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Barry Goldwater: The Conscience of a Conservative

Barry Goldwater, a five-term U.S. Senator from Arizona, is often recognized as a pivotal
figure in American conservatism. His influential book, The Conscience of a Conservative,
published in 1960, is regarded as a manifesto that helped shape the ideological foundations
of the modern conservative movement. This article explores the life and political philosophy
of Barry Goldwater, the historical context of his ideas, and the lasting impact of his work on
American politics.

Early Life and Political Rise

Barry Morris Goldwater was born on January 2, 1909, in Phoenix, Arizona. Coming from a
prominent family involved in the local retail business, he developed an interest in politics
and public service from a young age. He attended the University of Arizona but left to join
the U.S. Army Air Corps during World War Il, where he served as a pilot.

After the war, Goldwater returned to Arizona and became more politically active. He was
elected to the Phoenix City Council in 1949 and then to the U.S. Senate in 1952. His early
senatorial career was marked by a commitment to traditional Republican values, limited

government, and a staunch anti-communist stance.

The Publication of The Conscience of a
Conservative

In 1960, Goldwater published The Conscience of a Conservative, a book that encapsulated
his political philosophy and served as a clarion call for conservatives. The book was not just
a reflection of his personal beliefs; it also articulated the frustrations of many Americans
who felt alienated by the prevailing liberalism of the time.

Core Philosophies

In The Conscience of a Conservative, Goldwater outlined several key principles that defined
his political ideology:

1. Individual Liberty: Goldwater emphasized the importance of personal freedom and
the belief that government should not interfere excessively in the lives of individuals.

2. Limited Government: He argued for a smaller federal government, advocating for a



return to states' rights and local governance. Goldwater believed that the federal
government had overstepped its bounds and that many issues could be better
addressed at the state or local level.

3. Free Market Economics: Goldwater was a proponent of capitalism and free
enterprise. He believed that economic freedom was essential to individual liberty and
that government intervention often led to inefficiencies and corruption.

4. National Defense: With the Cold War as a backdrop, Goldwater was an ardent
supporter of a strong national defense. He advocated for military preparedness and a
robust foreign policy to counter the threat of communism.

5. Morality and Values: Goldwater also emphasized the importance of moral values in
society, arguing that a successful society is built on a foundation of individual
responsibility and ethical behavior.

Historical Context: The Conservative Movement

The 1960s were a tumultuous time in American history, marked by civil rights movements,
anti-war protests, and a growing distrust in government institutions. The Republican Party
was grappling with its identity, torn between traditional conservatives, moderates, and the
emerging libertarian faction.

Goldwater’s ideas resonated with a segment of the population that felt disillusioned by the
liberal policies of President John F. Kennedy and the New Deal legacy. His staunch
opposition to communism and his advocacy for conservative values struck a chord with
voters who were concerned about the direction of the nation.

Goldwater's 1964 Presidential Campaign

Goldwater's political philosophy gained national attention when he ran for the presidency in
1964. His campaign was characterized by a return to the core principles he outlined in The
Conscience of a Conservative. He faced significant challenges, including an intense primary
battle against more moderate candidates and a general election campaign against the
incumbent, Lyndon B. Johnson.

Key Campaign Themes

During his campaign, Goldwater focused on several key themes:

¢ Restoring Constitutional Principles: Goldwater called for a return to the original
intent of the Constitution, advocating for limited government and individual rights.



e Opposition to the Great Society: He criticized Johnson's Great Society programs,
arguing that they expanded the government’s role in a way that undermined personal
freedom.

e Military Strength: Goldwater emphasized the need for military preparedness and a
strong defense policy, positioning himself as a tough opponent of communism.

Despite his efforts, Goldwater lost the election in a landslide to Johnson, securing only
38.5% of the popular vote. The defeat was a setback for the conservative movement, but it
did not diminish Goldwater’s influence.

Legacy and Influence on Conservatism

While Goldwater's presidential campaign did not succeed, his ideas laid the groundwork for
the future of the Republican Party and the conservative movement in America. His
philosophy inspired a generation of conservative leaders and activists, including Ronald
Reagan, who would go on to implement many of the principles Goldwater championed.

Emergence of the New Right

In the years following Goldwater's campaign, a new wave of conservatism began to
emerge. The rise of the New Right in the 1970s and 1980s was characterized by:

1. Grassroots Mobilization: Activist organizations began to mobilize grassroots
support for conservative causes, utilizing direct mail, telephone campaigns, and other
innovative strategies.

2. Religious Conservatism: The moral and social issues that Goldwater addressed
found resonance with religious conservatives, leading to a coalition that would
significantly influence Republican politics.

3. Economic Conservatism: The principles of free markets and limited government
that Goldwater championed became central tenets of the Republican Party under
Reagan.

The Enduring Relevance of Goldwater's Ideas

Goldwater's The Conscience of a Conservative remains a significant work in the canon of
American political literature. Its themes continue to resonate with contemporary
conservative thought, particularly in discussions about government spending, individual



rights, and foreign policy.

In recent years, debates within the Republican Party over the direction of
conservatism—between traditionalists, libertarians, and populists—reflect the ongoing
relevance of Goldwater’s ideas. His advocacy for a principled, ideological conservatism
serves as both a guide and a challenge for current and future generations of conservatives.

Conclusion

Barry Goldwater's The Conscience of a Conservative is more than just a book; it is a
foundational text that encapsulates the ideals of a movement. By advocating for individual
liberty, limited government, and moral values, Goldwater established a framework that
continues to influence American politics today. His legacy is a testament to the enduring
power of ideas and the importance of principled leadership in shaping the future of a
nation. As America navigates its complex political landscape, the lessons from Goldwater's
life and work remain ever pertinent.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Barry Goldwater and why is he significant in
American politics?

Barry Goldwater was a U.S. Senator from Arizona and the Republican Party's nominee for
President in 1964. He is significant for his role in shaping modern conservative ideology and
for his influence on the Republican Party.

What is 'The Conscience of a Conservative' about?

‘The Conscience of a Conservative' is a book published by Barry Goldwater in 1960,
outlining his political philosophy, advocating for limited government, individual liberty, and
a strong national defense.

How did 'The Conscience of a Conservative' influence
the conservative movement?

The book served as a manifesto for the conservative movement, inspiring a generation of
conservatives and laying the groundwork for the rise of figures like Ronald Reagan in the
1980s.

What are some key themes discussed in Goldwater's
book?

Key themes include the importance of personal freedom, the dangers of government
intervention in the economy, and a staunch opposition to communism and collectivism.



How did Barry Goldwater's views differ from
mainstream Republican beliefs at the time?

Goldwater's views were more libertarian and less interventionist compared to the moderate
Republican establishment, focusing on minimal government and personal responsibility
rather than compromise.

What was the public reaction to Goldwater's
presidential campaign in 1964?

Goldwater's campaign faced significant backlash, as his hardline conservative positions
were seen as extreme, leading to a landslide defeat against Lyndon B. Johnson.

What legacy did Goldwater leave behind after his
political career?

Goldwater's legacy includes influencing conservative thought and the Republican Party's
direction, with his ideas continuing to resonate in modern conservative politics.

In what ways did ‘'The Conscience of a Conservative'’
address the issue of civil rights?

While Goldwater supported individual liberties, he opposed the Civil Rights Act of 1964 on
the grounds of federal overreach, arguing it violated states' rights, which sparked
controversy.

How is 'The Conscience of a Conservative' viewed in
contemporary political discourse?

The book is often referenced in discussions about the foundational principles of
conservatism, and its ideas continue to be debated among conservatives regarding the role
of government and individual freedoms.
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