egos, at least sufficiently so to mitigate or
make bearable these and a host of other
deprivations and debasements, can hope
to win the office. It is hardly surprising,
then, whenwelearnthat oncein office (or
maybe even before election) individuals
with such steely egoism and overwhelm-
ing ambition start to think about how
they will be viewed by historians of the
future or, what amounts tomuch the same
thing, what their “legacy” will be.

We can profitably ask, how would an
incumbent president go about securing a
favorable judgment down the line? If the
past is our guide—and it might well be our
most reliable guide—he should try to be
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a “strong” president in the sense I have
indicated. We already have a clue about
what this entails: namely, expanding the
prerogatives and powers of the presi-
dency.!s But there is more than this in-
volved. Indeed, the expansion of powers
and prerogatives by themselves scarcely
seems sufficient unless they are associ-
ated with bold action, leadership in cri-
sis, or policies directed toward eliminat-
ing or resolving perennial problems or
concerns. As frequently remarked, events
and circumstances beyond the control
of presidents—e.g., wars, depression—
dictate their place in history. That is,
whentheyseemtorisetotheoccasion,to
meet the challenges posed by the imper-
sonal “forces” and events, they have been
accorded high status.

What, however, ofincumbents who do
not have the opportunity to face such
challenges? Lacking war, economic col-
lapse, or some widespread catastrophe,
how can they secure a high place in his-
tory? One obvious answer is to pursue
policies, preferably new and bold poli-
cies, that will be looked upon with great
favor by those who are to judge in the
future. Again, while there is no way of
knowing for sure what policies will serve
this purpose, the past helps to provide a
guide. Incumbents who have expanded
therole and the functions of the national
government, who have promoted greater
political centralization, who have initi-
ated programs designed to promote se-
curity along with greater economic and
social equality—those who, in sum, have
advanced the progressive agenda—are
assured perhaps not the highest status,
butathoroughlyrespectable one. To put
this otherwise, theincumbent concerned
about posterity’s view of his legacy has to
think about what standards or criteria
will be used for judging it. And, in this
respect, a sense of inevitability in the
continued ascendance of progressive
values seems to prevail. At the very least,
incumbents know that the pursuit of pro-
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gressive agenda is likely to compensate
for their failures and shortcomings in
other areas.

11

What I have advanced thus far are two
interrelated propositions. First, the pow-
ers and the status of modern presidents
allow them great leeway in transforming
or even abandoning party principles,
especially when an incumbent’s party
controls both chambers of Congress. In-
deed, under these circumstances, a presi-
dent may even alter the party’s course by
unilaterally promulgating new goals and
principles. Second, in transforming the
oldorinsetting forth the new, presidents
are strongly inclined to move in direc-
tions that advance progressive values
and goals.Intheseterms, the transforma-
tion of the Republican party by the Bush
[l administration and its embrace of pro-
gressive values is best understood.
Though beyond the scope of our con-
cern here, I also believe that this inclina-
tion accounts for the “leftward” drift of
the Republican party since World War
[L.171f this analysis is largely correct, this
drift can be expected to continue into
the indefinite future.

These more or less political concerns
arecloselyrelated to othersthatare more
theoretical and relate to the whys and
wherefores of our constitutional struc-
tures. Toappreciate these concerns fully
in the context with which we are con-
cerned, some backgroundisnecessary.l
can best start by noting that political
parties, as the progressive reform litera-
ture emphasizes, provide the means for
overcoming the separation of powers.
The arguments against the separation of
powers advanced by progressives reveal
ahostility toward the constitutional frag-
mentation of powers; from the progres-
sive vantage point this fragmentation
makes the passage of coherent and nec-
essary policy extremely difficult and blurs
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the lines of responsibility and account-
ability. Parties provide the link or the
thread betweeninstitutions; theyarethe
instrumentalities that can overcome the
constitutionally mandated fragmenta-
tion, thereby enabling the branches (prin-
cipally Congress and the presidency) to
act in unison.

On the other hand, it is apparent that
our founding fathers viewed the separa-
tion of powers from an almost entirely
different perspective. Aseparation of the
legislative, executive, and judicial
branches was felt to be essential across
the entire political spectrum. In fact,
Madison in Federalist essay no. 47 feels
obliged torespond to those Anti-Federal-
ists contending that the proposed Con-
stitution blended these powers to a dan-
gerous degree. In this same essay, Madi-
son expresses a view that was widely
shared; namely, the very concentration
ofthesethree functionsinthehand ofthe
one, the few, or the many was tyranny. It
was, it should beremarked, the mere con-
centration of powers, quite apart from
the purposes for which they were em-
ployed, that constituted tyranny. As the
Federalisttext makes clear, the concerns
over maintaining the separation of pow-
ers and insuring that each branch pos-
sessawill ofits own are intimately linked
to securing the rule of law, to preventing
arbitrary and capricious rule. As such,
the principle of separation, involving
both powers and functions, was consid-
ered essential to the preservation of lib-
erty and, we may infer, it was also felt to
be a prerequisite for stable republican
government.

From the vantage point of those who
share the Framers’ concerns about the
concentration of powers, the potential
dangers inherent in the president’s role
as party leader are evident, particularly
when his party controls both the Senate
and the House. Abuses can take the form
of discriminatorylegislation, not perhaps
inthe sense or tothe degree the Framers
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had in mind, but rather as carefully
crafted measures intended to secure the
party’s popular base for the long term.
This, of course, entails the use of the
machinery of government and its re-
sources for maximum partisan advantage
to the fullest extent possible without
encountering an opposition that might
diminish the party’s popular support. But
this strategyis hardly surprising. The most
casual observer of American politics soon
realizes that the goal of gaining and re-
taining power—that which, we should
recall, accounts for the abrupt transfor-
mation of political parties—is paramount.
Control of the legislative and executive
branches helps to attain a clear unim-
peded path to this end.

What should not to be overlooked
when aparty possesses control—particu-
larly with the growth of the administra-
tive state—is the relative freedom that
the president and his administration
enjoy since neither legislative branch is
likely toundertake serious investigations
of their activities and policies lest it em-
barrass the party.In short, when a single
party dominates, there are no “make-
weights” (to use Bertrand de Jouvenel’s
terminology),'® save as an issue might
makeits wayintothejudicial system. The
president is a single, strong-willed indi-
vidual who, with the example of his most
admired predecessors before him (i.e,,
the “strong” presidents), is bound to feel
the need to preserve and to advance the
institutional interests of his office. In this
regard, neither chamber of Congress is
his match; circumstances dictatethat he
is bound to feel the pull of institutional
interest far more intensely than members
of anumerous representative assembly,
either collectively or individually. For
this reason, a president, far more than
Congress, is inclined to “push the enve-
lope” in striving to expand his powers
andtodosowith anticipation of success.

Now it is true, as | have already inti-
mated, that one-party control of the leg-
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islative and the executive functions has
notresultedintyrannyinthe “hard” sense.
Moreover, the countryis wealthy enough
so that whatever discrimination is suf-
fered by onefaction can be,and usuallyis,
mitigated sometime down the line ac-
cordingtoits preferential treatment. Cer-
tainly, the fact that we have a competitive
two-party system also helps to restrain
excesses by the temporarily dominant
party. These mitigating factors, however,
have not proven sufficient to prevent a
party, whenin total control of the legisla-
tive process, frominitiating sweeping and
costly social programs of one sort or an-
other that have proven ineffective and
wasteful.

The party’s quest to secure continued
dominance by catering to large sectors of
the population and the president’s desire
for a “legacy,” joined with the realization
that the window of opportunity might
close, are conducive to such extravagant
and ill-considered policies. These and
similar policies also reflect a mind-set
that seems to predominate among the
politically active in both parties, namely,
that government is omnipotent, that the
ills that plague society and individuals
can be cured through legislation. The
resultisthatthereach of the government
expands to embrace more and more ac-
tivities, functions, and problems, an ex-
pansion that increases when one party
comes to control the entire policy-mak-
ing apparatus.

The lack of makeweights also imperils
the constitutional limitations and re-
straints ontherange of the government’s
authority and functions that are central
to traditional conservatism. In their ab-
sence, state and local autonomy and the
principle of federalism are respected only
to the degree that they do not interfere
withrealization of the president’s “legacy”
or the pursuit of policies designed to
secure and to expand the party’s base.
With the initiation of new programs and
expansion of the old comes a correspond-
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ing increase in the scope of the national
government’s authority, normally with
greater controls over all other levels of
government and private sectors as well.
And given a compliant Congress, power
alsocentralizesinthe presidency, thereby
compromising the separation of powers.
In this process, conservative values and
principles arerepudiated. In fact, though,
what we witness is perhaps far graver: A
base politics virtually devoid of principles.

Lastly, the president’s traditional role
in setting our foreign policy, coupled with
his authority as commander-in-chief of
our armed forces, has allowed him to
commit the nation to prolonged hostili-
ties, whether by seeking a declaration of
war or through other means. That the
president can lead the nation into war,
leaving Congress with essentially no al-
ternative but to give its assent after the
fact, is recognized in many quarters as a
problem that begs solution.' It must be
acknowledged that presidents will unilat-
erallylead the countryintowar evenwhen
thereis a “divided” or “split” government,
i.e., when the opposition party controls
oneor both chambers of Congress. What is
tobenoted, however, is that the president
and his policies are at least challenged
and brought to public attention when
thereis suchadivided government, some-
times with great effect.?

There would appear to be, therefore,
less possibility of a president unscrupu-
lously endeavoring to secure his legacy
through war—that is, becoming a “war
president” by instigating an unnecessary
war or pursuing policies designed to pro-
voke hostilities—when there is an effec-
tive makeweight.

vV

The arguments presented here clearly
point toward the virtues of a government
inwhichthe parties share effective power;
agovernment in which, thatis, thereis an
effective counterweight to the president.
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Many commentators have maintained
that most Americans, although they may
not beabletoarticulatethereasons why,
alsofavor power-sharing. Their instincts
are, | believe, fundamentally sound for
reasons | have set forth. Certainly the
arguments for partisan power-sharing
deserve more public exposure than they
have been accorded, the more so in light
of the consequences that seem to flow
inevitably from one-party control.

At another level, what | have argued
provides the stipulations necessary for
answering a question that has perplexed
traditional conservatives over the years,
namely, which institution—the presi-
dency or Congress—is more deserving of
their support over the long haul? Which
institutionis the moreinherently conser-
vative? Tothe extent the foregoing analy-
sis is correct, the answer would be: Con-
gress more than the presidency, but only
when party differences enable it to exer-
cise a truly independent will, to demon-
strate some institutional pride and back-
bone along the lines that the Framers
envisioned.*

Finally, and what is central to my con-
cern, one cannot help but marvel at how
easily a modern president can utterly

1. See, for example, John Micklethwait and Adrian
Wooldridge, “Cheer Up Conservatives, You're
Still Winning,” The Wall Street Journal, Tuesday, 21
June 2005, A16. The authors of this piece are also
authors of The Right Nation: Conservative Power in
America (New York, 2005) that traces the rise of
conservatism through its various organizations
and programs from the 1950s into the first term
of George W. Bush. 2. This fact, to my knowledge,
has not been widely reported in the mainstream
media. That there is a gulf within conservative
ranks can be seen in the columns of certain
syndicated columnists—e.g., Patrick Buchanan,
Paul Craig Roberts—long regarded as conserva-
tives. Certainly the pages of Chronicles and The
American Conservative reflect what would appear
to be an unbridgeable divide. Likewise a division
among, at least, intellectual conservatives is evi-
dent in the Philadelphia Society. 3.1 base this upon
conversations and correspondence with numer-
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transform the character of his political
party—its goals and what it stands for. In
this process, weseethat principleis aban-
doned or rationalized into meaningless-
ness when it stands athwart the overrid-
ing interest of the political party to gain
and perpetuate its control of presiden-
tial powers. For this reason, principles,
even those relating to concerns about
the long-term common good, can never
have deeprootsinthe American political
culture: the quest for control of the enor-
mous powers of the presidency dictates
that parties will assume positions calcu-
lated to achievevictory. Thereis nothing
newinthis. Whatis new, asIhavetried to
show, is that a major factor for a party in
this calculation, particularly when it con-
trols Congress, is the imperative to sup-
portitsincumbent president and, as well,
his ambitions to secure a “legacy.” None
of this bodes well for either principled
parties or politics. Ultimately, onelesson
for traditional conservatives, who more
than most see the need for a politics
guided and restrained by enduring prin-
ciples, seems clear enough: They should
never swear undying allegiance to either
political party.

ous traditional conservatives of long acquain-
tance. 4. Even on these issues, some questions
have been raised by social conservatives regard-
ing the commitment of the Bush Il administration.
See, for instance, W. James Antle, “Republican
Stepchildren,” The American Conservative, 11
April 2005. 5. Robert Nisbet’s The Present Age
(New York, 1989), for example, is a devastating
critique of the acknowledged principles that
guide Bush II's foreign policy. 6. The fact that she
prematurely fixes the birth of the Bill of Rights is
of no matter. What is of greater concern is what
purpose, if any, she had in mind by lumping the
Bill of Rights and the Constitution together. 7.
Http://www.state.gov/secretary/rm/2005/
41973.htm 8. This linkage may have been in-
tended. Some traditionalists contend that the
goals of Bush II's foreign policy and Iraq war are
a modern extension of the underlying principles
and tenets of the French Revolution. See Claes
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Ryn, America the Virtuous: The Crisis of Democracy
and the Quest for Empire (Somerset, N.J., 2003). 9.
This transformation, of course, causes problems
for organizations such as the American Conserva-
tive Union, which finds it increasingly difficult to
support both the president and its principles.
Pragmatic considerations almost invariably lead
such organizations to scrap principle and sup-
port party, otherwise they would probably not
survive. My impression is that in acknowledged
conservative circles the more politically active
tend to sublimate principle to party. It is also my
impression that most Americans, for a number of
reasons, do not experience any cognitive disso-
nance between party and principle. If and when
they do, party seems to trump principle most of
the time. 10. James Burnham, Congress and the
American Tradition (Chicago, 1957). 11. Woodrow
Wilson, Constitutional Government in the United
States (New York, 1908; reprint, 1961), 81. 12. See,
for example, James MacGregor Burns, Deadlock of
Democracy (Englewood Cliffs, N.J., 1963). His final
chapter, “Strategy for Americans,” synthesizes
many of the elements of party reform that have
been advanced over the decades and empha-
sizes the need for parties to “build grass-roots
memberships” that are united with the leader-
ship through “their common faith in their party’s
tradition, doctrine, and policy.” 13. We may specu-
late that this new dimension of presidential
power—i.e., that which stems from the wide
latitude he enjoys as both leader and privileged
“prince” of his political party—can ultimately be
traced to the decline of political parties at the
local levels, a decline brought about, in part, by
efforts to democratize the parties. 14. Wilson, 68.
15. Clinton Rossiter writes that “there have been
moments of triumph or dedication or frustration
or even shame when the will of the people—the
General Will, I suppose we could call it—de-
manded to be heard clearly and unmistakably.”
Since the time of Jackson, he continues, presi-
dents have assumed the “prerogative” to do so;
“to act,...in Wilson’s words, as “‘the spokesman for
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the real sentiment and purpose of the country.”
The American Presidency (New York, 1956),18. 16.
It is a maxim of American politics that a president
never wants to preside over the diminishment of
presidential powers and prerogatives. He never
wants to leave the office weaker, constitutionally
or otherwise, than when he entered it. This would
be the sign of a “weak” or failed presidency. 17.
A similar explanation can be offered for the
behavior of judges, particularly those on the
Supreme Court. There is a widespread suspicion
often articulated that judges who move “left” do
so to acquire respectability in the quarters that
“count.” In the eyes of the New York Times edito-
rial board, Justice Anthony Kennedy, upon aban-
doning conservative outlook on key issues, was
said to have “grown” in office. 18. [ am referring
here to his analysis on the ways in which power
can be thwarted and controlled when necessary
as presented in On Power (Indianapolis, 1994). 19.
Experience has shown that the War Powers Reso-
lution of 1973 directed to ameliorating this prob-
lem has been far from effective. Presidents, both
Republican and Democratic, have largely ignored
it. The reasons for their defiance are largely those
I note in the text; presidents look upon this act as
an encroachment on their institutional powers.
20. In this regard, one thinks of the Iran-Contra
investigation during the Reagan era, the debate
in the Senate over Bush I's Gulf War policy, and
Clinton’s initial reluctance to commit forces to the
Balkans. More telling, in light of what [ say below,
is that the Vietnam War did not arouse effective
congressional scrutiny under Johnson’s adminis-
tration. Rather, this scrutiny began in earnest
under Nixon with a divided government. 21. Thus,
I would modify Willmoore Kendall’s analysis and
conclusion set forth in “Two Majorities,” 4 Midwest
Journal of Political Science (November, 1960). The
Congress is inherently more conservative than
the presidency, but only when an institutional
independence in the sense | have indicated above
will allow it to reveal its true character.
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