
barry goldwater conscience of a
conservative
Barry Goldwater: Conscience of a Conservative is a pivotal work in American
political literature that reflects the thoughts and ideologies of one of the
most prominent figures in the conservative movement of the 20th century.
Published in 1960, this book not only encapsulates Goldwater's beliefs but
also serves as a foundational text for modern conservatism. As a U.S. Senator
from Arizona and the Republican Party's nominee for president in 1964,
Goldwater's ideas and writings have significantly influenced the political
landscape of the United States.

The Context of Goldwater's Ideology

Historical Background

To understand the impact of Goldwater's work, it is essential to consider the
historical context in which he wrote. The late 1950s and early 1960s were
tumultuous times in American politics, marked by the Cold War, civil rights
movements, and a growing disillusionment with government intervention in
economic affairs. The Republican Party was struggling to define its identity,
caught between traditional conservatives and emerging moderates. Goldwater
emerged as a voice for a more radical, libertarian approach to conservatism.

The Conservative Movement

Goldwater's writings reflect the broader conservative movement that was
gaining momentum during this period. This movement sought to promote
individual liberty, limited government, and free-market economics. The
publication of Conscience of a Conservative coincided with the rise of
organizations like the National Review, founded by William F. Buckley Jr.,
which aimed to articulate a coherent conservative philosophy.

Key Themes in Conscience of a Conservative

Individual Liberty

One of the central tenets of Goldwater's philosophy is individual liberty. He
firmly believed that personal freedom is the foundation of a prosperous
society. Goldwater argued that the government's role should be limited to
protecting individual rights rather than interfering in the lives of
citizens. He wrote:

> "The government should never be allowed to intrude upon the individual’s
right to make decisions for himself."

This emphasis on personal freedom resonated with many Americans who felt that
their rights were being eroded by an expanding federal government.



Limited Government

Goldwater was a staunch advocate for limited government, believing that a
large, intrusive government was detrimental to personal freedoms and economic
prosperity. He argued that government intervention often led to unintended
consequences that stifled innovation and individual initiative. In Conscience
of a Conservative, he stated:

> "The government should be a servant of the people, not the master."

This perspective laid the groundwork for future conservative policies that
sought to reduce the size and scope of government.

Free Markets

Another crucial element of Goldwater's ideology is his unwavering support for
free-market capitalism. He believed that economic freedom was essential for
individual prosperity and that government regulation often hindered economic
growth. Goldwater's advocacy for free markets was rooted in the belief that
competition fosters innovation and efficiency. He argued that:

> "A free economy is a vital part of a free society."

Goldwater's economic views would later influence the policies of Republican
leaders such as Ronald Reagan, who embraced deregulation and tax cuts.

Anti-Communism

The Cold War context of Goldwater's era shaped his views on foreign policy,
particularly his staunch anti-communism. He believed that the United States
should take a strong stand against the spread of communism, advocating for a
robust military and a proactive foreign policy. Goldwater famously stated:

> "Extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice. Moderation in the pursuit
of justice is no virtue."

This quote encapsulates his belief that the United States must be willing to
take bold actions to defend its interests and values.

The Legacy of Conscience of a Conservative

Influence on the Republican Party

Goldwater's Conscience of a Conservative played a crucial role in reshaping
the Republican Party's identity. His ideas resonated with a growing faction
of conservatives who felt disillusioned by the moderate policies of previous
Republican leaders. The 1964 presidential campaign, in which Goldwater faced
off against President Lyndon B. Johnson, became a turning point for the
party. Although Goldwater lost in a landslide, his candidacy galvanized a new
generation of conservatives.



The Rise of the New Right

The principles articulated in Conscience of a Conservative laid the
groundwork for what would later be known as the "New Right." This movement
sought to fuse traditional conservative values with social issues, such as
opposition to abortion and advocacy for family values. Figures like Phyllis
Schlafly and Jerry Falwell emerged as leaders of this movement, drawing
inspiration from Goldwater's emphasis on individualism and limited
government.

Influence on Modern Conservatism

Goldwater's influence extends beyond the 1960s and continues to shape modern
conservative thought. His commitment to individual liberty and limited
government resonates with contemporary figures such as Rand Paul and Ted
Cruz. The principles outlined in Conscience of a Conservative serve as a
touchstone for many conservatives who advocate for reduced government
spending and increased personal freedoms.

Criticisms and Controversies

Divisive Politics

While Goldwater's ideas inspired many, they also faced criticism. His
candidacy in 1964 is often seen as a divisive moment in American politics, as
it exacerbated rifts within the Republican Party and alienated moderate
voters. His aggressive stance on issues like civil rights and foreign policy
led some to label him as an extremist, contributing to the perception that
conservatism was out of touch with mainstream America.

The Role of Extremism

Goldwater's famous quote about extremism has been interpreted in various
ways. While some view it as a call to action for conservatives to defend
their beliefs passionately, others argue that it legitimizes fringe elements
within the movement. This tension continues to be a topic of discussion among
conservatives, especially as the party grapples with its identity in the
modern political landscape.

Conclusion

In Conscience of a Conservative, Barry Goldwater articulated a vision for
America that emphasized individual liberty, limited government, and free
markets. His ideas not only influenced the trajectory of the Republican Party
but also laid the groundwork for the conservative movement that continues to
thrive today. Despite the controversies and criticisms surrounding his
legacy, Goldwater's work remains a crucial reference point for those engaged
in the ongoing discussion about the role of government and the importance of
personal freedom in American society. As we reflect on his contributions, it
is essential to recognize that Goldwater's call for a return to core
conservative principles resonates in the current political climate, making



his insights as relevant today as they were over six decades ago.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of Barry Goldwater's
'Conscience of a Conservative'?
The main thesis of 'Conscience of a Conservative' is that individual freedom
and limited government are essential for a prosperous society, emphasizing
the need for a return to foundational conservative principles.

How did 'Conscience of a Conservative' influence the
Republican Party?
'Conscience of a Conservative' served as a rallying cry for the conservative
movement within the Republican Party, laying the groundwork for future
leaders and shaping the party's ideology in the 1960s and beyond.

What role does Goldwater attribute to government in
'Conscience of a Conservative'?
Goldwater argues that government should play a minimal role in the lives of
individuals, advocating for personal responsibility and free-market
principles while warning against the dangers of an expansive federal
government.

Which key issues does Goldwater address in his book?
Goldwater addresses key issues such as civil rights, economic freedom, and
foreign policy, arguing for a strong national defense and cautioning against
government intervention in personal and economic matters.

How does Goldwater's perspective on civil rights
differ from contemporary views?
Goldwater's perspective on civil rights was complex; while he supported
individual liberties, he opposed certain civil rights legislation on the
grounds that it expanded federal power, a stance that has been critiqued in
modern contexts.

What impact did 'Conscience of a Conservative' have
on American political thought?
'Conscience of a Conservative' revitalized conservative ideology and
contributed to the emergence of modern conservatism, influencing political



discourse and the rise of conservative figures in subsequent decades.

In what ways does Goldwater's book remain relevant
today?
The themes in 'Conscience of a Conservative' regarding individual liberty,
limited government, and skepticism of federal power resonate with
contemporary debates over government intervention, personal freedoms, and
economic policies.
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